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      A hiss escaped through my gritted teeth as I hopped from foot to foot.

      “Can you stand still for one bloody second?”

      I glared at my best friend and flipped her off. Standing six feet tall, Laura towered over me with a scowl. “Maybe if you didn’t make me wear these stupid skyscrapers, I wouldn’t be so fidgety!”

      Laura’s pretty red lips tilted up, almost a smile but not quite. She never was one for backing down. “Well, maybe if you had broken them in days ago when I told you to, they wouldn’t hurt your feet so much.” She tossed a strand of her hair over her shoulder. “Besides, those are only like four inches. I could walk in heels that high when I was a toddler.”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t comment. There was no use arguing with her, she always won. Laura was the type of woman who won at everything in life, did everything flawlessly, and made everyone fall in love with her. She was tall, with long auburn hair and the brightest green eyes I had ever seen; she was beautiful. Being the polar opposite, we made perfect friends. I was never a competition for her, and she took all attention away from me and let me live quietly in the shadows.

      Well, except for tonight. Tonight was all about me and I wanted to do nothing more than kick these heels off and run for the hills.

      Laura glanced around at the people queuing behind us. We had been in line for almost twenty minutes and the queue had tripled in that time. There must have been around a hundred people lined up, waiting for admittance to the club.

      “What made you choose this place, anyway?” I asked curiously as I took rest against the wall, my legs threatening to collapse beneath me. How anyone could walk around in heels all day long was beyond me; I would have cut my feet off if it meant the pain would stop.

      “Do you live under a rock, little cherub?” I rolled my eyes at the patronizing nickname and shoved at her shoulder. She grinned mischievously. “Everyone’s been talking about this place for ages! You genuinely haven’t heard of it?”

      I shook my head and looked up at the electric blue neon sign. Ambrosia.

      In ancient times, ambrosia was believed to hold magical properties. Greek mythology stated that it was the food of the Gods, said to be brought before them by doves and give immortality to whoever consumed it.

      A beautiful story, but the name was a little on the nose.

      “Oh, dearest friend of mine, we are about to enter the most elite club around. This is owned by one of the Known.”

      Pushing off of the wall, I gripped Laura’s shoulders. “Are you freaking crazy?”

      As children, we were told to be scared of the monsters that haunt the dark. But then those monsters claimed back the night, righting the stories and instilling a new kind of fear in everyone. The Known were a faction of vampires who chose not to hide in the shadows, instead living amongst us humans as though it wasn’t the craziest thing in the world.

      Laura only laughed. “Come on, Cece. Live a little.”

      “I’m pretty sure going into a club full of vampires will result in the exact opposite of that.”

      “It’ll be fun! There haven’t even been any instances of killings since this place opened. All the feeding is voluntary.”

      My mouth hung slack as I stared at her. “Well, as long as it’s voluntary!”

      I followed reluctantly as we moved towards the front of the queue. Why would she think this was my ideal way to celebrate my birthday?

      “You’ve really never thought about it?” Laura dropped her voice, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “They say their bite, when done right, can be so pleasurable that it’s almost orgasmic.”

      Color flooded my cheeks and I glanced around us to make sure nobody had heard her. “No, I most certainly have not ever thought about that.”

      Laura shrugged and straightened, bristling at my tone. “Your loss, I guess. I think it’ll be amazing.”

      “Please tell me that isn’t why we’re here tonight?”

      “Of course not! We’re here to celebrate your twenty-one beautiful years on this earth,” she said as she draped an arm over my shoulder and pulled me towards the door. “Anything else is just a bonus.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but she hushed me as the doorman checked our names on his list—his eyes lingering a bit too long on our chests—before ushering us inside.

      As I stumbled through the darkened hallway, the air on my arms stood to attention. I wasn’t sure what I was about to walk into and fear dripped into my soul—but I would be lying if I didn’t admit that a tiny part of me was curious. Everyone knew about the Known and, while I never imagined myself even coming close to meeting them, my curiosity got the better of me.

      I just hoped like hell that I didn’t end up dead like Schrodinger’s cat.

      I found that my expectations were wrong on so many levels as we pushed our way into the busy club. The music bounced off the walls, vibrating and pulsing beneath our feet. Much like the neon sign outside, the lights were all electric blue and tinted, casting a cool colored hue across the black walls.

      In the center of the room was a glass dance floor, covered in people grinding and bouncing to the beat. My eyes could barely focus as the lights strobed, shifting my attention from the dancers to the bar. Lines of expensive-looking alcohol were on glass shelves, bottles of thick red liquid placed in between.

      Oh, God.

      My stomach churned as I realized that the mystery substance was blood; bottles on bottles of it, out in plain view as though it were normalcy the world was used to.

      “There’s blood in those bottles,” I whispered to Laura, jabbing her side with my elbow.

      She followed my glance and eyed the bottles before an ominous smile spread across her pretty face, marring the features that normally seemed so beautiful. “Let’s hope we don’t contribute to the stock tonight then, shall we?”

       Grabbing my hand, she pulled me into the crowd of people and out of my thoughts. The air smelled sickly sweet, vanilla mixed with sweat and iron. We passed by couples so lost in the moment that I think they forgot they were in public. I let my gaze linger on people as we passed them, noting the delirious smiles and spaced-out eyes as they danced themselves into oblivion.

      What was this place?

      I sighed in relief as we reached the bar and I was able to slide onto one of the tall leather stools. The counter was made of thick black granite, marbled with blue and white. It eerily reminded me of human veins and I shivered, rubbing at the goosebumps on my arm.

      “What can I get for you two gorgeous gals?” a voice yelled from behind the bar.

      I spun around and tried not to squeal. Our bartender was easily one of the most beautiful men I had ever seen. The sharp angles of his face defined his gorgeous features, his long hair as black as the night itself. I was sure I could have cut myself on his jaw. He smiled, sending a chill down my spine as I noted his dangerously sharp canines. I had the urge to scream and leave Ambrosia immediately, yet when I looked into his eyes and saw the golden specks in his irises, I caught myself leaning closer to him.

      Obviously aware of his effect on people—was this a weird vampire lure thing I wasn’t aware of?—the bartender blinked and I felt myself come back down to earth. I examined the muscles threatening to bust from the sleeves of his white shirt and the way his waistcoat was tight across the chest. If he wasn’t a vampire, I may have swooned.

      “Easy, love,” he said, his voice a smooth melody that melted my unease. “There are far more things in this club to get drunk on than just alcohol.”

      Laura, never afraid of anything and always up for a challenge, seemed intrigued by this. She leaned on the bar, sure to clip her elbows close to her sides to push her cleavage up, and winked at the handsome vampire. “That sounds like a whole lot of fun.”

      The man—creature?—threw his head back and laughed, allowing me a full view of those razor-sharp teeth. “I think I could show you some fun, for sure. I’m Wade.”

      Extending her hand to him, Laura pouted her painted lips and looked at him through lowered lashes. Wade pressed a tender kiss to the back of her hand, before turning it over and pressing his lips to her inner wrist. My breath hitched but Laura seemed unfazed, intoxicated by the excitement of what he could offer.

      “We’ll take two margaritas, sugar,” my best friend announced, her voice coated in seduction. “And then you can tell us all about the type of fun a gal like me could have in a place like this.”
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      Ambrosia was so fucking bright. 

      Lights ricocheted off the shadowed walls and music crashed against bodies down below on the dance floor. It was absolutely deafening and I found it hard to focus. I despised this place. I hated the blue glow that made me squint and the way I winced at the bass drop of each new song.  It was all too much, especially for someone like me. 

      It wasn’t as if this club was created for vampires, or anything. 

      Ambrosia existed for redbloods and their terrible senses, the very building catered to them. The music that pierced our ears was for them to enjoy, the lights too bright for our sensitive eyes. All so that the humans can dance. I hated this place, and I hated the redbloods that came along with it.

      A low hiss escaped my throat, vibrating my core. I never wanted this damn club to begin with, but it was something I was stuck with. A supposed perk of making it this far in Vegas, I guess; this was the big leagues.

       If I was ever caught showcasing my distaste publicly, I’d sure find a stake to the heart. Despite my aversion, it did have its benefits. For one, business could be conducted with discretion. It had also become a consenting feeding ground under my direction. Ambrosia thrived because of me, for humans and vampires alike.

      My fingers rapped against the windows up above the dance floor, camouflaged by the flickering lights. Even if they were looking for it, human eyes would glaze right over it. The entire thing was made of dark, tinted glass, accessible only by a tight catwalk overhead. 

      I liked my office high, call it a stereotype.

      “Dance with me,” a drunken voice cooed in my direction. My eyes snapped towards him, the small human boy only five feet to my left. He was handsome, that was for sure, his ash peppered hair swooped across his forehead, the green eyes that looked at me as if I was the most beautiful woman he’s ever laid eyes on. Sweet, probably. I’m surprised he was even of age, he looked nothing short of a child. 

       He reached out a hand to take mine and winced in pain. I hadn’t moved, but my eyes followed the line attaching him to his blood bag, eyebrow cocked. He was my donor tonight, child or not. Blood was blood. Although, alcohol and blood loss was not exactly a happy marriage. I’d have to cut him off soon—the alcohol, anyway.

      “I don’t quite think you’re up for the task, sweets.” My voice was low and gruff, seduction leaking out of every word. I clicked my tongue against a fang, watching him shiver at the sound. Charm was part of the game, too.

      “He’s donated at least 100ml, we should probably take him off soon.” My brows furrowed as a woman next to him ran her fingers through his hair. I had forgotten she was there—something like jealousy made me snap my teeth together. The boy smiled though, his head tilting backwards to look up at her.

      “He’s consented, I can take as much as he lets me.” I snapped. I bared my teeth and watched as she shrunk back in submission. Good. 

      “Dannnncee with me,” the boy said again. 

      “Mercy, we can’t do this again, we were too cavalier with Wade, I don’t think the club can afford another investigation so soon.”

      She was right and I knew it, and if I hadn’t just taken her to bed last week I might have let her have it. As it was, I couldn’t let Cissa talk to me like that, it would set a bad precedent. 

      “He stays on the bag.” I said with finality. Cissa shut her mouth, frowning in disapproval but said nothing more, instead nodding and switching out the boy’s bag with a fresh, empty one. My hand waved Cissa away, and I listened as she gathered her things. There was no distinct clink of the door shutting, so I knew she hadn’t left, but just the feeling of dead silence was preferable to the noise that came out of her mouth. 

      I couldn’t help but let my gaze drift towards the crowd below once more. I watched as Wade prowled behind the bar, the fluidity of his movements and the arrogance in his charm had amplified since he died a month ago. I smiled at the memory.

      Humans came into this place wanting danger, to live life on the edge. Why else would they knowingly come into our cave, well regarded as one of the best vampire owned businesses this side of the strip? Arrogant creatures they were, though they could probably say the same about us. 

      He should count himself lucky; I didn’t want him to die, not really. So many walked through these doors wanting the chance at immortal life, only to find themselves ending their only life. It’s what was bound to happen when you caught yourself up with vampires. Wade got the better end of that deal.

      It was his fault really. He came wanting danger, and that was what he got.

      And so, when I drank too much—his blood was too sweet to resist—and he begged for me to end it, I refused. I brought him back. Call it mercy.

      It’s always a hard transition at first, but he did alright. Only a handful of redbloods drained in his first few weeks as part of the Known, it could have been worse. Wade was a natural. Handsome and disarming, he charmed his prey with nothing more than eye contact and a kiss to the hand. I’d have to keep an eye on him. He was still a fledgling, and truthfully I was sick of cleaning up everyone else’s messes. Hopefully he could keep his thirst in check.

      I reached out my hand and snapped my fingers. There was a low, almost inaudible hiss, and Cissa placed the boy’s filled bag delicately in my palms. Blood is so beautiful, I thought. My eyes wandered to hers as I pursed my lips and sucked gently from the tip of the bag. I could tell she was enjoying it, the way her legs crossed and the need flooded her eyes. It was thick and fulfilling, traveling down my throat slowly and satiating the burn. I could see Cissa take a hesitant step towards me, but was interrupted by a knock on the glass door. 

      “Come in,” I said, just loud enough to be heard over the music. Cissa turned her back to me and stood with her hands crossed behind her back, head bowed. I was sure the need stayed with her anyway. I couldn’t imagine she wasn’t hungry for me.

      “Mr. Tusker is requesting an audience with you, Ms. Petrova,” a feeble voice squeaked from the entrance. I looked her up and down, taking in a large breath. Her scent hovered in my nostrils, and I tried not to sneer. Human. 

      “Send him in,” I ordered. Cissa frowned, but I was done caring about her increasing disapproval of my choices. I was the highlady in this place, not her. The small girl in the doorway nodded quickly and scuttered away. She was one of the smart ones, then. The fearful ones always were. 

      “Mercy…” Cissa said, worry filling her tone. I snapped my teeth.

      “Do I need to remind you of your place, Narcissa?” 

      Her eyes blazed a bright ruby red before she thought better of it, as if she might say something that would damn her. As she calmed, however, they returned to their purple, blood stained hue. Her body was tightly wound with tension, stiff as a board. 

      “No.” The word was short and clipped, just how I liked it. 

      “Good,” I said, a smile crawling towards the corners of my lips. I sucked the rest of the bag dry and threw it in her direction, not bothering to observe her reaction. The thirst was nothing but a dull ache now, my belly was full of the boy’s blood. It sloshed uncomfortably as I shifted my weight. 

      I looked towards him and smiled—he’d passed out and was snoring softly.

      “Get the boy out of here before Tusker comes in,” I said to Narcissa. She was slow to move but nodded curtly. “I don’t need him making a mess in my office with my dinner.”

      I turned my back to find my desk, a deep black, ornate thing. It suited me, I thought. 

      “Oh, and Cissa,” I said, sitting down and facing her for the last time. I couldn’t help but notice the hope that flooded her face at the nickname. 

      “Tell Mr. Tusker that I'm ready for him now.”

      Disappointment replaced the hope as she wheeled the boy out of my sight and onto the catwalk.
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      I grimaced as the tequila slid down my throat, burning a path through my insides. Somehow, margaritas had changed very quickly into two—maybe three? I had lost track—rounds of shots and I could feel my brain getting muddy from the buzz. 

      “So,” Laura said as she licked seductively around the rim of her shot glass, “when do you get off?”

      I didn’t like the glint in Wade’s eyes as he gazed at my friend, a look akin to a predator hunting prey. It made my skin crawl. 

      Wade filled our glasses with tequila again and shoved slices of fresh lime towards us. He flipped a checkered towel over his shoulder and yelled to one of the other bartenders. They spoke quietly—or maybe the music was just that loud, I wasn’t sure—and Wade’s face broke out in a breathtaking grin as he returned to where we were perched.

      “It’s your lucky day, gorgeous. My shift just ended,” he added with a wink.

      My stomach churned and I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the way he was looking at Laura. My friend, however, seemed equally as invested in this revelation as she perked up. 

      A small gasp escaped my lips as Wade jumped over the bar quicker than the blink of an eye, his hands wrapping around Laura’s waist immediately. He whispered something in her ear and her cheeks burned, though I noticed the way she leaned into his touch.

      “It’s time to dance, birthday girl!”

      I shook my head profusely and gulped down my next shot. “Absolutely not! I’m not drunk enough for that yet!”

      Wade shrugged, his attention fixed on Laura. “You heard her. Let’s go, babe.”

      A wild giggle sounded from Laura as she jumped from the bar stool. “Your loss! I’ll be on the dance floor if you need me.”

      With little more than a glance at me, she grabbed Wade’s hand and pushed through the sea of people until I lost sight of her. I shivered as the mist flashed blue and red against the glass, hiding much of what was going on. I searched for her fiery red hair amongst the crowd, but I could barely see in front of me. 

      “It’s bad manners to leave your friend alone at a bar. Especially in a place like this.” 

      Goosebumps rose across my arms as I spun around and came face to face with Nathaniel Tusker. Tusker was infamous; one of the first Known to share himself with the world and notoriously ruthless in life and business. He had a penchant for leaving a trail of blood and bodies wherever he went, though nobody seemed to do anything about it. He was that influential—nobody ever touched him. 

      “I - uh -” I stuttered over my words as I took in the man before me. 

      Tusker was always plastered across the news and papers and magazines. He was what I would call the perfect Poster Boy; waves of perfect golden hair and a smile that would make anyone weak at the knees. His skin was aglow under the dark lights of Ambrosia and his eyes were captivating. I almost forgot to blink as I stared at him, admiring his strikingly alarming beauty. 

      “My name is Nathaniel Tusker. I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of making your acquaintance before?” He extended his hand to me and his grip was firm, though a little cool, as he shook my hand. 

      I shook myself out of my trance and forced a smile. “Cecelia, but everyone calls me Cece.” 

      Tusker lifted my hand and pressed it to his lips. I drew in a breath at the coldness of his touch, ignoring the way a jolt of adrenaline shot through me when the tip of a fang grazed my skin. 

      “It is my absolute honor to meet you, Cecelia. What a beautiful name.”

      I inclined my head slightly. “Thank you, Mr. Tusker.”

      He waved a hand in the air and took a seat on the stool previously occupied by Laura. “Please, call me Nate. There’s no need to be so formal.”

      Formality was absolutely required in this situation but I didn’t say that. I mean, Laura may have been happy to get all up close and personal with a vampire, but I certainly wasn’t. 

      “Nate.”

      Tusker — Nate didn’t sound right, no matter what he said— smiled again, his canines exposed. Was that deliberate? 

      “What are you drinking this evening, Cece?”

      “Well, I was actually doing shots with my friend before she found something more fun to do,” I said, gesturing towards the dance floor. 

      Tusker nodded. “I see. Well, may I suggest something for you?”

      His voice was like honey, sweet and smooth to my ears. I knew that was a dangerous thing in any man, never mind a fucking vampire, but I still found myself nodding. Handsome men were lethal in general, but Tusker was another league and here I was, about to drink with him. 

      He snapped his fingers at one of the bartenders and said something too low for me to hear. “You’ll like it, dear heart. Don’t fret.”

      Dear heart? What the fuck was I getting myself into?

      I tugged my lips into a smile, though maybe it resembled more of a grimace from the way Tusker looked at me. My pulse quickened under his gaze, and I wasn’t sure that was a good thing; heightened hearing meant Tusker was aware of his effect. He licked his lips and I shuddered.

      The bartender—a woman in her eternal thirties, with striking white hair and a freckled face—slid a tall glass of blood toward Tusker. He took a sip and coated his lips in crimson. My tequila shots swirled in my stomach and threatened to repeat on me at the sight.

      A cocktail glass was placed in front of me and I was thankful for the chance to tear my gaze from Tusker. The liquid was similar to a daiquiri, though this was luminous green and smelled of sour apple.

      “I hear this is all the rage. A few of my female… companions have ordered it in my presence.” 

      I lifted the glass to my lips and took a sip. The glass was lined with salt and syrup to cut some of the bitterness. It was surprisingly delicious. 

      “Mmm, it’s lovely. Thank you.”

      Tusker smiled and raised his glass. “It is my pleasure. What brings you to Ambrosia? Forgive me if this seems rude, but you don’t seem like the usual clientele for a club like this.” 

      I laughed, the sound making Tusker smile. “It is most definitely not the type of place I would usually come to, but it’s my birthday and my friend insisted.” 

      “Well, I must say, I’m glad you decided to do so. It’s an honor to spend your birthday with you. Happy celebrations, Miss Cecelia!”

      I touched my glass against his and we both took a long gulp of our drinks. I knew Nathaniel Tusker had a reputation, but the enigmatic creature before me seemed so distant from those tales that I almost let myself believe I was in a safe situation. 

      Almost. 

      Then I noticed the way the bartender kept looking towards us, her lips pressed tight together. Some of the other bar patrons also glanced at us, one woman going as far as looking horrified. 

      “May I ask you a question, Cece?”

      I shrugged. “Sure?”

      Tusker leaned forward, his mouth almost touching my earlobe. “Have you ever wondered what it would be like to experience the highest sort of euphoria available to a human?” 

      “I… Uh…” I could feel the color in my cheeks deepen as Tusker pressed his lips softly to my jaw. 

      Sniffing in my scent, he sighed contently against my skin. “I think you have, even if you won’t admit it to yourself. I can feel your heartbeat quicken when I’m this close, can hear the way your breath hitches when you see my fangs. I can offer that experience for you. I promise that nobody else would make you feel the way I would.” 

      My breathing deepened as he forced himself into my space. He was right, in some respect. I had thought about what it would feel like—so many people claimed it was the best experience of their life—but I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that I would be safe with Tusker. No matter how persuasive his argument may seem. 

      And it was pretty damn persuasive. Damn handsome men and their fucking smiles. 

      “Mr. Tusker?” 

      A young woman’s voice broke the tension between us. Tusker groaned into my neck and leaned back, his eyes flashing with annoyance as he looked at the young girl with distaste. “What is it?”

      The girl paled under Tusker’s gaze. “Ms. Petrova is ready to see you now. She invites you to follow me and meet her in her office upstairs, sir.” 

      Tusker sighed and shook his head at the girl. “Terrible timing, child. Cece, you will join me, won’t you? The meeting shouldn’t take long and then we can get back to that tantalizing conversation.” 

      He winked at me and the young girl actually squeaked, earning her a deadly glare. She coughed and diverted her gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry, Mr. Tusker. I believe Ms. Petrova would prefer it if it was just the two of you for business meetings.”

      Before the girl or I had any idea what was happening, Tusker had her jaw in a deadly grasp, his fangs bared at her face. “Listen here, you little bloodbag. I am Nathaniel Tusker and I own your bitch of a boss. Do you hear me? I will do whatever the fuck I want and I dare little Mercy to do anything to stop me.”

      Tusker released his grip on the girl, who looked paler than all of the vampires in the club, and turned to me with his hand extended. His expression softened, though the look in his eyes was deadly. “Now, Cece, please join me?”

      I swallowed down the bile in my throat as I plastered on a smile and slid my sweating hand into his. 

      What the fuck was I going to do?
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      Even the blood wasn’t enough to take away the throbbing knot in my temples. It was only just past midnight, still a long night to go, and the club below kept filling with more humans, more Known, and more damn music. How the Authority expected me to both run a proper operation and keep a sane head in a place like this made anger bubble at the base of my throat. They wouldn’t dare give a man this sort of location. They got the tall skyscrapers and the untouchable federal buildings. A place like this would be below them. But to me? To a woman? 

      It didn’t fucking matter if I was the best they had. 

      It was an impossible accomplishment that I was able to do as much as I did. The cards were stacked against me, most certainly by design, but I was not used to failing. I was a winner, a survivor.

      The club itself was easy, and after a few absolutely necessary alterations to the day to day operations, the place pretty much ran itself. Even just off the strip, Ambrosia was an absolute mystery. It was just the right combination of elegance and danger, and because of it, we’d never had an empty night. 

      The real work was with the stupid men that thought they could control me, step on my toes. Both vampire and human alike, they’d take one look at my breasts and decide I should be grateful to be in their presence and not the other way around. Those ones didn’t last very long. It was in part the reason that most of my cohort at Ambrosia were women. Not only were they easier to work with, but they weren’t dumb enough to get themselves killed.

      I think the thing Nathaniel Tusker loved most about me was my efficiency. I disposed of anyone who didn’t serve me to my satisfaction, and I got shit done. I was his best, even if he never wanted to admit it.

      I was a woman playing in a man’s world. And though I delivered on all accounts, my anatomy would always be the reason I was underestimated.

      He kept me around, though. Rose me up through his coven and gave me the positions and power that I craved deep in my bones. Nathaniel wasn’t stupid like the rest of them. He had a motivated head atop those shoulders, but even through his charm he was about as trustworthy as a viper. I kept him at arm’s length, although I could do with a bit of a longer wingspan. As long as I kept him in my back pocket.

      I didn’t mind so much working for Tusker, not in theory. He was big and commanded respect, and he left me to my own devices as long as I did what was asked of me. I did the majority of his dirty work; under the table jobs, assassinations, bill collections. I showed up, and he let me have my throne. 

      That and his…infatuating adoration of my blood donation program had me riding a high. He was a frequent flier at Ambrosia, usually stalking the shadows or in his call room. I always had a steady rotation of women to keep him turned on, high on blood, and out of my hair.

      When I heard the light steps of Narcissa’s stilettos crossing the catwalk towards my glass office, I flattened the lapels on my violet, suede suit and rotated my chair from the crowd below to greet her. 

      Narcissa’s face had an ugly twist to it, her nose scrunched up in displeasure. She was still frustrated with me. I raised my eyebrows and clicked my tongue, interlacing my fingers on top of my desk and a smirk tugging at the corners of my mouth. 

      “I trust that our donor is set up in my private chambers?” I asked her. Although I didn’t often sleep there, my room at Ambrosia was used for late night stress relief. I could only abstain from hunger for so long, and blood and sexual pleasure just went so well together. It would be a crime to let the room go to waste.

      “Ready for you when you’re done with your . . . business here,” she choked out. I didn’t understand why she was so uncomfortable. Narcissa had been my biggest ally and strongest hire. Her desire for my wellbeing was misplaced, and her jealousy over a human bloodbag made her weak. I shouldn’t have bedded her. Sex was good, but it always made things more complicated. 

      “And is the donor prepped for Nathaniel?” I chose to ignore the waver in her voice. 

      “The young redblood is gathering Mr. Tusker now. Although it seems as though he’s insistent on bringing a guest.”

      My head cocked to one side, both shock and intrigue clouding my expression. 

      “I didn’t stay to hear most of it, I was just on the other side of the wall.” she added. 

      “How . . . interesting. Nathaniel usually sends his playthings to his room until after our business.”

      “As I said, Mercy, he was quite insistent.”

      I frowned. It didn’t quite align with my idea of how the night would go, but I suppose I could rearrange. I was good at that. 

      “I’ll make do. If he’s planning on using her blood, we’ll have to make sure the other donor is utilized with another High Lord. I’m sure there are quite a few here tonight. They do like this place, despite their insistence on not working here. You’d think they would be dying at the chance to have this office,” I rolled my eyes pointedly, “But I digress. She paid us big money to be of service to someone of Nate’s caliber, and I’d hate to have that blemish on one of those stupid Yelp reviews, or whatever it is humans use.”

      “That tiny thing?” Narcissa choked back a laugh. The familiar expression of ease returned to her face once more, and it reminded me just how beautiful she was, when she wasn’t brooding or complaining. “She’s so nervous she just about peed in submission at the very sight of Tusker. She wouldn’t have lasted ten minutes with him anyway. Let her talk about this place all she wants. Or better yet, let’s kill her before she has the chance at writing whatever review you’re worried about. It’s the best of both worlds—you keep her money, and you’ve made the Authority happy with another meal.”

      “Whatever you’ve been drinking tonight seems to have gone to your head, Cissa, my dear,” my tongue ran across my lips. “You’re as bad as my bloodbag. Didn’t you just say the club didn’t need another investigation? And besides, I’ll have enough blood spilled tonight as it is. Any human would melt into a puddle at Nate’s feet, we shouldn’t judge her weak human tendencies so harshly.”

      “You’ve gone soft, Merc,” she said. I held back a low growl, sneering at her. It didn’t come off her lips as an insult, on the contrary it sounded as if it might have been a compliment. I didn’t like the sound of it, regardless. 

      “I feel like if you talk any more, you’re going to make me kill you too,” I threatened. Her pale face went a deeper shade of white. 

      “Just because I fucked you does not make you my keeper. Or my equal. I’d just as likely fuck that bloodbag in my room while you watch me. The paperwork was signed before he even set foot in the building. I have permission to use him as I please. You should know, you signed the exact same paperwork just last week.”

      NDA’s and pleasure contracts were a necessity at a club like this. Legalities and the like. I had to play by these rules, if none others. 

      “I am not weak.” I told her. “And if you so much as insinuate something like that again, in private or otherwise, I will tear that pretty little head off your fucking body. Do you understand?”

      At the weight of my words, Narcissa managed a very weak “Yes ma’am” as her legs wobbled. I was content with that. 

      “Good. Now I know you’ve been in the company of Nathaniel previously but let me remind you of his rules. Do not speak unless spoken to. Unlike me, he won’t hesitate to slice your throat if you so much as look at him the wrong way. Be at his beck and call. While he is in this room, you work for him. Offer to walk his guest to his room—although I doubt he will allow it. We must play the perfect hosts.”

      Narcissa was now nodding at each of my points directly. We’ve been through this before, played his game. 

      “The girl that paid for her time with him can be set up there,” I pointed to the chair in the corner of the room, the machines and wires akin to a clinical blood draw appointment. “I don’t care if he uses her or not. At least she’ll be prepped and ready.”

      My fingers tapped against the dark wood in front of me, goose pimples erupting on my skin from the charge in the air. Some might mistake that for nerves, but those that knew me could attribute it to excitement. It was a blessing then, that not many people knew me. I crossed my legs under my desk to keep from fidgeting. 

      “Make sure we have drinks. And no matter what, stay in this room. The glass isn’t soundproof, but the music should cover the comings and goings of this room. I don’t care what he says, Narcissa. We cannot fuck this up. Do you hear me? We have one shot.”

      It was the first time I had spoken about my intentions since arriving at Ambrosia early this evening. Narcissa, of course, was the only one that could know— I needed someone to confide in, someone to help me plan it out. 

      We played this game before, but never like this. 

      “His guest complicates things, but I’ll allow you the meal, once we dispose of him. See it as a reward for your help in creating the first female High Lady of Sin City.” She shivered at the thought; to have Nate’s job, Nate’s contacts, Nate’s money. To have his whole fucking city. I deserved that. 

      “Thank you, Mercy, for that gift,” she said with equal apprehension. 

      My ears caught just the slightest sound of his heavy footsteps, making his way towards the glass office. I could tell Narcissa heard it too by the way her body tightened and her eyes narrowed. I smiled, lifting up my feet up on my desk, confidence riding off of me in waves. 

      Nathaniel Tusker was not going to be leaving this club tonight. 
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      My heart was pounding so hard that it threatened to burst from my chest as Tusker placed his cold hand against my lower back, pushing me forward. Everyone was too focused on themselves, caught up in the allure of Ambrosia and its pulsing heartbeat, to notice the way my eyes widened in a silent cry for help. 

      “Don’t be nervous, sweetheart,” Tusker whispered into my ear, sending cool shivers down my spine. “This won’t take long and then we’ll have some fun.” 

      Chewing on my lip to stop myself from whimpering, I nodded. His fingers circled my back through the thin silver crepe material of my dress. I now regretted the way it clung to my frame and revealed too much; the curve of my breasts, the entirety of my arms, part of my thighs. Never again would I let Laura choose my outfit. 

      The young girl led us to a door at the side of the bar, guiding us through a dark hallway. There were thin tube lights placed along the ceiling corners, casting a dim red light onto the painted black walls. Something told me that you wouldn’t be able to see any stains. Or spilled blood. 

      Depositing us at the end of the corridor, the girl pointed at a sleek black stairwell in front of us. “Please follow the stairwell to the top floor where Ms. Petrova’s assistant will greet you.” 

      Without making eye contact, she fled back into the safety of the club, leaving me in the very untrustworthy hands of Nathaniel Tusker. I bristled under his touch. 

      Tusker was silent as he guided me up the stairs. I knew he could sense my fear—it was no secret that the Known were particularly skilled in their field, taking advantage of their heightened senses— and that was not a good thing. The movies always said fear tasted sweeter than any other emotion. 

      I wasn’t religious but I hoped and prayed to God that wasn’t true. 

      A tall, beautiful woman stepped out of the shadows as we reached the top of the stairs. Her long hair hung in silver waves around her chest and down her back. Her eyes, a beguiling shade of lilac like all of the Known, were lined in smokey hues of gray and her lips were painted in black with not a single imperfection.

      She clucked her tongue in distaste as she looked at me,  her face scrunched up in boredom, before turning her gaze towards Tusker. She lowered her head in a show of submission. “Mr. Tusker.”

      Tusker moved his hand further up my back, curling his fingers over my shoulder. “Narcissa, my dear. A pleasure as always. Pity you choose to work for Mercy, though. I could show you a much better time.”

      The beautiful woman—Narcissa, Tusker had called her—let her lips twitch into a smile before she turned her back on us and beckoned that we follow. 

      “I’m afraid I don’t think I would be adept at handling your brand of fun, Mr. Tusker,” she crooned. 

      A glance at Tusker told me her weak attempt at flattery worked on him, going by the smirk he wore. 

      Men and their stupid egos. 

      Narcissa’s stilettos clicked along the corridor until she stopped at a tinted black door made of glass. She covered the handle with her slender fingers and manicured nails, pushing the door open to reveal a sleek office and its occupant. 

      Sitting behind a large desk at the furthest away wall was a woman so poised and elegant that I could only assume she was the Ms. Petrova that Tusker was here to meet. 

      “Mercy, darling, it is so good to see you.”

      Mercy walked from her seat at the desk to greet us, extending her hand towards Tusker. I couldn’t help but stare as I took in her flawless features. She stood at least six feet tall, with an extra inch or two added by the black platforms she adorned. She wore a tight tailored suit, almost the same color as her eyes, which clung to her slender frame. I feared I would combust just looking upon her as my mind tried to comprehend how someone as arresting as her could exist. 

      With accented cheekbones and jawline and a sharp angled nose, she looked as though she was designed by Michelangelo himself. Her bright eyes were enhanced by a black liner, surrounded by thick, dark lashes. Her plump, shaped lips were coated in a striking red lipstick and if it wasn’t for the flash of her fangs as she opened her mouth to speak, I may have failed to remember the danger this woman posed to my life. 

      To any human’s life. 

      “It’s good to see you too, Nathaniel,” she responded as she returned his handshake. “How have you been?”

      Tusker guided me to the plush leather seats in the corner of the room, facing towards the glass windows overlooking the club. Mercy sat across from us, but Narcissa stood behind her boss’s shoulder in a protective stance. Her eyes found mine and the venomous look she gave me was enough to make sure my gaze never found hers again. 

      Tusker leaned back in his seat, draping his arm across the back of mine and rubbing his fingertips across my shoulder. I tensed under his touch, my lips forming a tight line as I stared at my hands. 

      “Ah, I’ve been just wonderful. Up to no good, as you would expect. But extremely busy.” His other hand tap tap tapped off the armrest of his chair. “Which is why I’m wondering what this meeting is about?”

      My gaze was drawn to the woman in front of me as she spoke, her voice strong and unwavering, though it sounded sweet to my ears. Was this some sort of power she had? I had heard of some of the Known having gifts. 

      “You are so fond of mischief, Nathaniel,” she laughed, leaning forward in her seat. Her elbows rested on her thighs and she clasped her hands as a shiver shot down my spine. “I need to discuss our business arrangement, so to speak. I believe I’ve earned my place and proven myself, Nate. It’s time I got some benefits.”

      Tusker sat straighter in his chair, a patronizing laugh echoing in the office. “Mercy, come on. You have this beautiful place,” he said as he gestured to the club below. Then his hand slowly worked its way across my shoulders, tracing the side of my throat. “And it’s so very, very worthwhile.”

      Mercy’s eyes flamed. “I am not a fucking puppet, Tusker. I shouldn’t have to babysit these idiots to ensure they control themselves. Find someone else to do it and give me what I deserve.”

      “Mind your tone, pet. Don’t forget who is boss.” 

      “That’s the problem,” Mercy stated as she rolled her eyes. “Just because you have balls and swing your dick around doesn’t mean you deserve to be in the position you are. It’s me that does all your dirty work and, yet, you reap the rewards. Times have changed, Tusker, and so the fuck have I.”

      Tusker threw his head back and laughed a horrible and wrong sound. He looked at Mercy like she was nothing more than shit on his shoe and it made my skin itch. 

      “Mercy, listen to me very carefully. You are nothing without me and my name.”

      Standing up faster than my eyes could witness, Tusker yanked me up roughly and started towards the door. “Let’s go. This is boring and I’m up for some fun.”

      I squeaked as his grip tightened around my arm, knowing there would be bruises in the shape of his fingers forming underneath. 

      “We’re not done, Nate.” 

      “Yes, we fucking are,” he hissed and I could hear, and feel his rage surface. 

      The next thing I knew, the tightness on my arm was no longer there. I looked up as Mercy flung Tusker against the wall, her sharp fingernails pressed into his neck. 

      She laughed bitterly, her fangs on full display. “Didn’t you hear a word I said? This is my place and I’m the fucking boss now,” and then she sunk her fangs into his neck and I watched as blood sprayed across the walls. 

      My body felt numb as I watched it transpire and I couldn’t force myself to move or speak. But when Tusker groaned and his head rolled to the side, his pale skin turning a sickly grey color, something in me snapped and I let out a bloodcurdling scream. 

      Mercy lifted her mouth from Tusker’s neck ever so slightly, “Narcissa, grab the girl and shut her the fuck up! I need to finish this before his guards even notice he’s not back downstairs.”

      I didn’t even hear her move as Narcissa grabbed me, pinning my arms behind my back. Her fangs grazed over the side of my neck as she spoke softly in my ear, “Make another sound or move and I will rip your throat out with my teeth and drain every last drop of blood from your body. Do you understand me, redblood?”

      I wanted to keep screaming and run for the door, calling out for someone to help me. But Narcissa’s grip was iron on my wrists and I could hear the excitement in her voice as she told me what she’d do to me. 

      She wanted me to give her an excuse to kill me. 

      Mercy pulled away from Tusker and looked over her shoulder at us, crimson smeared across her porcelain skin. I gasped in horror and felt Narcissa yank me back in warning. 

      “I’m sorry you had to witness this. You should never have been here,” Mercy said before she plunged her hand into Tusker’s chest and ripped his cold, dead heart from it. 

      A scream rippled out of me before I could stop myself, watching as Tusker slumped to the floor, leaving a bloody smear down the wall in his wake. 

      I thrashed against Narcissa’s hold on me, determined to reach the door and run for my life. My throat burned as I called out for someone to come and save me, and then I felt it. 

      The red hot, burning pain of something piercing my skin. 

      Narcissa bit into my skin, sinking her canines into me, silencing my scream. Pain scorched through my veins, making my very being wish for death. I glanced over to the windows, searching for Laura in the sea of shadows as my vision darkened. 

      And then everything went black.
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      His blood tasted like fire. 

      In the same way that it felt to swallow molten lava, his blood slid down my throat uncomfortably, scorching each and every bit of soft tissue it could find. I gargled and forced myself to swallow, to stifle the venomous bile that rose to meet it. I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t peel away. My tender fangs slid deeper still, my tongue smoothing over the wound and capturing each and every drop. Agony washed over me but I couldn’t stop— the sickening combination of desire and absolute torture paralyzing me.

      It put my own beating heart into a frenzy, the crazed look in my eye beginning to rise as my predator took over. Nathaniel was once a mentor, a colleague, and—despite my current situation—at one point he was my friend. He taught me about this life, and showed me the path that he’d promised would lead me to my Kingdom. He was the one that taught me to never let my guard down. It was a shame he didn’t follow his own advice. And now that thing inside of me, the disease, the Known . . . it didn’t see the old friend in front of me. All it saw was prey. 

      My venom flooded his bloodstream, causing that erratic beating of his heart to still. He wasn’t dead, not yet. While it would take a redblood minutes to die from our bite, it would take one of the Known a few hours. Our strength could’t outmatch the parasite that sat in our veins, waiting to strike.  He slunk in my grasp, waiting for me to finish. It was as if his body was giving me the permission I didn’t know I needed. What I did know, though, was that I wanted absolutely nothing left of him to survive. He had grown into something terrible, something that shouldn’t be allowed to live. And honestly? Nate had just been standing in my way for too long.

      It took a second before I came back to the moment, and when I did my eyes creased at the corners in a wince. The girl’s scream bounced off the walls— loud and startling. It was painful; it was grief and agony, trauma and hurt, it was a sound that pinched my ears and struck deep in my chest. A sound unlike I’ve ever experienced in my eternal life.  I couldn’t think and I could barely remember how to breathe. She needed to stop so I could breathe. 

      “Narcissa, grab the girl and shut her the fuck up! I need to finish this before his guards even notice he’s not back downstairs.”

      Anything to stop that toe curling scream of hers. The minute it was out of my mouth I wanted to take it back. Narcissa could take that anyway she wanted to. Would she kill her? Snap that pretty little neck of hers? She was her own terrible type of creature. I felt my heart tugged in her direction, my eyes blurring. My teeth snapped together to keep myself grounded but I just had to look. I had to see those eyes again before they went lifeless. I wanted her to stop but I don’t think I wanted her dead. Right? She was here at the wrong place and the wrong time, she didn’t deserve to die. Even in this body, even with my teeth several inches into the flesh of someone I once admired, I was still weak. 

      My head swung over my shoulder. I could feel the blood slide off my lips and down my chin. She wasn’t dead. Narcissa had a tight grip on her and I think the moment her eyes found mine a new kind of horror flooded her face, but she wasn’t dead. 

      “I’m sorry you had to witness this. You should never have been here.” Again, the words were tumbling out of my mouth before I could stop them. 

      It might have been the first time I had ever said those words aloud but truthfully, I was sorry. At the discovery of Nate’s incoming guest, my immediate assumption was that he had found and coerced another donor in my club. It wouldn’t have been the first time he’s asked to swap— but it didn’t make sense. I had never seen her before, and after personally sifting through each contract I knew their faces better than I knew my own. She wasn’t a donor, not someone that looked like her. 

       It was only for a moment, and I doubted she could have seen it— time moved differently for her kind—but my eyes could only focus on her the moment she walked in on Tusker’s arm. There was something about that girl that made me stir, an unnatural fear in her eyes that I couldn’t shake. Donors at my club were always nervous, but there was an edge of excitement vibrating throughout their bodies. This girl had panic laced in every feature. Her face was an open canvas, and she let me explore each and every feeling that crossed it. 

      She was never meant to see something like this. So why was she even here?

       It was naive of me to think that all of Nate’s companions were consenting. He was a slimy, conniving piece of shit, and I wouldn’t put it past him to think he owned everything that stood on two legs. No woman, human or otherwise, would be without free will in my club, though. If he so much as stepped up to the front doors with a redblood on his arm, he wasn’t coming in. I’m sure he hated me for it, most men did. But those were the rules. My rules.

      I always made sure Ambrosia was secure for women, and I swear to God if he thought he was going to hurt her, here…

      He would never take what wasn’t willingly given, not under my watch. I turned back to face him and frowned. Rage was building again, and I could feel the animal in me fighting against its cage. The bars bent like a stiff rubber, it was becoming so easy for me to let go. 

      “You motherfucker.” I breathed in a whisper, just low enough that no one could hear it and then I drove my hand into his flesh. I watched it tear easily at the touch of my nails, as easy as ripping paper. When Nate collapsed onto the floor in that disjointed way only our kind could, I heard her scream again. I was far more prepared for it this time, and it didn’t have the same effect on me as it did before. 

      Nate’s heart slipped from my fingers and dropped onto his dead chest. I crouched and snapped my fingers, a small and tiny flame appearing at my fingertips. They lowered to his heart, and a wide smile crawled across my face as I watched it catch fire. The relief was palpable when I was met with the crackle of the flames. 

      “Narcissa, grab a fire extinguisher. I’m going to need someone to clean this up so we can leave.” No response.

      “Narcissa?” My head turned away from Nathaniel for the last time, and my eyes widened in shock when I took in the view behind me. The girl was still struggling, Narcissa claiming her with a mouth on her collarbone. A hiss escaped me. 

      “Heel,” I said, the growl evident in the command. I watched as her body stiffened, but she didn’t lift her head from the girl’s chest. I should have just let her finish, I was the one that told her she could have the girl. 

      But that was before I saw her. 

      “I said, heel, Cissa.”

      Blood dripped from her face when she raised it, her eyes meeting mine in a swift, passionate glare. The girl slumped in her grasp. Seeing her like that made my lips curl up over my teeth.

      “Clean this up,” I tossed my head in the general direction of the tiny flames. She looked like she was about to protest, but thought better of it in the end. Good, I didn’t have time to find a new second anyway. 

      She stood, tall and leggy. God, she was so beautiful. My eyes raked over her body as she sauntered over my way. 

      “And what about the girl?” She asked, her voice smooth and buttery. I nodded my head once. 

      “I will take her,” I said. “Take care of Nathaniel and his guards downstairs.” I needed to give her some sort of release, since I didn’t let her have the girl. Narcissa didn’t seem pleased by my response, but she would never argue. She walked past me without another word. With a quick shake of my head, I walked in the opposite direction, my head clearer now that the animal was caged again. 

      She was heavier than I thought she would be, but not uncomfortably so. She fit in my arms as I picked her up and swung her through the doorway and down the stairs. Cissa was quick to her word, Nate’s men were nowhere in sight by the time I was back on the customer floor. No one seemed to notice us as I stuck close to the wall and made our way towards the back entrance. 

      My car was waiting for me, sleek and black and indiscreet. They had the trunk open and ready for me to drop the girl in, but I only looked at it in disgust. 

      “Who am I? Nate?” I scoffed. The driver opened the back door and I sat her in the farthest seat. When she was buckled in, I slid into the seat next to her. 

      She smelled nice, delectable, even. I pressed up against the opposite window, crossing my legs and hoping to God she didn’t wake up in the car. What the hell was I going to tell her?

      “Where to, Ms. Petrova?” The driver asked as he settled himself, I could feel the purr of the car as it came to life beneath us. I glanced over once more at her before shaking my head again. 

      “My home,”  I said confidently. Cissa would be able to find us easily, and from there we could figure out what the next steps were. It was all he needed to hear, and I felt the car move confidently in the direction of the place that I’d made mine. The city blew by us as we left Ambrosia. Despite being a creature of the night— my world was bright and colorful. It was loud and populated. The people on the street didn’t know whose city they were playing in. It was mine, now. Sin City wasn’t Nathaniel Tuskers. 

      From now on, Vegas answered to Mercy. 
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      Throbbing in my temples woke me up from my slumber. My muscles ached as I rolled over, expecting to meet the soft comfort of my pillows. Instead, my cheek met with ice cold concrete. I gasped and pushed myself up, my eyes fluttering as pain surged through my body. 

      “Ah, you’re awake then.” 

      The voice from the corner of the room was doused in ice and boredom. I blinked and pushed my hair back from my eyes, my sweat having matted it until it stuck to my forehead in clumps. 

      I looked around the small room but my eyes could barely make anything out. The walls were made of dark stone. It reminded me of a dungeon, though I couldn’t make out any chains on the wall. 

      Thoughts swirled around my brain, whispering to me, not loud enough for me to remember what happened to me to get me here. 

      “Who are you?” I grimaced at my voice, croaky and hoarse. My whole neck felt raw, like it had been ripped apart and pieced back together by a butcher. 

      My trembling fingers reached up, barely touching the skin as I felt the swollen marks on my neck. Memories flooded my system and brought me to the brink of a panic attack. I opened my mouth to scream but no sound came out as I remembered the moment those razor sharp fangs dug into my skin and stole a piece of me. 

      “Don’t you remember me? After we shared such a special moment?” The figure stepped out of the darkness, flipping a switch on the wall and flooding the room with enough light to burn my eyes. 

      My sight adjusted and fear coated my veins at the sight of the vampire. Narcissa, she’d been called by Tusker. 

      Oh, God. Tusker. 

      While I couldn’t feel sorrow for someone like him being dead, the idea of having witnessed his murder consumed me. And he was most definitely dead after what I had seen. 

      Narcissa had changed from her earlier outfit into something more practical. Tight leather pants the color of dry blood clung to the curves of her long legs, tucked into what looked like riding boots. A black tank cinched her waist, partially hidden by the loose hoodie which slipped from her shoulder and pooled at her elbows. 

      Bile lodged in the back of my throat as she stepped towards me, leaning down to where I crouched against the wall. Her nose skimmed my cheek before dipping down to my neck, her tongue slowly running across the dried blood on my neck. “Mmmm, so sweet.” 

      I tried to think how to react, how to escape but caught sight of the bruises on my forearms and remembered the strength of her grip; I knew there was no running away from the Known. 

      Narcissa raced to the edge of the room, just before the metal door swung open, revealing Mercy in all her terrifying beauty. 

      The Ambrosia queen had also changed outfits, though she still looked every bit as intimidating in her jeans and corseted plum blouse. Her gaze ran over me coolly before turning to Narcissa. 

      “I thought I told you not to toy with her, Cissa.” Her voice was cold and commanding; the voice of a ruler. 

      Narcissa rolled her eyes, glancing at me in disgust. “I didn’t touch her. Besides, you told me that she was going to be my dinner. Don’t you remember?”

      Before I could even blink, Mercy had Narcissa pinned against the wall. Narcissa’s cheek was crushed into the stone, Mercy’s hand fisted tight in her hair as she yanked to expose her minion’s neck. 

      “Do you dare accuse me of being forgetful? Do I need to remind you of your place?” Gone was the nonchalance as Narcissa shook her head, her eyes widened in what looked like real fear. “Good girl. Let us not forget who is boss. Let us not forget who owns this town. If you ever speak to me like that again, I will rip your throat out and feed it to the rats as I crush your worthless heart into dust.” 

      Releasing her grip, Mercy stepped back and smoothed out an imaginary wrinkle in her top. “You may leave us now. Go find someone else to feed on.”

      Narcissa’s gaze didn’t leave the floor as she hurried from the room, leaving me with who I could only assume was now the most important person in Vegas. 

      Mercy’s heels clicked against the concrete as she made her way to me, crouching down to meet my eyes. I flinched as she held her hand out. “Come. Let’s get you freshened up.” 

      My pupils dilated under her gaze, feeling the command in her voice. Was that possible? Perhaps I was imagining it. But against my better judgment, I slipped my hand into her open palm. If I was going to die, I would prefer not to look like a stray dog. 

      “I won’t hurt you, you know. Not while you’re under my roof.” 

      Despite the quietness of her voice, I couldn’t resist barking out a hoarse laugh. “Forgive me if I don’t trust you. I was just left in a basement with someone who wanted to drain me dry.”

      Mercy looked at me incredulously as she motioned for me to follow her up the wooden staircase. Once we reached the top, we passed through the open door leading into a far more luxurious hallway. 

      The walls were papered in a black and gray floral wallpaper; the carpet black to match, with what looked like flecks of silver glitter sprinkled through the fibers. It was soft against the soles of my feet as I padded along behind Mercy. 

      What the hell happened to my shoes?!

      Abstract paintings lined the walls of the hallway, and I lost myself gazing into them, trying to interpret the images. I couldn’t imagine Mercy or any of the Known taking the time to properly appreciate fine art, even if they were probably alive when half of the masterpieces were created. 

      Mercy stopped at the end of the hall where a large mahogany door stood. She keyed in a passcode to the electric pad on the doorframe, twisting the handle as it beeped its acceptance and allowed us to enter. 

      The door opened into a massive living room. There were large glass windows directly before me, looking out above the city and its shining lights. I gasped at the view, its beauty still apparent despite the colors being muddled from the light tint on the glass. 

      Cream colored couches were placed in various spots around the room, glass tables in front of each, most with books piled on them. A large TV hung on the white wall to my left, shelves filled with all different types of vases and stones to my right. I admired them all as Mercy pulled me along, barely giving me time to take in the open plan kitchen and dining area. 

      Every area we passed through was so pristine and organized; how could anyone live like that?

      We stopped outside a room which, once Mercy twisted the handle to open the door, revealed a large marbled bathroom. In the center of the room was a bathtub, though it could barely be called that. It was an exquisite looking square pit built into the floor, with golden marble steps leading down into it. I could imagine anyone would feel like a goddess walking into that, letting the water pool around them as they washed away their sins. 

      Perhaps that was the reason it fit so perfectly in Mercy’s house. 

      Mercy’s cough drew my attention back to the present as I turned toward my captor. Averting her gaze from my own, Mercy stepped back to allow me entrance to the bathing chamber. 

      “There’s some fresh clothes hanging up on the side. Please freshen up and meet me in the living room when you’re done. We have much to discuss.”

      I sucked in a breath and nodded, ignoring the chills that seemed to coat every inch of my skin. I was about to close the door when Mercy spoke again. 

      “And Cecelia? Don’t go doing anything silly. I’m not sure I’d be able to stop myself from tasting that sweetness if I found any of your blood spilled. You understand what I mean, love?”

      I resisted the urge to shiver at the shining look in her eyes as I nodded, closing the door and exhaling my breath until my lungs burned. 

      This birthday really fucking sucked. 
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      I realized I had asked her to join me when she was finished without actually having told her where the living room was. Even though we crossed it briefly on our way to her new bedroom, I hadn’t exactly given her a tour, and I doubted she’d retained the layout. I hoped desperately that she wasn’t as stupid as the rest of her kind. It would make living here much harder than it needed to be, for her and I both. Please Mother Luci let this girl have some fucking sense in her.

      To be frank, I didn’t know what I wanted to do with Cecelia. She couldn’t be kept alive and let loose, not with the things she saw and knew, but I couldn’t bring myself to kill her either. So that had to mean she would what? Live here now? I didn’t have time for a pet, and she was much too delicate for any sort of labor. Not like there was much to do here anyway. I had people to clean the house and upkeep the gardens. What a plush life she would live, if I couldn’t figure out what the hell to do with her.

      She had the most delectable tiny blue veins pumping under her skin that made my stomach clench when I looked at her. And those fucking eyes. I should have let Cissa dispose of her when she had the chance, and it would have been out of my hands and more importantly, out of my mind. My lips pinched up in a way I didn’t like— almost feeling like jealousy at the vision of Narcissa fixing those two perfectly pointed ivory fangs at the base of Cecelia’s throat. No, if anyone was going to taste her again, it was going to be me. Blood that sweet didn’t come around often, and I was a Queen now. I deserved that reward, if it ever came down to that. 

      I didn’t particularly like guests, and yet, I found one just a hair's reach from me. Mercy wasn’t known for her hospitality; in fact, Cecelia might have been the first human I brought into my home without the promise of a gruesome end. I tried to picture her in this place; she did not belong, not in the rosey hue of her cheeks or the hiccuping way she breathed. This place was too much like me, like the Known. 

      She was just beyond the glass windows, down the hall and into one of my many bedrooms. The nicest, I might have added if I was trying to sell it to her. I sat down in one of my pillow-ey couches, sinking until I was comfortable. The good thing about being immortal was the endless patience and eternal focus. Today, however, I found it hard not to drift off, picturing her as she gathered herself and got used to the new surroundings. 

       That tub was something to marvel at, especially when it was bubbling with lavender scented foam soaking in warm water. She would not be able to resist it, that I was sure. I pictured her as she looked at her own reflection in the water, wincing at the hollowed out face I remembered when I left her. Hollowed or not, it was still beautiful to look at—full of a child’s wonder—besides the fear harbored there.

      She would undress slowly, cautiously, as if Cissa or myself were hiding just behind the door, waiting to strike. She would shiver at the cool air, her hair standing on end and her nipples erect. Her tits would bounce as she took a step down into the tub, yelping at the surprising depth of the first step— it always caught its user by surprise. 

      My eyes closed and my mouth opened in a silent pant the deeper I fell into the couch. I felt my hands grip around her body, felt the blood pumping through her, begging me to taste it between my lips. My hand went to grope at my chest, a low hiss escaping me as it traveled down that deep purple blouse, settling at the hem of my denim jeans. My fingers played with the button before sliding further south, nearing the heat that raged between my thighs. 

      Cecelia, those eyes and those lips. She was fully submerged in the water now, wading over to me and tilting her head to allow me better access to the flesh of her collarbone. I lowered my mouth and kissed her shoulder gently, tracing my teeth delicately across her skin, careful not to puncture. When the hunger couldn’t wait any longer I latched my lips to her neck, my teeth sinking in deep and sucked hard. She thrashed against me in pleasure, not pain. When she whispered my name I almost burst . . . Mercy, Mercy, Mercy.

      “Mercy!” My eyes shot open, my body stiffened and I jumped up faster than the naked eye could see into a defensive crouch. When the bloodlust left my eyes and reality seemed to set back in I relaxed, though not fully. My face settled into a recognizable frown and I narrowed my lids towards the sound of her voice. Cecelia’s voice. 

      “Mercy!” she said again, louder this time. I ground my teeth together. 

      “I doubt you’d like for me to come get you myself, little flower. Find your own way.” I growled just loud enough for her to hear. My voice still wasn’t fully composed, what the fuck was that?

      She was timid in her walk, entering the living room with those doe eyes full of fear. I lowered myself back onto the couch, careful not to let it overwhelm me again. To have her sitting next to me . . . in the same place where I just . . . I shook my head. No, I would need to control myself. It was blood lust, of course. That was all it was. 

      “Did you not help yourself to the delicacy of the marbled tub in your room?” My eyebrows raised curiously, and if only she knew the images that flashed through my head. She nodded slowly, but stood at the entrance of the room,  wrapped in a velvet robe that touched the floor. I wondered if she even touched the clothes that I had made ready for her. 

      “What a waste,” I hissed, beckoning with my hand for her to come closer. I could tell she didn’t want to, there was a hesitancy and a waver that made me angry. 

      “It was not so much a suggestion, rather, an order.” I said sternly. But still she did not move. 

      In one giant leap, I was standing in front of her, looking down. I stood about five inches taller, not realizing how small she was until now. I didn’t want to frighten her, not really, but this was the only place I could move in the way my kind was meant to move. I was not going to hide myself around her, not in my own home. 

      “Sit, now,” I commanded, leading her to the couch across from mine. She should be grateful; if it were anyone else she would have been six feet underground by now. 

      “I told you, I will not harm you here unless you disobey. My home is your home.” Cecelia nodded again. She had been screaming just an hour before, and talked to me just fine as I was leading her to her room. I wondered what had changed between now and then. If she wasn’t going to speak, then I needed to. I had other business to attend to tonight, my newfound need being one of them after being interrupted, and I didn’t have time to babysit the human. 

      “I figured since you will now be staying here for the foreseeable future, some ground rules must be put into place.” I waited. Still, nothing from her lips. I was almost disappointed. 

      “One, you may walk around this home as if it was your own. You are welcome to any form of entertainment and food, but I would ask you not to contact anyone outside of these walls, lest we run the risk of you telling someone about our little dilemma at the club. Everyone living and working on the premises knows that you are not to be touched unless asked. Like at my club, consent is everything.”

      “Two, you are welcome to the gardens. They are out the back door facing the mountains, gated , and well guarded, so you will be safe within those walls. You are not permitted outside those gates. If one foot steps outside of my property, you will be killed on the spot.”

      That got her. A little squeak told me she was still listening, anyway. 

      “Three, and this rule is meant to keep you safe, not keep you prisoner, you must be in your room with the door locked before 9 PM. Hungry vampires roam these halls after dark, and I’d hate for you to become a meal.” I trusted my coven, my court, but I could not fault their instincts. 

      I raised my nails to my teeth and sanded them down casually. My eyes drifted towards the windows and the city they overlooked. “I know you’re frightened, but unfortunately you were collateral damage in a silly turf war. Even if it isn’t your fault that you are here, you must follow these rules. If not for my sake, then for your life. And I better remind you that this is my personal residence. I sleep here in a room not far from yours. Trust me, my hearing is quite good. If I hear so much as a crack of a window, or your footsteps when the sun goes down without permission, I promise I will not come to your rescue. I will let them rip you limb from limb. I will let them kill you.”

      It was probably the most I’d ever spoken to one person at one time— at least without yelling at them. I didn’t want to look Cecelia in the eyes, that would be a weakness. I needed to be strong today, I had to remember that I ran this city now. If no human was afraid of me, how could I keep a city of vampires in line? I lowered my fingers from my mouth and tapped my chin, as if I had forgotten something. 

      “Cissa?” I said casually. She manifested almost from thin air besides me, though I knew she had been listening in the other room. I felt Cecelia jump at her arrival. Cissa looked absolutely delicious, it made the ache from before return with a vengeance. The fucking need. 

      “Please have a key to my room made for Cecelia.” A low growl emerged from Cissa’s throat, but she said nothing.

      “Are you sure that is the wisest…” The sound of my teeth snapping together echoed through the room. 

      “I am out of my room for most of the day, Cissa. She will not touch a thing. And if she ever needs something, anything, she has access to me. She is no prisoner, she is a guest.” Albeit a guest that I wanted to drain each moment I was around her— but a guest nonetheless. I turned to face Cecelia again, dismissing Narcissa with a wave of my hand. 

      “I ask that you are in my room at ten thirty, Cissa. I am in need of your assistance.”

      She cooled at that, nodding before walking away, the hard claps of her heels echoing off the walls until she was out of earshot. 

      “I suggest you make yourself comfortable, do whatever it is you humans do,” I said at last, standing up and smoothing down the front of my shirt. Before I turned to walk away I sucked in a small breath, tasting the air around us one more time. 

      “I don’t know if you understand the severity of what happened tonight,” I mused aloud, “But Nathaniel was the King of Sin City. Word of his death will travel fast. They do not know it was me. Or at least, that is the plan.”

      I looked at Cecelia and flashed a wicked grin. “There will be blood spilled, those fighting for his power. War will be brewing, and I am sorry that you are now involved, little flower. I would be worried if you had fallen into the hands of another coven. As it is, you are very lucky that it was me. I am cruel. I am malicious. I am a nightmare. For you, it will be a blessing. You are safe because I will win the war.”
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      Mercy had left me, scared and alone, as she rushed off with Narcissa. I was to make myself at home apparently because I was no longer allowed to leave. It didn’t matter how much her pretty lips tried to make it sound better than it was—I was being kidnapped and I had no way of leaving unless I wanted to end up drained. 

      I shivered and wrapped the woolen cardigan tighter around myself. I had to admit, the clothes that Mercy had left for me were absolutely divine. I tried not to think about where the clothes had come from— we were most certainly not the same size—and instead took comfort in the fact that I was warm and, for the most part, safe. 

      Ha. Safe. 

      Was I really safe? It was doubtful. I was currently residing in the self proclaimed Queen of Sin City’s own home, where fucking vampires roamed freely. And if I wanted to survive, I would have to be in my room by nine o’clock. I mean, seriously, a curfew? I was playing a high stakes game of cat and mouse while being treated like a goddamn rebellious teenager. 

      I was a prisoner, bound to this hellish place. Laura would be worrying herself sick looking for me; my boss would be writing up my termination letter for not turning up for my shifts. My life was being royally fucked up, and all because I went out to celebrate my birthday.

      The thing about being in someone else’s home, especially one of the Known’s, was feeling out of place. Fear kept me rooted to my huddle of blankets on top of the plush bed and I couldn’t hear a single sound from the rest of the house. I didn’t doubt for a minute that there were monsters lurking in the shadows, guarding me, so it made it even eerier that I could hear my own heartbeat thudding. 

      Unease prickled my skin and I checked the lock on the door for the third time. Mercy said I shouldn’t unlock it for anyone but her, as though she were the one person I could trust. I couldn’t trust anyone but myself, but even I had little faith in my capabilities as a human.

      The silence was freaking me out so I grabbed the television remote and switched on the huge plasma attached to the wall. The thought of watching a movie with all the fake pretenses and happiness made my stomach churn, so I switched to the crime channel. There was an irony to be found somewhere in the fascination I found in crime shows, understanding the mind of serial killers, as I was being held by one of the scariest types of killers to ever exist. It was there somewhere, but I didn’t quite have the energy to call myself out like that. 

      I huddled further under my blankets, and closed my eyes, listening to the voices drone. If I was going to get anything out of this whole ordeal, let it be the best sleep of my life in the softest, most luxurious bed I had ever seen. And boy, did I need the sleep.

      Sweat coated every part of my body as I tossed around on the bed, wrestling with the last grips of slumber. The heat from the cardigan, duvet and two blankets I had fallen asleep with proved too much for me to handle. I kicked at the layers and rolled off the edge of the bed, my knees hitting the floor with a thump. 

      The distinct voices of crime show hosts buzzed from the TV I had left on, though I didn’t know how long ago that had been. My stomach grumbled, a horrible gurgling sound that occasionally happened when I found myself too preoccupied to eat. Kidnapping was one of those times apparently. 

      I shut off the TV and made my way to the door, unlocking it as I opened it a crack to listen for any movements. A momentary lapse in judgment—could hunger do that?—made me forget that the Known were particularly silent as I made my way into the kitchen area. 

      As with the rest of Mercy’s home, everything was clean and organized. Mugs and drinking glasses were arranged by color and size in the cupboards and varieties of coffee filled an entire shelf. I ignored the growl of my stomach as I searched the rest of the kitchen, looking for some scraps of food. I couldn’t find anything. 

      The Known survived on blood, I knew that—everybody knew that. But did they really not need any other sustenance to survive? A shiver ran down my spine. 

      The fridge was no help, except to turn my hunger to a slight queasiness at the sight of glass bottles of blood lining the entirety of it. I closed the door over as quietly as possible and contemplated my last, and most dangerous, option. 

      I tiptoed as silently as possible across to Mercy’s bedroom. Narcissa hadn’t yet given me the key to the bedroom, though I wasn’t convinced I would need a key to my captor’s room, so I rapped my knuckles on the door. 

      Voices sounded from the other side of the door but I couldn’t make out what was being said. Was it come in? My skin was pale as I twisted the handle of the door, opening it just enough to step inside. 

      “Merc—” I stopped dead in my tracks, my eyes widening more than I thought possible at the sight before me. 

      Laying on top of silk bed sheets, Mercy was a terrifying vision. She was completely naked, perched up by a mountain of pillows like a true Queen, as someone buried their face between her thighs. Her nipples were peaked and her nails dug into her duvet, scrunching it in an iron grip as she moaned, her tongue running over the canines elongated in her mouth. 

      I gasped, which drew her attention and made my heart beat faster in my chest. Her eyes flew open and she hissed at me, ripping the woman by the hair from between her legs. Something dark twisted inside me as I realized the body was that of Narcissa, who wanted nothing more than to sink her fangs into me. As though sensing my thoughts, the beautiful monster offered a truly wicked grin. 

      My feet carried me back to my bedroom without me being entirely aware of it, and I struggled to lock the door behind me. Why was I shaking? There was nothing about what I had just seen that should have made me scared, but yet my body trembled. It had to be fear. 

      It had to be. 

      “Little flower, let me in.” Mercy’s voice commanded me from the other side of my bedroom door but I couldn’t find it in myself to obey. 

      “I’m sorry for interrupting you both. I didn’t mean to walk in on you and Narcissa doing… You can go back to your evening.” 

      My voice trembled and I hoped that Mercy couldn’t hear the confusion in my voice. The fear. 

      I heard her sigh before she slid a key into the lock and opened the door, leaning against the doorframe. She was still naked and it was hard for me to keep my eyes averted. She was divine, from what I had seen before, and it felt wrong for me to appreciate that given the fact that she was, you know, keeping me locked up and all that other stuff. 

      My internal eye roll at myself wasn’t enough to keep me from running my gaze over her figure once—just quickly—before meeting her stare. She didn’t look angry—was that a smile tugging at her lips?—but I couldn’t be sure. 

      “Why did you come looking for me, Cece?”

      Color blossomed in my cheeks. It seemed so silly to say it out loud. “I, uh, was hungry and I couldn’t find any food.”

      Mercy cursed and snapped her fingers. Narcissa appeared beside her in an instant, this time fully dressed. She winked at me before turning to her boss, her head bowed slightly. Submissive. 

      “Cissa, didn’t I tell you to buy human food for our guest? I believe I did.”

      Narcissa tensed but didn’t look up. “I must have forgotten.”

      A loud crack made me jump from the edge of the bed. It took me a moment to realize that Narcissa was now holding her cheek, hunched away from Mercy. Had she slapped her? 

      “Your insolence recently is really becoming a problem and I will not stand for it much longer. You will go out right now and pick up the groceries I told you to get earlier before our guest here thinks we are bad hosts. Do you hear me, Narcissa?”

      Narcissa nodded and went to move, but Mercy fisted her hair and brought her lips to her ear. That feeling churned in me again and I looked away, but could still hear the venom in Mercy’s voice as she whispered, “Do not overestimate your worth to me, Narcissa. You, like everyone else in this life and the next, are expendable. Now get out of my sight.” 

      I couldn’t bring myself to look up to see if the monster had gone, as instructed. It wasn’t until I felt cool fingertips on my chin, causing me to jerk back, that my eyes found Mercy. 

      My bedroom door was once again closed and my captor stood before me. She tipped my face up until our gazes met, and I tried to ignore whatever was stirring inside of me. 

      “Little flower, are you alright?”

      “Yes. I… I’m sorry for interrupting your evening.”

      A low laugh rumbled from Mercy as she sat beside me on the bed. “Love, you needn’t apologize. You didn’t interrupt anything.”

      I flushed as her arm touched mine and I resisted the urge to look at her. “It seemed like I interrupted something.” 

      “Sexual activity needn’t be classified as something or nothing. It simply is. Most people do it, so I do not feel the need to view it as something more than it is.”

      My silence must have amused her because she laughed again, this time closer to my ear. I could feel her breath on my neck, a delightful whisper. 

      “Are you offended by my nakedness, little flower? You have barely met my eye.” 

      “I’m not offended,” I croaked out, my voice a hoarse whisper. 

      “Ah, I see,” Mercy said as she slid her fingers down my bare arm. “Perhaps you are curious? I won’t mind if you want to look, you know.”

      Mercy’s openness had my heart beating faster, which seemed to excite her as she pressed closer to me. I could smell her scent, the powerful aroma of blood and sweat and strength, filling my nostrils with every breath. 

      “Tell me, little flower. Do you know I can hear your heart thumping? The way your pulse spikes when our skin meets,” she said as her hand found mine in my lap, “or that I can smell your emotion? The slither of fear and adrenaline, mixed with frustration.”

      She lowered her face to my chest, taking in a deep breath at my cleavage. I sat rigid, scared to move. She was dangerous. A killer. 

      Mercy hummed against my skin and sat back up, a predatory smile on her face. “Perhaps it’s desire? Do you avert your eyes because you don’t want to feel a different type of hunger in yourself?”

      My lip curled as I pulled away from her touch, scrambling back until I hit the headboard. The look in her eye, like she was starving, made my insides twist. 

      I apparently proved whatever sick point she was making because Mercy threw her head back and laughed. The sound was eerily beautiful, both rich and cold at the same time. 

      “Don’t worry, Cecelia. I told you that you were safe here. I will never lay a hand on you. Not unless you want me to.” 

      With those confusing parting words, Mercy exited the room and locked the door behind her, leaving me alone with my thoughts once again. 

      Not unless you want me to.

      She had to be crazy if she thought that I would ever let her touch me.
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      I knew daylight had finally broken because the world was falling apart around me. My phone rattled in the back pocket of my leather tights and my help was casting me worried looks with each passing moment. They were wary around me today, but rightfully so. I had to slice two of their throats for trying to sneak into Cecelia’s room last night. They avoided me like the plague, not daring to meet my eyes and pretending to run errands. Good, I wasn’t in the mood to have any company today, anyway. 

      I shook my head as one scurried past the door frame and pulled out the device from my pocket with long slender fingers, tapping the ignore button once more and tossing the dreaded thing across the counter. Let them go to voicemail. My arms rested on either side of the island and I dipped my head between them. 

      Blood. I needed blood.

      The kitchen was by far the most extravagant part of my home, but easily the room that I spent the least amount of time in. I couldn’t even remember what food tasted like anymore. The room was empty, though, and after the events of yesterday, I needed the quiet. My hands pushed off the island and found their way to the handle of the fridge. It was the thought of food that made the burn in my throat immediately unbearable. I hated the fucking thirst. It was a constant fire that sat at the base of my throat, the metallic taste of my saliva not doing a damn thing to relieve it. 

      What was worse was the ever-loving need. There was a long-standing acceptance that the thirst for blood was the price you paid for immortality, but the gods never once mentioned the eternal desire for sexual pleasure. The feeling at my core pounded just as bad as the one in my throat, and I only had the solution to one of those problems right in front of me.

       I meant to only retrieve a freshly bottled jar of blood from the fridge, but stood staring open mouthed at it instead.

      It wasn’t empty like I had been expecting, Narcissa had filled it, after all. I was so sure she wouldn’t, despite my threat.

      The shelves were full of colors, something I hadn’t seen in a long time. Green leaves and yellow bananas, and jars of things that had labels I didn’t even bother to read. There was a stirring in my dead chest at the sight; seeing the fridge full of something other than a monochromatic array of reds in bottles moved something within me. I could feel nostalgia wash over me, a lifetime so long ago I couldn’t even remember it properly if I tried.

      My hand hovered over a bag of yellow citrus fruits before pushing them aside and grabbing a glass bottle. The blood sloshed over the rim, staining a few runaway lemons, but I closed my eyes and shut the door. My lips turned up in a curl and I brought the bottle up to my lips. No, not even pretending like this was a glass of freshly squeezed lemonade distracted me from the taste. 

      The thick syrup didn’t quite quench the thirst, but it kept the fire at bay long enough for me to focus. I drained the bottle in one large gulp, wiping at the traces left across my lips. 

      One need, satiated.

      The sound of the phone rattling against the counter again pierced my momentary focus. Despite my reluctance, it was time to return back to the world that was falling apart, so I grabbed the phone and my nail tapped against the green answer button. 

      “What do you need?” My voice carried from the hollow kitchen and into the hallway. I learned early on that pleasantries were a weakness, it became a habit to just get right to the point, and loudly. 

      “Cut the crap princess, we’ve got a situation on our hands,” the voice was familiar, but certainly not welcome. Thankfully, I was already prepped for this conversation, though I did want to continue avoiding it as long as possible.

      “A problem? There’s always a problem in Sin City. It’s sort of why we’re here.” I do assume you mean the situation where I killed Nathaniel though, correct? 

      “I’m not kidding, Merc.“ The voice sounded rough and ragged, like it hadn’t had a chance to wake up fully yet. I glanced at the clock on the oven and smiled. I expected them to find Nate’s body much sooner than ten past seven in the morning; we must have been better at hiding the body than I thought. 

      “Fine,” I seethed at the tone, “then you better be more specific, Warren, because I don’t know how to respond to you when you don’t give me specifics.”

      There were cluttered sounds on the other end of the receiver, but I couldn’t decipher what they were. Warren took a deep breath, as if he was annoyed at me. Good.

      “The boss is dead Mercy. Dead. Like not the immortal kind, but the permanent kind. He is six feet underground, somewhere in the desert. I don’t fucking know how, but it’s bad.”

      “What do you mean, dead?” I asked, feigning shock. 

      “Don’t be naive, Mercy, you know exactly what the fuck I mean.”

      Fuck. I guess Warren knew me better than I gave him credit for. Here’s to hoping I didn’t underestimate him anymore than that. 

      “Okay, fine,” I snapped, “Dead is dead. What’s the big deal? We knew he was going to die eventually, he had a huge target on his back. Shit, he probably got caught up in a deal, or pushed a blood bag too far. You never know anymore. Nate wasn’t careful, you know.”

      “Cocky son of a bitch,” he agreed. I breathed a sigh of relief.

       The ever revolving door of empire influencers was something to be wary of in my quest of attaining the newly emptied position,  but it was nothing that stopped me from wanting it. Nate, too. He was reckless because he didn’t think he could die. He thought he was invincible and it cost him, I wouldn’t be that stupid. 

      “. . . It’s hard to say what their next move is. They’re being too quiet about it. I think they know who it is.”

      The dreaded they, the Known and the Authority. It was the closest form of government that we had. The hairs on my arm stood straight up and my brows furrowed. There was no way, no way in hell they could know. I was too smart, I covered my tracks. 

      “How could they know that quickly?” I asked. I’d have to make a mental note to speak with Narcissa about her clean up last night. 

      “I don’t know, it’s just what’s circulating. Sounds like they have a lead though. I’ll let you know if I find out more.”

      “Thanks, Warren.” The warm reply was genuine. Although he hadn’t worked for me as long as others, I made Warren into who he is, and he owed me. Now, as an overseer of our district in northern Arizona, he was one of the best I had in my corner. Even if his mouth was smart, I knew I could count on him.

      “I don’t like how cavalier you sound, Mercy.”

      Yes, Warren knew way too much about me. 

      “It’s just that I’m not surprised. I know you haven’t been around as long as some, but this sort of thing happens way too often. Nate was only in his position for twenty years. People like him have a shorter immortal life than they did a mortal one. It’s the nature of the position.” But it wouldn’t be for me.

      He was quiet on the other end for a moment. I hoped he would take that answer instead of pushing it, I really didn’t want to have to kill Warren too. That would be such an inconvenience, and a waste. 

      “I guess you’re right. I wouldn’t want to be in that position. To have power over the Southwestern region? No thank you. It sounds like I’d have a stake in my back the moment I said I do”. 

      I couldn’t relate. Truth was, being in that position was the only thing I wanted right now. It made the pounding at my center intensify. Power and pleasure went together so well. 

      “Then I’m glad you won’t be considered,” I teased. “Warren, I’d expect a call from your boss soon, being his number one, and all. Something drastic like this usually involves a meeting after. Most are invited.” I tapped my long nails against the marbled counters, licking my lips to catch the dried blood there.

      “Knowing them, it’s more like a party than a meeting, with a lot of sex, drugs, and blood. But it’s a great opportunity to network, too. They’ll name the Southwest’s new High Lord and send everyone on their way. It’s not so much a somber affair, but it’s their version of a funeral, in a sense.” And once I’m named High Lady, nothing can stop me. 

      “I’ll keep an ear out. I wonder who they’ll decide to replace him with?”

      My eyes narrowed. It would be unwise to play my cards so openly, so I hummed in agreement instead. 

      “Keep your ear to the ground, Warren,” I said, “ I’ll see you soon.”

      “Stay careful out there, Mercy. It’s no secret that you were his number one.” There was something that sounded like a warning in his voice, but I chose to ignore it for now. Warren wasn’t stupid enough to accuse me of anything. Not out loud, anyway. 

      “I’m always careful.” The words were no louder than a hiss, but I knew he heard them. The phone went dead and I slammed it on the counter, shattering the screen. 

      It wasn’t like I was surprised that this was going to happen. I tried not to let the conversation shake me. The room had lightened over the course of my conversation even with the black out curtains covering the dangerous rays of the sun, and it was time I packed my bags.

      No sooner than standing up and walking towards my room did a young vampire approach me hesitantly. I could see the fear in her face, if it wasn’t obvious from the shaking of her legs and the meekness of her voice.

      “Hello, my liege,” she bowed. I nodded in recognition. “A letter just arrived for you, from the Authority.” I smiled knowingly. Of course they had set something so official. I skimmed it and handed it back to her delicately, shooing her away with a wave of my hand. 

      If it wasn’t for the human pet, I’d leave right now. I was playing host, though, and I felt an odd, fierce protection over Cecelia. I couldn’t have her harmed by anything here while I was away, there were far too many games I wanted to play with her still. Starting with making her sweat with the visions of me and Narcissa between my legs last night. 

      My feet turned of their own accord, her new room their destination. It was much better to warn her in person, I thought. 

      Good luck, Cecelia. I really hope you survive the next few days.
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      I flicked through the wardrobe of outfits that had appeared in my room at some point. Everything was the perfect size—which was both super cool and seriously creepy—and way more stylish than I was used to. Dresses and designer jeans and low cut tops that I would never be able to get away with wearing. 

      A glance down at myself in my underwear made me second guess wearing the same old clothes I had arrived in. Hanging on the edge of the rail was a few sets of matching undergarments; lacy panties and bras that, while utterly breathtaking, left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Not that anyone was going to see me in my underwear anytime soon. I was a prisoner. Held captive by a fucking vampire. My life was fucking surreal. 

      I picked up the set with the most coverage, a gorgeous shade of fuchsia with tiny white ribbons sewn into the edges, and quickly changed into them. I almost sighed as the material connected with my skin, the delicateness of such luxury never having touched my body before. The price tags weren’t on anything but I could only imagine just how much money something like this would cost. 

      My hands rested on my hips as I examined the clothing options again. I couldn’t decide what would be best for lounging around in a house that wasn’t mine. Mercy said to make myself at home, but that only extended so far when there were beings here that literally wanted to drain me dry whenever they caught my scent. It was terrifying. 

      And maybe a little exciting?

      Life for me was a boring ritual of the same mundane tasks. Wake, eat, shower, work, coffee, eat, sleep. It was a horrifying thought that being kidnapped was the most adventure I’d had in years— and that while I feared for my life, it was also a tiny bit exhilarating. 

      I settled on a pair of fawn pants—was that cashmere?!—and a silky white tank with spaghetti straps adorned with tiny white flowers. The pants slipped on like they were made for me, hugging the curves of my thighs in a way that made my ass look the way I had always wanted it to. I was about to grab for the tank top when my door flew open, smacking off the wall. 

      Grabbing the top and holding it to my chest, I squealed and turned my back to the intruder as I pulled it over my head, cursing myself for having unlocked the door prior to getting dressed. 

      “Relax, little flower. It’s just me.” 

      Mercy’s voice was as stern and cold as always, but it didn’t stop me from feeling slightly relieved. I turned around to face my captor, glad that it was her who had entered my room rather than someone who would have taken advantage of my surprise. 

      I couldn’t help but stare at Mercy’s outfit, a little jealous that I wasn’t brave enough to wear something so ridiculously cool. She looked deadly in leather, every bit as lethal as the Known that she was, but also extremely hot. 

      Color rushed to my cheeks and I dipped my head, glad that I had let my hair hang loose so that it covered part of my face. 

      Mercy cleared her throat and stepped into my room, clicking the door closed behind her before sitting on the edge of my bed. “I’m sorry for entering while you were in a state of undress. I should have knocked first.”

      Groaning internally, I shook my head and collapsed at the head of the bed where I had left it unmade, ready for me to climb back under the covers. “It’s fine, Mercy.”

      “Well, I am sorry nonetheless.” She glanced over at me, her eyes running over my attire. Lingering a bit too long, I glanced down at myself and found that the silk was thinner than I had realized—the brightness of my underwear shone through like a beacon. “I’m glad to see that you liked some of the clothing I had delivered for you.”

      I folded my arms over my chest, sighing when it made the neckline dip further and reveal far too much of my cleavage. Why was I making such an ass of myself and why in God’s name was I bothered?

      “That was you?” Mercy inclined her head in a slight nod and I tried my best to offer her a smile. “Thank you. The clothes are gorgeous. Way nicer than anything I could have afforded on my own.”

      Mercy let out a low chuckle and it felt alien. “Call it a really shitty compensation gift for the absolute hell you’ve been dragged into.” 

      It didn’t seem like there was an adequate response to that so I just pursed my lips, wondering why she was even here. Surely she had better things to be doing with her time than coming to chat to me about clothes. 

      “So, I came here for a reason. I have to leave for a few days and I wanted to let you know.” 

      An instant dread settled in the base of my stomach and I leapt up, pacing the length of my room. What the fuck? The one person who wasn’t trying to kill me was just going to disappear for days and I was expected to be fine?

      Mercy stood too, though she didn’t move from her spot on the floor at the edge of the bed. “Look, I know you’re worried but I assure you that you will not be harmed.” 

      A flame ignited in me and I couldn’t help but yell as I let anger flow through my veins. “Are you fucking for real? First your crazy, murdering ass kidnaps me when I was just out with a friend. Then your so-called bodyguards tried to get in to eat me last night. And now you’re just going to leave and let me be murdered when I never fucking asked for any of this?”

      If she was annoyed by my sudden change in mood, she made no comment. Instead she held up her hands in a silent surrender. “Look, the situation is less than ideal. But if you want to survive as much as I want to, you’ll calm down. I need to go and sort out some of this mess. It’s the only way we all make it out of here alive.”

      I threw my hands into the air, gritting my teeth in frustration. “Mercy, I know you’re smart as hell so let’s not pretend like I’m going to make it out of here alive. I’m a human and you’re leaving me with a bunch of hungry vampires. Be serious.” 

      Finally, annoyance flickered across Mercy’s face and before I knew it, I was being pressed against the wall with her hand at my throat. My heartbeat quickened at an unnatural pace and I stared at her with blind panic in my eyes. 

      Bringing her lips right to my ear, her cool breath tickling the hairs on my neck, she spoke in a frightening low voice. “Your survival is not optional. When I say you will be alive by the time I return, I mean you will be alive when I return. You are a critical part of this whole goddamn mess of an issue now, whether we like it or not. Do you understand me?”

      She squeezed my neck slightly when I didn’t respond straight away and I nodded under her grip. Fear and some other unfathomable emotion seized me and worked their way through my body, twisting and turning in my gut. 

      Mercy moved so that her eyes were level with mine, her gaze boring into me as she spoke. “I will ensure that you are properly guarded and are not harmed while I am away. Should anyone even attempt to do anything, I will make sure that they are nothing but dust. And should you need me, I will leave a way for you to contact me—though it should only be used for a serious emergency because I cannot leave where I am going without due cause. Not until the matter is settled.”

      I knew how I was expected to respond this time, so I whispered my understanding. Mercy nodded and eased her grip on my throat, taking a tiny step back so that my heels were finally able to connect with the ground again. 

      Despite myself, despite the self-loathing I knew I would feel for admitting it, I said, “I’m scared, Mercy.” 

      Her beautiful, poised face softened slightly and she stepped towards me again. However, this time, her soft fingers curled under my chin and tipped my face toward her. 

      “Do not let fear run your mind, Cecelia. I know it is not by choice, but you are part of this organization now. Be brave. And when your fear threatens to consume your bravery, show the world your anger. That fire in your soul is a match for any of my Known, though I am loath to admit it.”

      A shiver ran down my spine and I couldn’t stop the tear that rolled down my cheek, burning a red streak into my skin. My breath caught in the back of my throat as Mercy leaned forward and, so softly I almost didn’t believe it was happening, wiped the tear away with the softest of kisses. 

      Like she was remembering herself, and who she was, Mercy blinked and the softness in her gaze was gone; it was a terribly sad thing to watch. And made me feel just a little empty. 

      She made her way to the door before I could even blink or comprehend what had just happened, only looking over her shoulder one last time before leaving to say, “Be brave and survive, little flower”. 

      When the door clicked shut once more, I rushed over to lock it before climbing back into bed and cocooning myself in the soft duvet. I wasn’t aware of the tears rolling down my cheeks until they turned into guttural sobs, my chest heaving from the pain. I cried myself into a stupor, leaving me to dream of a deadly woman with a breathtaking touch. 

      My already fucked up life just got a whole lot more complicated. 
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      I shouldn’t have lost my temper with her, but she drove me batshit crazy.

      Still in a daze from our conversation, the short walk to my own room felt like it could have taken a thousand years. Cecelia had a way of getting under my skin in a way no other could. For one, it was her body. She was dressed down in just her pants and a tiny bra, and by the Devil it was hard to look her in the eye when there was so much more of her to look at. My hands twitched at my sides, still feeling the pressure of her soft skin and the slow pulse of her heartbeat against my fingertips. It took every ounce of my patience to let her go and walk away. 

      Hot and bothered, I snapped my fingers as I opened the door to my lavish room and Narcissa materialized beside me. 

      “Mercy. Why the hell are you still playing games with the blood bag? It is unlike you.”

      My patience was also running thin with Narcissa. She had continued to forget her place, and it was not the first time that I debated on dismissing her. If only she wasn’t a good, loyal second, I would. 

      Unfortunately, I made the mistake of sleeping with her. 

      “Jealousy is unbecoming of you,” I snapped back, and laughed lightly when her returning hiss came. 

      “I am not jealous of her,” she replied, “but I am worried that she is a distraction from the final goal. Where do you think she is going to fit in your perfect life, Mercy? Do you think you can keep her chained here forever? A prisoner kept locked away—even in a place as lovely as this—is still a prisoner.”

      I frowned and looked away, eyeing the open bags on my bed. It was just last night Narcissa was there with me, our limbs tangled together in bliss and ecstasy. I wished I could have taken that back. I walked over to my closet, pointing at several articles of clothing and watching as another tiny vampire grabbed and folded each shirt and pair of pants neatly into my bag. 

      “I can smell your heat,” she continued, taking on a tone that very much reminded me of a jealous girlfriend. “Just fuck her already and get it over with. You’ll feel so much better when you taste her and remember she is absolutely ordinary.”

      “I don’t know what your end goal is, Narcissa,” my tone was low and threatening, “but I suggest you stop while you’re ahead.” She rolled her eyes at me. 

      “My goal is to watch you build your empire,” she said earnestly. “I want to rule by your side.”

      “I do not court,” I reminded her. An oath I took long before I started rising in our kind. A partner made you an easy target, and I was not full of weaknesses like the rest of them. 

      “Maybe not a consort, but a partner, then,” Narcissa continued, relentless in her efforts. “I want power, just like you. And when you are . . . insistent on certain needs being met, I promise to deliver. Have I not been everything you have asked of me?”

      My thoughts drifted once again to last night. The way her tongue roamed freely over my bare chest, the way her fangs felt as they trailed along my collarbone. Narcissa was good at helping me forget the stress— she was a good distraction. I found myself nodding along. 

      “It is hard work to run Sin City, and will only become more difficult as you take over the Southwest region. I am only here to serve you, Merc.” Her voice sounded dangerously close to my ears, and soon I felt her breath hot against my skin. The hairs on my neck stood on end, and I could feel the need rushing into my cheeks and to the pit of my belly. 

      Before I became incoherent, my attention snapped to my now packed bags waiting at the door. I moved away from Narcissa and turned to face her. 

      “Please have a prepaid phone delivered to Cecelia’s room,” I said formally, catching her by surprise. I noticed dark circles shadowing her eyes and I averted her gaze. If I had looked right into those perfect eyes, I would have to be dragged out of here naked. 

      Her surprise quickly turned to frustration, then seething rage as I turned to walk away from her. Still, she said nothing, no confirmation, no quips of anger. She was simply silent— and Narcissa was not that type. 

      “She is allowed to call me in case of emergencies,” I continued, bending to pick up a bag and allowing the tiny vampire in the corner to take the others to load them in our car out front. “If so much as a hair on her head is harmed, I will have the entire staff in this residence killed. Do not cross me on this, Narcissa. I do not care what your problem is with having her around, but it is a problem I will solve when I return.”

      Eventually, I would have to figure out what to do with her, but that would be a problem in a few days time. For now, I didn’t think I could trust Narcissa to keep to her word— and that was a terrible realization. 

      “I will not be taking you with me.” I said, and I watched again as several stages of emotions crossed her features, settling on rage. It was so much easier for us to be angry than disappointed. 

      “Like hell you won’t!” she said finally, that pent up aggression seeping out of her with each word. “You promised me. You must take me! Once you are named Nate’s replacement, they will name me your number two, and you know how much I need that.”

      “What you need to do, Cissa, is listen to me.” I was not wavering in this decision. “I need you to find out what they know about Nathaniel. I need everything. What they think they know, what they have. You must promise me that you will find everything. If it comes out that we were responsible, they will be out for blood. You could kiss your rank, and your life, goodbye. Right now that is far more important than this ceremony.”

      I was afraid she wouldn’t listen to me. I was afraid that this was the moment when I made an enemy out of Narcissa. There was the briefest of pauses, where there wasn’t anything in the air between us but silence. Finally, after what seemed like ages, her head dipped and she muttered a quiet “Yes”. Feeling adequately satiated, I nodded once and opened the door, leaving Narcissa alone in my bedroom. 

       She had one thing right, and that one thing bothered me all the while as I slowly walked down the hallway, nearing Cecelia’s door once more. A prisoner kept locked away—even in a place as lovely as this— is still a prisoner. She had been given fresh new clothes, a room fit for a Queen, and free rein of a home there was no way she could ever afford on her own. Though it seemed like heaven, even I couldn’t shake the anger that rolled off of my little flower in waves when she said almost the exact same thing. 

      I had taken her against her will, and I had no intention of letting her go. 

      What was this weird fascination with the human girl? She was nothing special, ordinary, as Narcissa had claimed. Maybe it was simply just that I wanted her. I had been intimate with a human before, but it was this human that made my legs quiver with excitement. 

      Just fuck her already and get it over with, Narcissa had said. 

      My legs had a mind of their own, and I stood toe to toe with her closed door. Long past knocking, I stormed in. She was dressed this time, but the shock was still the same. Tall in stature, I knew I was intimidating— but I watched as her shoulders slumped slightly when she realized it was me. I couldn’t help but smirk at the relief she felt in my presence, whether she wanted to or not. Our bodies responded to one another as second nature. 

      “Would it kill you to knock?” I heard her mumble. It only made my grin widen. 

      “It is my house, little flower. It is hard to remember that I am not a welcome guest in every room.”

      I took a few steps closer to her, making sure to decelerate the movements so as to not scare her. 

      “What are you doing here? Didn’t you say you were leaving?”

      “Shortly,” I confirmed, “But there was something I wanted to do first.”

      Quickly, so that I didn’t have time to think about it, my steps widened until I sat directly across from her on the bed. The entire movement only took about half a second. My face was close to hers and I was studying every bone and every imperfection that graced her face. She was not ordinary, not in the slightest. 

      “Is this okay?” I whispered, closing my eyes and feeling the cool of my breath hovering around us. To my delightful surprise, she nodded. 

      Slowly, carefully, I tapped her lips lightly with my own. It was delicate, and while the fire raged inside of me I kept my stillness on the outside. She was soft and warm, and I closed my mouth around hers, my teeth careful not to puncture. 

      Satisfied with my composure, I released her from my grip. Another half a second passed and I stood at the door frame, as if the last twenty seconds had never happened. 

      “Narcissa will be giving you a phone. You will have a direct line to me if you so need it.” She nodded silently. 

      “I will come back for you, little flower,” I promised, Narcissa’s words sitting in the back of my mind. “Survive for me.”

      And then I left her. Three days was all the time she needed to stay alive for. Just three days, and I would be home to deal with the mess I started. 

      When she saw me next, she would be looking at a Queen. 
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      My resolve crumpled the moment Mercy left. I was actually sad that the person keeping me locked up was leaving me— how fucked up was that? I wondered how easy it was to develop Stockholm syndrome because that was the only reasonable explanation for the pit I felt in my stomach knowing she wasn’t going to be around me. 

      The thing about Mercy was that she was an addiction in herself. Beautiful, powerful, terrifying. She was everything I wanted and everything I feared. And even though she was keeping me locked away, essentially making me bait for her army of Known, I couldn’t stop the idea that I was craving her. In my body, my soul, I wanted something from Mercy. Even if it was the last screwed up act of my life, it would be the most adventure I ever had and I ached for it. 

      I ached for her. 

      It felt like three days were going to last a lifetime from the moment I was left alone. During the day, I had free roam of the house but Narcissa was tasked with being my protection, and I wanted to minimize any contact I had to have with her. I had heard her whispering to Mercy to kill me, and saw the look in her eyes that showed just how much she wanted that to happen.

      The night of Mercy’s departure, Narcissa knocked on my door. “It’s Narcissa. Open the door, blood bag.”

      A thousand profanities sat on the tip of my tongue but I resisted, knowing it would only cause me more issues. When I opened the door up to her, she thrust a mobile phone into my hands with extra force. “From Mercy.”

      I slid the phone into my back pocket and nodded, taking a step back so I could close the door. Conversing with her really was not on my to-do list. Besides, I could feel a smile creeping on my face knowing that I could contact Mercy if I needed to. 

      Narcissa closed the space between us, her face barely an inch away from mine. Her voice was dripping in venom as she spoke and I tried my best not to shiver. “I see that pathetic little look on your face, human. Let me tell you just how pitiful you really are. Mercy, my queen, will be bored of you so quickly and you’ll end up dead and buried. She doesn’t care for you, for anyone. You are merely a new toy. That number? It’s not for your protection. It’s protection for her new plaything.”

      Tears stung in my eyes and I abruptly pulled away from her, feeling like she had slapped me in the face. Narcissa’s laugh was as cold and brutal as her personality. 

      “You poor, pathetic thing.” She looked me up and down, licking her canines seductively. “I will be so happy to see her drain you. You humans are too breakable. Mercy will realize that soon enough.” 

      Spinning on her shining Louboutins, she exited my room and closed the door with a slam. I waited until I couldn’t hear the click of her heels before getting up and locking the door. 

      It was pointless trying to stop the torrent of tears from dripping down my face so I let them fall as Narcissa’s words seeped in. 

      Would Mercy really kill me? She had made such a huge deal about me surviving, but Narcissa made it sound like it was purely because she wanted me to play with. Like I was being kept just to be fed on until I wasn’t useful anymore. 

      I tried to connect Narcissa’s Mercy with the version in my head. I had seen her ruthless side, the darkness she harbored. I was even complicit in it. Narcissa was right to call her a queen because I could find no better word to describe Mercy. But that cold, calculating side of her always seemed so much dimmer when she visited me. She was both firm and gentle, terrifying and bewitching. She made me tremble in her presence, but I also never really wanted her to leave. 

      Three days. I had to survive three days to find out what was going to happen. 

      I could do this. 
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        * * *

      

      It seemed like I may have been naive in how effortless I thought my survival would be without Mercy’s wrath on hand. The days were easy because I could roam with relative freedom, making myself lunch and taking advantage of the books Mercy had laying around. 

      On the second day, I even visited what appeared to be a cinema room. I lay in a reclining chair and ate my body weight in popcorn as I tried to forget where I was and just what my future held. 

      At night, it was a different story. Like the first time I had been brought to Mercy’s home, other Known tried to get into my room. I woke from sleep more than once to find shadows under the door or the handle turning rapidly. Sometimes, I swore I even heard Narcissa’s laughter in the background, as though she was watching it happen. 

      I clutched the phone to my chest, internally debating calling Mercy. She was busy and she had told me only to use the number for emergencies. But that feeling pulling me towards her, making my thoughts consumed by her, made me want to say fuck it and call her anyway. 

      Proving how strong I could be was also on my mind though. She told me to be brave and I wanted to show her I could be. Even if I felt fear coating every part of me. And I knew they could smell it. The vampires. It excited them, knowing they were frightening me while I was locked away on my own. 

      Perhaps I should have asked Mercy for advice on how to protect myself before she left. Though she was expecting her second in command to look after me, which was only partially happening. I didn’t think Narcissa would let me be killed before Mercy returned, but there was no doubt in my mind that she would let me be hurt. 

      The worst thing about it all was how much I replayed that kiss with Mercy. Over and over again, like it was on a loop in my mind. Even when I slept, I dreamt of her. Of her soft lips and tender kiss. The way I felt her hold back, careful not to hurt me. The look on her face as she gazed at me like she wanted to be the opposite of careful. 

      Even when I bathed, letting the water envelope me, images of her flashed in my mind. Her dark hair and hardened eyes, the plumpness of her lips and the way she tilted her head sometimes when she was thinking. 

      I stared at myself in the mirror on more than one occasion, wishing I could possess a piece of the confidence that she and Narcissa showed. Both women were utterly beguiling. When I saw myself, all I could see was the same ordinary person I had always been. Limp blonde hair, breasts that weren’t big enough and an ass that wasn’t perky like I wanted. Even using the makeup that Mercy had gotten for me, I couldn’t line my eyes enough to make them sparkle, or color my lips enough to look alluring.

      My best efforts were not enough, proving what I had always thought; I was not special in any way, just like Narcissa had said. I didn’t belong in Mercy’s world, even if she wanted to keep me here. 

      When day three without Mercy came around, I was utterly miserable. Even wearing expensive clothes that I would never have been able to wear normally didn’t pull me from my funk. 

      I didn’t even have the energy for proper clothes. Pulling an oversized sweater on top of my underwear, I crept through the house and into the kitchen. I squealed when I saw Narcissa sitting on the island, drinking blood from a crystal clear bottle. 

      She looked up and smiled at me, baring her blood soaked teeth and let a droplet run down her chin. “Hello, Cecelia. So wonderful to see you up and about. I see you’ve been avoiding me.” 

      I tried to pull myself together and opened the fridge, pulling out the leftover pasta salad from yesterday. I propped myself up on the countertop and took a bite of my food, raising my brow at her. 

      “Oh, don’t pretend otherwise. You never come out to play at night and you wait until I’m away before you even come out during the day.”

      I gaped at her. How did she know my schedule like that?

      Sensing my question, she smiled and tapped her nose. “Mercy has eyes everywhere. So when Mercy isn’t here? Those become my eyes. Lucky you.”

      There was no way to even hide my scoff from her as I sat my Tupperware down beside me. “What do you want, Narcissa? We’ve managed to go this many days without interaction.”

      Before I could blink, Narcissa was before me with her fangs bared, painted pink with the blood. She hissed and I shuffled as far back as I could, smacking my head off one of the cupboards. Satisfied with my reaction, she took a step back and wiped the corner of her mouth with a pointed nail. 

      “I just wanted to make sure we were clear on how absolutely wonderfully hospitable I have been towards you in Mercy’s absence.”

      I narrowed my eyes and she polished one of her fangs with her fingertip in warning. “Have I been anything less than a gracious host? You are alive, whole, and unharmed. I have kept you safe, have I not?”

      Not trusting myself to speak, I nodded and earned probably the most pleasant smile I had ever seen Narcissa make. 

      “Good, I’m glad that we’re on the same page. When Mercy returns tonight, that is what you will tell her. You will make sure she knows that I looked after her little pet,” she said, spitting the word at me like it was my fault Mercy was keeping me locked up. “I doubt you’ll be here much longer anyway, but just in case, remember that you are nothing but a little snack, you hear? I can do things for Mercy that you never could.”

      Her disgust was clear in the scowl she wore, an ugly thing to see on such a pretty face. My stomach churned as she walked away, smashing the empty bottle on the floor. “Oops. Do be a doll and clean that up for me,” she sing-songed over her shoulder. 

      I looked at the minuscule blood splatter against the white tiles and I couldn’t help but imagine that it would be my blood coating the foundation of this god-forsaken house one day. 

      Still, I grabbed a cloth and dustpan and dropped to my knees to clean the mess before Mercy returned. I knew Narcissa was extra tense and possessive over Mercy because we both knew that she was returning differently. She was returning as the Queen of Sin City. 

      A chill went down my spine. 
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      Immortal days were always long, but these last three days felt like torture. The city never sleeps, and duty had always inevitably called, whether I liked it or not. 

      I hated it.

      Right now, I wanted nothing more than to be sleeping with beautiful women in the comfort of my large, plush bed, not sitting in a cavernous, gloomy conference room with far too many vampires, their metaphorical dicks swinging around as they argued. Fuck, anywhere was better than here; I’d had three ongoing days of this shit.

      That isn’t to say that there was an inadequate amount of beautiful people here. Many of the Known wore immortality in the loveliest way, and most didn’t adhere to the monogamous expectations of our human counterparts. I’d enjoyed so many vampires and consorts alike at this event, legs tangled and limbs contorted in pleasure. For the first time in months, I’d felt properly satiated for both sets of needs vampirism threw my way— blood and sex.

      Despite being . . . thoroughly occupied, however, I’d found myself thinking more and more of my human pet back at the villa. I wondered what Cecelia was doing in her room, on the couches, in the bathtub. I wondered what she was wearing, and, far more frequently, what was underneath those clothes. I never felt so infatuated with a human blood bag before. Even with the exorbitant amount of sex I was having every waking moment at this conference, my mind inevitably drifted back to her beautiful round eyes, and the blood pumping from the magnificent veins near her neck. 

      Thoughts of her drove me to moans. Narcissa might have been right, I was obsessed with her.

      It was distracting. 

      I didn’t hear much from Cissa while she was away gathering information for me, although that could have been because she’d been rightfully pissed at me for not taking her. I didn’t blame her, and I trusted her enough to contact me if she had heard anything damning. 

      It was a lackluster affair, anyway. All for show. It meant nothing, in the grand scheme of things. I hated events like this, even for formalities— I didn’t need the validation like Narcissa craved. I knew I was fit for this life and this job. I was the obvious choice for the Keeper of my region. Nate always liked me best, and even despite being the only woman on council, no one seemed to bat an eye. 

      I wondered if it was because the world was changing, or if it was because they were afraid of me. I always had to be more willing than the others, crueler, more intimidating. I was the West Coast Bitch. They wanted to bed me, then kill me. 

      I welcomed the challenge. 

      It was why I hired the best. Both Narcissa, my guards and staff, and even Warren kept me safe. They’d have to, now; I had a very big target on my back. I was coming home with more power than I knew what to do with, and it felt like the largest win I’d ever had. Even with my worries that we had forgotten something, the Authority was quick to dismiss my involvement in Nate’s murder. 

      Like I had told Warren, Nate was not careful. It was not a surprise he had died, but rather, a surprise he lasted as long as he did.

      That didn’t mean they weren’t trying to find his murderer. It just meant that the heat was off of me, for the time being. I cocked my brow at a neighbor, waving his hands around in an effort to make his point seem more interesting than it was. The conference room now held the twenty highest ranked Known vampires on the council. It was a big deal to be in this room, and I sat right in the thick of it. The others departed shortly after the funeral; the first day was full of morbid toasts and quiet remembrance, and through the second day and night it was nothing but parties, alcohol, and sex. 

      The conference room I was occupying had lost my interest quickly. I could tell by just the incoherent rambles and obscenities being yelled across the room that none of them had a damn idea what they were doing. As a newly appointed High Lady, I had very little say, although I knew they’d benefit from my voice at the table. Instead, I sat back in my chair, my legs crossed and a stern expression firmly cemented on my face. My arms were crossed over my very black and very tight blazer, my cleavage practically spilling from it.

      “There was a body found,” someone yelled from across the table. That interruption caused the entire room to quiet. 

      “No shit,” I heard another hiss in exasperation. 

      “Not just Nathaniel Tusker,” I turned my face to a burly, confident vampire that had his legs on top of the conference table. Another dick swinging know-it-all then. “Another body was found fifty miles south of Tusker. Not in as bad shape, but definitely done by one of us.”

      My eyes widened in surprise. I hadn’t heard about the second body. Had Narcissa played with her food after cleaning up our mess?

      “Newborn, I’m guessing,” the vampire said, “Her body was drained, and was caught in a suspicious fire incident. The blood bags are too stupid to realize it was one of us, but my guy has a lead.”

      “Well don’t hold out on us,” a skinny, well-toned Known grumbled from my left. My head was whiplashing back and forth, interest piqued. 

      “Why don’t you ask Mercy?” he antagonized. All twenty pairs of eyes found their way to me, causing an uncomfortable tension to form between my shoulders. I narrowed my gaze at him in a challenge, my dead heart beating a thousand times a minute. What did this man know?

      “Well, Mercy?” someone sneered, “Holding out on us, princess?”

      I hated that nickname. My lips curled over my teeth, fangs exposed and I spit in his direction. “I don’t know what in the hell this buffoon is talking about,”

      “You are known for your newborns being properly turned and trained,” the burly vampire noted, disapproval coating his voice, “but this one seems to have gotten away from you. Taking on too much, now? You know, the newborns are the first sign that someone isn’t fit to rule.”

      My fists tightened, the nails cutting into the skin. 

      “I am a Queen, a High Lady,” I stated with confidence, my hands slamming down on the table, causing a few neighbors to jump, “I am no longer your fucking princess. Do not address me as such.” I bit my lip in frustration before continuing. “And, since you seem to know me and my newborns so well, please enlighten the room. I’m dying to know who the fuck you think you are, and what you think you’re doing bringing my name into this serious, terrible offense.”

      “Does the name Wade mean anything to you, princess?” he growled. My retort caught in my throat, my eyes weakening as we stared at one another. He took my hesitation as an invitation. 

      “Wade, your new bartender, was found just after both Tusker and the human’s bodies were located, not far.”

      “You can’t expect me to keep tabs on all of those underneath my employment,” I said quickly, though my fingers twitched in frustration. Wade . . . fucking Wade.

       “As you know—since you seem to know so much about me—” I continued, “My operation has made the Known far more money than any other club in the state, and on this side of the coast. You cannot, for one moment, believe that I have enough time to keep track of them all. That list is in the thousands. And in any case,” I took a deep breath, letting the air slide between my lips, “I could probably tell you about half a dozen vampires that live in the area between both locations of the bodies.”

      There was a slow clap that started at the end of the room where the big vampire sat. He moved his legs from the table and leaned forward onto it. “What an incredible monologue, Mercy. But spare us the story. He was found dried up like a tomato in the sun, drenched in the blood bag’s blood.”

      I winced. Fuck. 

      “You can’t even keep your newborns from killing an innocent girl at your club. And there’s reasonable suspicion to believe that he was involved in Nathaniel’s murder, as well. What do you have to say to that?”

      I straightened my back, refusing to show an inch more weakness in front of this room of powerful vampires. I stared at the burly man and stood from my seat, hands against the top of the table clutching for any sort of grip, so I didn’t run over there and sink my teeth into his neck. I’d hate another reason to be crucified today. 

      “Ambrosia has had a clean record for ten years,” I snapped, “I am not to be punished for the unfortunate misgivings of one of my bartenders.”

      “A misgiving that resulted in the death of a powerful vampire! One that, if you recall, led to you being appointed in his place!”

      “I am not at fault!” I screamed. We glared daggers into one another, the discomfort from the other occupants radiating throughout the room. Someone cleared their throat.

      “Mercy,” they approached cautiously. My teeth were bared and my face was pale white. I looked absolutely lethal.

      “No one is saying that you killed him, I know you and Nate were close.”

      I nodded, too scared to say anything else. I felt like I was drowning, going down on a sinking ship. I could hear the burly vampire hiss in frustration. 

      “I think it’s time to call this meeting,” someone said hesitantly. The room grumbled in agreement, but no one moved. “Mercy, will you please speak with me privately?”

      I was absolutely fucked. 
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      The thin set vampire led me through hallways, passing by various others interlocked together, splayed about as if they were dying for a voyeur. Vampires had absolutely no shame. I averted my gaze, my stilettos clicking distinctly against the tiled floor, leaving them behind. I could feel the coolness of the stale air against my pale skin. I was running every forthcoming scenario in my head, my brows shooting up as I forced my lips into a tight grimace. 

      “Thank you for your intervention,” I said earnestly, earning myself a casual grin as the vampire ahead of me tilted his head my way. He nodded, sympathetically. The motion almost made me sick, it was incredibly patronizing. 

      I mustn’t kill him. Not yet. 

      “Baby,” he cooed. I ran my tongue along the contours of my fangs to cool myself from the rage. “I knew the minute the Authority appointed you in charge of Vegas and the surrounding region that they were going to have something smart to say about it. How many women did you see in that conference room?”

      I let loose a light laugh, my lips pursing in contempt. “Hmm, only one, I suppose.”

      “Have you not learned rhetoric?”

      “In the conversations between me and men, I will always have the last word,” I snarled. The tone made his eyebrows arch in a challenge. The vampire opened a door to our right, waving me in so he could follow behind me. 

      I’d only been in this building a handful of times, and mostly with Nathaniel. He was my buffer, and I’d always been the puppet. I was surprised most of these men even remembered who I was, they didn’t pay me much attention when I was in Tusker’s shadow. Now that I was Keeper, I was the center of the show. If not for that shit show of a meeting, I might have glowed in that revelation. 

      This room was never one I'd been welcomed in, with Nate or not, despite my frequent visits to this place. In fact, I didn’t remember a time anyone was welcomed in here. I glanced towards the walls lined with stripes. Before me sat a large grandiose desk that rivaled my own, a throne of metals and bones behind it. I was tiny in comparison.

      “Mr. Valore,” I recognized him now as he sat before me. His dark skin was complemented by sharp cheekbones and bright blue eyes. He looked like an entity from another planet. Hundreds of years of being undead would do that to you.

      The stubble on his cheeks faded into a perfect, permanent five o’clock shadow, and his hair was clipped in a way that showed off the snake tattoo that circled his head. The top was floppy and as black as my own, curling just so, making him shake his head to get it out of his eyes. He was handsome—someone I’d probably try to fuck, to be honest. I found myself crossing my legs, a pitiful attempt at hiding my sudden arousal from him. Where Cecelia was soft, he was all hard. God damnit, I had days full of sex, how could my body want more?

      He sat across from me, straightening the lapels on his suit and giving me a tight smirk and winking at me. 

      “Vampirism looks so good on women,” he mused casually, taking a large breath, mouth opened in a shameless taste. I watched as he closed his eyes, settling happily in our heated tension. “Do you fuck as well as you look?”

      I hissed lightly, my teeth popping against my swollen bottom lip.

      “To think I was in the middle of thanking you!”

      “You can’t take back words that have already been said, sweet Mercy. And I never properly responded. You’re welcome. They would have eaten you alive.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “Can you?” His fingers tapped lightly on the desk, his long nails making indentations in it. I glanced at the space they occupied, noticing scratches and marks across the wood. “It looked rather like you were in over your head.”

      “Mr. Valore—”

      “Please, call me Carlisle,” he interrupted. I let loose a breath from my nostrils. 

      “Carlisle,” I hissed, “I can promise you that I have absolutely no intention of letting any vampire—no matter who they are or what power they think they have—talk to me as if I am nothing but a bag of blood. Nathaniel was my friend, and I implore you, I never saw any indications of my bartender’s plan to murder him.”

      “Spare me the dramatics,” Carlisle said, rolling his eyes. “I don’t care if you knew or not. Our hands are always dirty, Mercy, whether directly, or not. God is the only one that can judge our sins. And us being what we are,” he took a second to wave his hands between the two of us, “I figure that we’re screwed no matter what we do. Your secret is safe with me.”

      I eyed him with hesitation and suspicion. Carlisle was a powerful vampire, one of the longest-living council members in history. His historic reign over the Pacific Northwest region was no secret to anyone. If he was still alive, Nate would have been proud of me for even being in his company. I moved my legs, shifting them ever so slightly. He smiled again, cocky bastard.

      I got off on powerful people. 

      I went to stand, scooting my chair back before I felt his presence wrap around me. Shadows danced in the corners of the room, his gaze turning dangerous. I narrowed my eyes. 

      “If that was all, I need to return to my region now,” I said with no room for argument. 

      He nodded his head towards the chair and my body was pushed back into it. I hated feeling as if my body was betraying me, the compulsion felt sticky and the feeling of molten sludge followed.  

      “Why the rush, Merc?”

      Cecelia. I needed to make sure she was still alive. My trust in Narcissa only went so far. 

      “Oh, so you have a pet,” he said with almost terrible glee. I let no emotion shatter the coolness of my expression, although my glare was enough of an answer for him anyway. I’d forgotten these older vampires housed secret abilities that only few would ever bear witness to. “Oh good, you are a good Keeper, then. I was worried you were going to be too soft for this world. Mercy, can I give you some advice?”

      “No,” I said. Carlisle ignored me anyway, and continued. 

      “Nate was a powerful man, and while he was reckless, he also knew how to play this game much better than you do. Sin City and the other states will thrive under you, I’m sure. But you need to know how to cover your tracks, better than how you think you did a few days ago. You have to be ruthless, Mercy,” he sat a moment in silence before laughing, “Hah, I get it. Your name, fitting.”

      “My name does not mean I won’t break anyone who thinks I’d give them an inch of my mercy.”

      “So scary,” Carlisle chided, “I’m sure you’ve had to overcompensate for being a woman in this man’s world. It’s unfortunate, really. You’d be an exceptional male.”

      “If your advice is to change my anatomy, I’d have to remind you that it isn’t quite that easy.”

      “Fair,” he smiled, “my point stands. You need to be ruthless if you want to survive here. You got lucky with that bartender, Wade. If anyone caught wind of the truth, your head would be on a stake. There would be no funeral, no party, none of this,” another flamboyant wave of  his hands, “for you. You can do great things on council if you become who you need to be.”

      “I’d like to know, Carlisle,” I said, leaning forward, my hands on my knees. I watched as his eyes flicked to my breasts falling out of my blazer. His eyes lit ice blue fire as he took in my hardened nipples, alighting with desire. The tension in the room heightened again, and my thoughts drifted once more to Cecelia. How would she feel, knowing her captor was such a sucker for a good fuck?  “What is it that you think I need to become?”

      He sat back on his throne, face muted in serious contemplation. I watched as Carlisle sucked on his teeth.

      “There is no room for love, no room for games. You must be ruthless. You must be powerful. You must be God herself.”
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      I felt completely at ease in the air, especially in a seat that gave me this much legroom. I stretched my legs, wiggling my feet as they cramped from the form fitting heels. I was relieved to be away from the conference, I detested my kind despite my enjoyment of the immortal perks. The small jet that I'd flown out was inherited from Nathaniel, and it surrounded me with a familiar comfort that kept me from panicking. It wasn’t quite the trip that I’d anticipated. I was a sheep in wolf’s clothing, and it didn’t feel good. My fingers scratched the leather, gripping each side of the armrests as I gazed out the jet window and towards the resting night that covered the sky.

      I was not on trial for murder. I should call that a victory, though it felt anything but. I didn’t trust Carlisle to keep my secret, his word against mine was enough to damn me regardless of whether or not his information was accurate. The problem was, what he knew was true, and if I pissed him off enough, he would easily surrender me to the horrors of a vampire’s final death. They’d already called for my head. I had been a shadow of Nate for so long, but that was no longer the case. Mercy Petrova was someone the Known knew. I would have to tread lightly.

      Though I would never let him know it, what Carlisle Valore said kept ringing through my ears the entire flight home. I would need to harden, and become the God I was fighting to be.

      I could do that. 

      I never believed in God or religion. It seemed juvenile to believe something was coming to save me, not after what I became. Now I believed in nothing but myself, and the kingdom that would become mine. I was a God, I was my own religion.

      I dialed Narcissa’s number again, getting the same voicemail I had the last three times I rang her. Frustrated, I dialed Warren instead. 

      “Hello?” he practically moaned. I could hear the heavy breathing and panting on the other end, scrunching my nose on my end of the receiver. 

      “Warren,” I said pointedly. I could hear him moving around on the other end, hushing his partners and finding a room without such loud music pumping through the phone. 

      “Princess,” he replied in a taunting huff while I frowned. My aversion to the nickname was palpable, its connotations feeding the eternal underestimating of me and my power. Warren was the only one that would ever get away with it, half a dozen years of him being moved around in the Southwestern ranks kept us in constant contact, and I could feel the warmth that radiated from the word when it exited his mouth, so unlike the others that used it. He was more a brother than an enemy, even Nathaniel liked him. So he would be the only one to ever call me that and survive its consequences. 

      Despite being under different wardens and Keepers, we kept close contact. It helped that he fully understood my quest to rule, and fell faithfully by my side, waiting for that dream to come to fruition. Now that it was written in blood, my position as the Keeper of the Southwest formally recognized, I expected him to arrive at my manor in no time at all. His loyalty to me far outweighed his current boss, and to be frank, he hated the Arizona heat. Warren was far more useful than Narcissa; maybe not as bloodthirsty, or cruel, but equally as effective in his role as she was. He’d make a great addition to the coven, and I’d be happy to not have to kill him for knowing too much. That way, we all won.

      “I see you haven’t yet left your drunken stupor,” I deadpanned, all traces of humor gone from my tone, though I’d known he would catch the softness there. My thoughts found their way back to Carlisle as I said it. Power. No weakness. No mercy. I shook my head to right myself again. 

      “I figured my last hurrah as an Arizona vampire could be spent with…company.”

      “Figures,” I noted with finality. I had no interest in learning about his exploits as he took advantage of the conference, or the party caused by Nate’s untimely departure by my hand. “I won’t be long.”

      “Then come out with it, Princess. When do you need me there?”

      “You’re quite lucky I even want you.” My retort was met by more laughter. “I will be home in the next half hour. I expect you and Narcissa to both be here by sunrise. She isn’t taking my calls at the moment, so you better be the one to get through to her. Then we can talk about what’s next.”

      “What did you do to piss her off this time?”

      “She’s jealous of my newfound pet.”

      “A pet? Oh, Mercy, you really have been up to something. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

      I rolled my eyes, “Her jealousy is none of my concern. Truly, she is nothing but a child. I’ve been nothing but clear with my intentions with her from the start. She needs to be careful. I’m finding that Narcissa is becoming too comfortable and free in her conversations with and about me. Any more and she’ll have to be put in her place.”

      “Oh, I do look forward to your cruel leadership.”

      “I’ll make sure to make it as hard as I can on you both. Are you sure you want to work for me?”

      “I’d like nothing more,” I smiled at his confidence. Warren was dependable, predictable, and consistent. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think our partnership had become more of a friendship as the years went by. Not that either of us would name it as such. 

      “And while I appreciate the promise, Mercy, I’m afraid I’d rather enjoy the promise of my company even more tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Make sure you get a hold of Narcissa,” I reminded him. There was silence on the other line for just a moment before the panting started again. I didn’t wait for his confirmation before I pressed the end button on my cell phone and shoved it back into the pocket of my leather pants. 

      The plane landed on the strip I’d crafted on the roof of my estate. When the loud engines finally cut, I stood and flattened the wrinkles in my blazer, correcting the button that sat just below my sternum and shifting it so that my breasts were hidden once more. Not that I'd have cared if Narcissa or Cecelia found me in my rugged, aroused state. 

      I walked down the airstairs, greeted by a handful of my hired help. They shoved water and articles at me, but there was nothing that could keep me occupied for very long. They were lucky they were vampires. If there’d been any humans in my presence, I’d have drained them dry. My blood-high from the conference was quickly waning. I was exhausted, incredibly distracted from the last few days, and coming to the satisfying realization that Vegas was now mine. Everything I could see from the roof of my home, all the lights and the money, all the dirty sins here, they were mine. 

      I needed blood. 

      It was then that I remembered that there was a human in the manor. A human whose blood pumped so heavily in their body that I could hear it from where I stood now. My mouth dried from thirst, the need overcoming me.

      So much for my pet, she was about to be my dinner. 

      I found my feet moving me towards the girl I kidnapped, towards Cecelia. I prowled through my home, slinking in the shadows, no better than the vampires I had warned her about. I so hoped she’d survived the last three days, I hoped she’d stayed alive for me. 

      My brain was frazzled, my senses heightened as I scented her, the animal in me taking no time to wait as it took control. She smelled like florals with accents of eucalyptus, absolutely mouthwatering. I stopped at the front of her door, my hand reaching out towards the handle. It was utterly silent, nothing but her steady breathing of her from the other side of the door.

      I hesitated. 

      Power. No mercy. No weaknesses. 

      Cecelia was my biggest weakness, and she needed to die. Carlisle was right, I could never become who I wanted to be, who I needed to be, if I continued to live the way that I was. I would not let some human girl consume my thoughts. I would not let my pity for her make me weak. I needed to become better than Nathaniel Tusker if I wanted to survive ruling Sin City. 

      And yet, my hand didn’t move. It sat there, and no matter how hard I tried, it wouldn’t move. Her blood would feel so delectable against the back of my throat. I swallowed against the raging fire.

      I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply. I could hear her heartbeat, faster than I anticipated. It was as if her heart knew I was near. Her fear was making me quiver. Heat blossomed from within me. I was absolutely weak for her. 

      There is no room for love.

      This was not love, but I lusted for her. Her softness was addicting, something I never wanted to be away from. Fuck this curse and the needs that came with it. My fingers wrapped around the handle; I went to turn it, but stopped. She couldn’t accept her captor, and what would that make of me, if I were to take her unwillingly? I was a monster, but I was not that kind of monster.

      What was it that Carlisle had said about God; that they were the only one that could judge our sins? I let my hand drop from the doorknob and breathed in deeply. After tonight, I would have formally accepted my place in hell. I refused to believe that it was a weakness. It was anything but— taking her would be the first step towards me claiming my power. My head was full of disastrous potential, and it was unclear if I’d be drinking her in, or drinking from her. The mystery of it was what made it exhilarating.

      My hand lifted and I knocked quietly on Cecelia’s door.
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      I felt a little ashamed of myself as I stood in front of the mirror. Mercy would be returning home—perhaps had already returned—and I wanted to make sure I looked good for her. I had slipped into a loose fitting black summer dress, the light cotton fabric brushing against my thighs. Maybe it was delusional to think, to hope, that Mercy would visit me when she got back, but it didn’t stop me applying a light coat of rose lipstick and dusting my cheeks with blush. 

      Propping myself up with a bunch of pillows, I selected a movie at random and pretended to watch it as I waited. The clock slowly ticked by, the noise loud in my ears. Focusing on the screen was the furthest thing on my mind. It was impossible to watch a movie when you were daydreaming about the most beautiful and petrifying woman in the world. 

      A soft rapt on the door startled me. I yawned and stretched out, realizing I must have dozed off. A glance at the TV told me the movie had ended over two hours ago which meant I had been sleeping for far longer than I had first thought. 

      “Little flower, can I please come in?”

      The sound of Mercy’s voice sent a shiver skating down my spine. It had only been a few days without her being here, and yet I felt that I had missed her presence an unhealthy amount. 

      Missing your murdering, psychopathic kidnapper wasn’t normal, right?

      The tiny shred of sanity I had left in my mind reasoned that I should roll over and go back to sleep, a small act of human petulance that was probably expected of me anyway. But my body had snapped into an alerted frenzy at her voice, my muscles aching for me to move and open the door. Other parts of me were aching too. 

      I groaned and rolled off the edge of the bed, unlocking the door to face the new vampire queen. Things had changed so quickly and it was as apparent as ever as Mercy stood before me, looking every bit as deadly as her new title would suggest. 

      “Mercy.” Her name escaped my lips in a breathless, almost desperate whisper. I could hear the wanting and misery in my voice, the despair of wanting something that was innately bad for me, and I simply didn’t care. I wanted it anyway – I wanted her anyway. 

      Mercy stepped into the room, closing the door behind her. I walked backwards until my legs hit the edge of the bed, sinking down onto the mattress. My eyes wandered over her, noting all the deliciously sexy details of her outfit. The leather pants which clung to her curves, shaping her ass into the perfect roundness that made me want to sink my fingernails into it; the deep V-cut blazer that exposed the swell of her breasts; a pair of stilettos that were so sharp they dug into the plush carpet beneath her feet. She was the very definition of deadly temptation, and I was more than willing to follow the sweet sound of her siren call. 

      She followed my eyes as they roved over her body, lips pulled into a devastating smile. Her own gaze sparkled with intent as she met my eyes. “Hello, Cecelia.”

      Her voice was lustful, teasing as she walked towards me at an achingly slow pace. I knew my hormones had completely taken over when I groaned, the sound foreign to my ears. 

      “Mercy,” I breathed, her name a plea for something, anything. 

      Her legs slotted between my thighs and she looked down at me. “Tell me what you want, little flower, and I will give it to you,” she said, brushing a strand of my hair behind my ear. 

      What did I want? The question was complex and my answer should have been something like freedom, a life free of captivity, but those answers were logical and only partly what I wanted. At that moment, all I truly wanted was her lips on mine and I told her as much. 

      Catching my chin in her hand, she tilted my face up towards her, leaning down to press her cool mouth against mine. It was a peck, a soft breeze against my lips, and I yearned for more. 

      There was something so wrong with me, an insanity that my kidnapping had uncovered, because I heard myself begging her for more. “Please, Mercy, please.”

      A devilish smile split across her face as she tightened her grip on my jaw. “Be careful what you wish for, little flower,” she muttered before slamming her lips into mine.

      She set a punishing pace, her kiss an equal balance of pleasure and pain. I gripped her waist in my hands, scrambling for something to hold onto as I submitted to her in the only way I could. My mouth opened, letting her tongue enter and grace me with her taste. 

      I was alight for her, my fingertips white from digging into her waist. Mercy was unlike anyone I had ever kissed, her kiss offering me more pleasure than outright sex with my previous partners. The sweetness of her on my tongue was addictive, and I almost groaned as her other hand gripped my hair, pulling my head back slightly to expose my neck. 

      My breath hitched as her lips skimmed my jugular, my fear confusingly mixing with arousal. Mercy released my jaw and trailed her fingertips down my arm, leaving goosebumps wherever she touched. 

      “I missed you,” I admitted out loud, half delirious while her hands were on me. 

      I could feel rather than see the smug smile as she said, “I am embarrassed to say I think I rather missed you too, Cecelia.”

      My mind scrambled to the point of no return when I felt her incisors tease the skin on my neck, a gentle scrape that should’ve brought me back to reality but instead sent me barreling into whatever fantasy we were playing out.

      I clawed at her back, my fingernails scraping against her shoulders as I tried to pull her down onto the bed. She tutted and pulled back, standing up to her full height. 

      “Tell me what you want, Cecelia.” The command in her voice tugged at my core and I dropped back onto my elbows, my body tiring from the want. 

      I bit my lip and brought my eyes to meet her penetrating gaze, showing her I wasn’t backing out. “I want more. Show me you’re sorry for fucking up my life in such a messy, bloody way.”

      Mercy’s only reply was a light snarl before she dropped to her knees before me. If I wasn’t halfway gone, maybe I would have taken note of the new Queen of Sin City dropping to her knees for me, but my feverish mind was completely preoccupied. 

      Slowly, almost as if she wasn’t entirely sure she should be going ahead with whatever this was, Mercy pushed the hem of my dress up to expose my thighs. I thought I heard her mutter something as she noted the crimson thong I was wearing, the lace beautiful and thin. 

      “Oh, God,” I groaned when her lips pressed lightly against the fabric. I could feel her breath cool and steady on me as she pressed faint kisses across my inner thigh, down to my knee, across to my other leg and back up. Each kiss sent a zap of electricity through my skin and I thought I might explode right there. 

      Mercy leaned back to look at me, her face unreadable as she cocked a brow. “Do you know, little flower, that vampires have incredibly heightened senses?”

      I stared at her in confusion. Why was that important right now?

      Her right index finger trailed up my exposed skin, across the fabric before following the fine line of the thong string in my folds. I gasped at the contact, her finger cool against the searing heat of my sex. 

      “It’s spectacular really. It means we can hear things, like increased heart rates or the way someone’s breathing changes when you touch them.”

      I couldn’t find my voice to respond when her finger went deeper, exploring the wetness she was creating. Her eyes never left mine as she ripped the thong away in one swift movement, exposing me entirely to her. She hummed her satisfaction and smirked when my eyes widened.

      “Our sense of smell is also fascinating. We develop our senses almost like the animal kingdom, our bodies scenting things that humans are unable to.”

      Leaning forward, she pressed her nose between my legs and inhaled deeply. “I can smell your arousal before your body is even aware of it, Cecelia. I know just how wet and swollen and ready you are right now.”

      Hearing her voice, the seduction in her words that let me know she was enjoying this as much as me, was enough to make me abandon all principles and beg. 

      “Please, Mercy. I need you. I need to feel you.”

      Without replying, she leaned forward and the tongue that commanded a coven of vampires with ease and precision used those same tactics to elicit a scream from me. She circled around my clit, lapping up the mess she had already made. If she just kept going, I would reach my release in a matter of minutes. 

      But almost as quickly as her tongue had touched me, she pulled away and licked her lips. “You taste like heaven, little flower. Which is entirely fucked up, considering my whole existence.”

      I groaned in frustration and grabbed at her needily. “Mercy.”

      Mercy chuckled and stood up, pressing a chaste kiss to my forehead. She moved towards the door and smirked at me. 

      “I told you that vampires have heightened senses. I’m not going to give you what you want that easily, Cece. By now, everyone in this entire house will be able to smell how much you want me, the way I make you feel.”

      I stared at her, hating myself for finding this brand of cruelty tantalizing. The wet heat between my legs was seeping onto the sheet below me, my core throbbing with the need for release.

      “I’m going to go and finish up my business for the evening. I want to hear you as you touch yourself, little flower. I want you to use those pretty fingers to make yourself come with my name on your lips. And do you know what I want most of all?”

      “What?” I whispered, barely audible to my own ears. 

      She smirked again, flashing those fangs at me and delighting in the shiver it sent through my body. “The thing I want most is for every fucking person here to know that you are mine, Cecelia, and that nobody will set you on fire like I do.”

      I gasped at the intensity of her words, staring at her wordlessly.

      “If you want me to really fuck you so you can feel just how sorry I am for screwing up your life, then let me hear you finish yourself off and scream my name. If you do that for me, then I will give you every single thing you want in this world. I’m a queen now, Cecelia, and I will show you just how good power can make you feel.”

      Before I could reply, she had exited my bedroom and pulled the door shut behind her. I wanted to scream, frustrated and annoyed that I was being manipulated like a plaything – exactly like Narcissa had said I would be. But the worst thing was that, despite my anger, I craved Mercy’s touch like no one before. 

      And so when I lay back and worked myself to orgasm, there was no turning back when I shattered with Mercy’s name on my lips. 
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      She did not say no. 

      To my surprise there was absolutely no hesitation from the woman in that room, my prisoner, my eternal damnation. I could feel the heaviness of my breasts, the pounding of my dead, metaphorical heart, the steep heaving of my chest as I exited the room. I could still taste her on my lips, my little flower. She was as sickly sweet as she looked, and I knew her blood was the next thing I wanted to taste. I was chaste in my departure, afraid that the adrenaline running through my veins would make a decision for me that I was not yet ready to make on my own. 

      As I walked away I heard her scream. 

      My eyes shut, and every muscle in my body followed suit, retracting and tightening as each scream was more tantalizing than the next. She touched herself, so full of desire that it made me quicken my steps towards my bedroom for my own form of release. I could smell her just as easily as I could if she was sitting before me, legs splayed open. My nostrils flared from the delectable fantasy. 

      I kneeled for her. 

      On my knees, tongue flicking back and forth in the center of her heat. I licked my lips, not yet ready to not taste her against them. A queen would bow for no one. My thoughts were running rampant, all falling back onto the words Carlisle and I exchanged. My back straightened in defiance because I did not bow to her. I claimed her. 

      From this point forward, Cecelia, in all of her beautiful softness, was mine. The manor would be able to scent us together, danger and temptation intermingled. I did it for her safety, obviously. With our scents so connected, she was safer now than she ever was. No one would dare touch something that was mine. 

      My long fingers pushed lightly on the double doors that opened to my master suite. My room was the least regal part about my home, but it still would make any average person drool with envy. My bed was lush and large, four thick bed posts and a backboard that cried with scratch marks from various partners. The carpet was the color of dried blood, masking the puddles that could accumulate on nights of pleasure and feeding.  

      I disrobed, undoing the few buttons on my blazer and shaking my shoulders out of it, letting it fall to the floor in a heap. I stretched my arms over my head and felt my spine crack in satisfaction. My pants were let loose and stripped, the leather clinging to every piece of skin it could, my legs crying from their entrapment. My feet followed suit from the form of the heels. Every ounce of my body ached from three days of the conference, but a bath would soothe away that pain. 

      Standing fully naked, I turned to the ensuite. 

      A low hiss escaped my throat on its own accord, my nostrils flaring as I recognized the scent that was filling it. God dammit, Narcissa. As I crossed the threshold between bedroom and bathroom, my eyes landed on the bitch sitting in my spa tub, head flung back on a rolled towel and fingers playing with herself in the water. She cocked an eyebrow and opened an eye in my direction. I felt myself recoiling. 

      “I was wondering when you’d return, my queen,” she said melodically, her eyes closing again as she rubbed herself towards release. My eyes stayed focused on her face, “I could think of nothing else but your return. I’m ready for you, Mercy.”

      “I am not in any need of your services tonight, Cissa,” I found myself turning away from her, as if I was trying to convince myself of that more than I was trying to convince her. Her face opened up, the water stopped rippling in the center and she stared at me. There was something sinister in the way she looked at me, but the moment passed into a mourning fixation. 

      “The scent of your arousal tells me otherwise,” she mused, standing from the water. Droplets rolled down her perfect body, glistening in the fluorescents of the room. I tried not to look at her.

      “Surely I can help you curb the edge. You’ve been traveling, I’m aware you had your fair share of beautiful people there,” there was a hint of jealousy coating her tone, “but I’m sure it would feel delightful coming home.”

      I shook my head, eyes narrowing. “On the contrary, I would like nothing more than to satisfy myself tonight. If you have forgotten, I am a Queen. No one and nothing but myself will be enough for me.”

      She opened her mouth in protest, taking in a huge breath before catching her next retort before it came out of her mouth. I could see her brain processing while I turned from her and walked back into the bedroom. I no longer had any interest in stepping into the water Narcissa occupied. She sprinted to press herself flush against my back in half a second, fangs playing with the spot on my neck I usually delighted in, tracing it lightly. 

      “You had someone,” she said accusingly. “That girl, your new pet.”

      “Who I share my company with is no concern of yours,” I said quietly, tilting my head to the side unconsciously to give her more space to continue threatening my neck with her sharp canines. “From my understanding, it was you who was ignoring my calls.”

      “I’m sorry, my queen,” she cooed, “I was too concerned with finding information for you. I need to keep you safe. I found nothing of concern,”

      “You’re becoming negligent,” I said, frustrated. “Someone on the council told me they'd found your newborn, Wade, dead just south of where you hid Tusker. I was afraid our sloppy work would ruin everything.”

      I could feel Narcissa wince behind me. It seemed to be as much a surprise to her as it did to me. “Fuck,” she whispered. 

      “Carlisle Valore knows too, although I feel like he’s less inclined to stake me for our crimes than the others on council. Who knows why, although I feel like Valore always has a reason for everything he does. We must tread carefully.”

      “I’m sorry,” Narcissa said earnestly. 

      “You are forgiven this once. Your lapse in judgment is concerning, however. I worry you might be losing your touch.”

      I could feel the caress of her hiss against the back of my neck. “I will not let you down again.”

      “I know you won’t,” I said reassuringly. “In total transparency, however, Warren will be making his appearance tomorrow morning. He is . . . taking his time enjoying the conference.”

      “Can we trust Warren?”

      “You’ve known him as long as I have,” I said confidently, “He has been one of our biggest assets, even being states away. He is an incredible addition to the coven.”

      “But I am still your second?” she pleaded. My mouth curled in disgust at her blatant begging. I found myself nodding, although I loathed to do it.

      “For now,” I mused. She stiffened against my back again, turning me around so that our bodies were flush against one another. I could feel her nipples against my own, and the reassuring touch made me suck the bottom of my lip in contemplation. 

      I didn’t need help finding my own release tonight, but she was always so willing. 

      “You need blood,” she noted. I nodded again. Was my thirst so blatantly obvious to everyone? “Drink from me, it’ll make you feel better.”

      Pleasure and thirst were so tightly entwined, one increasing the desire for the other. Drinking from another you were sleeping with was always such an intimate experience. I didn’t want Narcissa’s company tonight, but the burn in my throat was hard to ignore. 

      My mouth opened on its own accord, my lips outlining the tips of my fangs as I lowered my mouth to her neck. Sat nestled so sweetly in the place outside her collarbone were two pin-pricked scars. My teeth found their place effortlessly. I hesitated for a moment, closing my eyes to relish the excitement that pounded through me. The burn in my throat egged me on, convincing me that I would positively die without her thick, syrupy blood waterfalling down it.

      “Just do it,” 

      I waited for a second longer, insistent on making the choice to drink from her myself, not by her attempts to seduce me by breaking my restraint. My teeth punctured her skin, and my mouth latched on to her, letting her blood coat the insides of my mouth. Desire rushed through me as I sucked on her skin, feeling the give and pull as her blood found me. 

      Narcissa moaned from under me, her hands finding her own breasts, tugging at the tips. My hands wrapped around her neck, my eyes creasing as satisfaction rolled through me. Cecelia stood before me, my hands roaming her body in my vision. My mouth connected to her, the desire from us both filling the room with so much content and absolute pleasure that I practically moaned from the power of it all myself.

      When the burn in my throat subsided, my vision becoming clearer, I tore away from Narcissa as she manifested before me, wiping my mouth. Cecelia would have been a far more enjoyable sight to behold. Instead, the perfect body of my second was enough to tear me from my fantasy. Narcissa was unaware that I had detached myself from her, her hand sliding down and finding her own wet heat, feeling around unabashedly.

      I stepped away from her, wiping my mouth of blood once more, and locked my eyes on the door. I hoped to God Cecelia would be there, picturing her touching herself into release, so passionately that it made her pass out from pleasure. I would return to her tomorrow. Her acceptance of my touching her, of my claiming of her body even after she was kidnapped from her home and her life, was a hell of a turn-on. 

      “Narcissa, I need you to leave,” I said with a tone of finality. She opened her eyes, her hand still situated between her pretty thighs, daring me. We stood in silence a moment too long before she succumbed to my command. 

      “Of course, my queen,” she seethed in disappointment, walking with no attempt to hide her nakedness as she pulled on the double doors, opening them wide. 

      “I suppose I don’t have the same draw as the human girl. You will tire of her, Mercy.”

      “Get out,” I commanded, watching her as she shrugged before slinking out into the hallway. My room was mine once more, and I brought my hand to rub at the tension building in my temples. 

      “Tomorrow morning I expect you in my office when I call!” I screamed after her, hearing no confirmation. I rolled my eyes, her comfort in my presence would need to be checked soon, and be loud enough that she would think twice before treating me like her plaything, instead of her being mine. 

      I rolled onto my bed, pillows plumped behind me as I ignored the duvet. I was not ashamed of my body, or the pleasures it sought to find. My hand trailed down my skin, finding my ready folds and enveloping my fingers in them.

      I touched myself, thinking of nothing but the sweetness of my human and how powerful I was, taking her as my own. Cecelia’s name was only a whisper across my lips as I came apart on top of the covers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          
            CECELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The rays seeping through the curtains woke me from my post-orgasm slumber, leaving me groggy and a little disgruntled that I wasn’t still asleep, dreaming of Mercy buried between my thighs. My head cleared only slightly when I showered, washing away the remnants of the night before. 

      I was once again immensely grateful for the clothes Mercy had purchased for me when I found a pair of charcoal-gray ribbed leggings and a hoodie to match. There was an assortment of camisoles to choose from and I pulled one on, feeling it cling to my curves before sliding my hoodie on over it. It was rare for women to be able to dress for comfort and not style without being judged for it, and I was grateful to be able to lounge around. 

      Was I ignoring the fact that I was technically being held captive by a bunch of fucking crazy vampires? Yes. Did it make me screwed up that I still wanted to kiss Mercy senselessly? A little. I never claimed to be smart. 

      The compound seemed quiet as I slipped out of my bedroom. It was past noon which meant that most of the Known would be away for the day. While they never had to actually sleep, a number of them would slip away to rest while the sun was up. 

      It was a fascination to us humans when the Known revealed themselves. There was so much lore, so many movies, books, and shows, that nobody could really comprehend what it meant to have vampires actually exist. It was easy to assume that vampires slept in coffins, turned into bats, and could be burned into a pile of ash within a second of being in the sun. It took weeks for us to understand that we would have to learn what was lore and reality, even if reality now seemed like a bad fever dream. 

      Older vampires were, unsurprisingly, stronger and able to withstand a lot more than any of the newborns. Baby bloodsuckers would need to rest whenever the sun was up and consume a lot more blood than the others, usually as soon as the sun went down. They also could never be in the sun, ever, without turning to smoke and ash. 

      But vampires like Mercy, well, they were different. The older vampires needed little to no rest – although some did enjoy the routine of it – and could survive without feeding constantly. I had learned, through copious amounts of fascinated, frenzied research with Laura, that older vampires could even withstand being in the sun for small amounts of time before it became dangerous. 

      My time in Mercy’s residence let me learn a little more about the habits of her specific coven. While Narcissa seemed to appear out of nowhere no matter the time, which indicated that she was way older than she looked, most of the others were nowhere to be found. There were a couple of scary dudes who looked like vampires on steroids – it wasn’t natural to look that hot, bulked up and absolutely terrifying… although the Known weren’t what I would call natural – who roamed the place and threw glares and the occasional hiss at me, but I always tried to scurry away and return to the safety of my locked door. 

      Today, though, I felt brave. I tried to tell myself that it was because I was altering my mindset, preparing to demand my release from this shitshow, but the honest part of my soul knew it was due to Mercy. Whether I wanted to admit it to myself or not, last night had shifted the atmosphere and I knew that I would be under Mercy’s protection unlike before. 

      Wasn’t it a fascinating thing that you could understand the changes in life as they happened around you, even if no words were spoken? I wondered if Mercy had known that she was shifting an already delicate balance of importance within her home, propelling me into a jealousy-fueled danger that only she could stop. I was nothing but a human with no way to protect myself, but Mercy was their queen. Even if they wanted to kill me, they’d be facing her wrath.

      I quickly shifted my thoughts away from that troubling subject, knowing that there was one person who would be able to defy Mercy and escape with her life. I couldn’t consider that or I would stay in my locked room until I was either killed or set free. Isolation until death didn’t sound like much fun. 

      My stomach grumbled as I padded to the kitchen, searching the refrigerator for something that would curb my hunger. I almost squealed in happiness when I saw bacon wrapped in deli paper, tomatoes and lettuce, and already seasoned smashed avocado… It was like someone had seen into my mind and knew this was exactly what I needed. 

      The worst thing about not being in your own home was the fact that you didn’t know where anything was. It took me ten minutes of opening cabinets and pulling drawers out to find the frying pan, and then another five looking for paper towels to drain the bacon before realizing it was on a holder in front of me. By the time I heard the sizzle of the bacon as I deposited it in the pan, I was already exhausted. It was always easier to be tired when you were doing literally nothing. 

      While my bacon was crisping up, I cut slices of a thick sourdough loaf and toasted them under the grill. Making bougie BLTs was usually the star of Sunday brunch with Laura, which sent a pang of sadness through my gut. I hated that I wasn’t free to contact her to make sure she was okay and explain that I didn’t just abandon her in a vampire club. Laura could be flakey and bitchy sometimes, but she was my best friend and I loved her. Burying the hurt of missing her wasn’t easy, but I refused to ask to contact her when I had been told explicitly not to. I wasn’t stupid enough to try and break the rules of a vampire who had literally murdered her boss in front of me. 

      Pushing aside my thoughts of Laura, and ignoring the way my stomach was now scrunching up with worry and guilt rather than hunger, I smeared some of the smashed avocado on the toasted bread and added my other ingredients. 

      My worry apparently didn’t want to be buried and I felt the panic rise at the back of my throat as the walls closed in on me. Was Laura worrying about me? I didn’t have a family to care about, but I had her. She was enough and she was probably at home, thinking I had just left her there. What kind of friend did that make me?

      I gripped my plate in hand and made my way outside. Mercy had told me I could explore the gardens but I never wanted to before. But now, with my eyes stinging and my ears ringing, I needed fresh air. 

      I walked through the shrubbery, coming to a small table and chairs underneath apple trees. The trees bore round, shining red apples and I reached up to pluck one for after my breakfast. Sitting it on the ornate table, I plopped into one of the chairs and closed my eyes. 

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. 

      Breathe in. Breathe out. 

      Breathe in. Breathe out. 

      Breathe in. Breathe out. 

      After I slowed my rapid breathing, I kept my eyes closed and listened to the sound of nature. There was a slight breeze in the air, making the leaves rustle on the trees above me. The chirp of birds calmed me, reminding me of the cartoon Disney movies I used to watch as a kid. It was true when people said that just being outside could drastically improve your mood. And while the sun was burning hot above, I was thankfully covered under the shade of the trees. 

      Crunch. 

      My eyes flew open as I leaped from my chair, spinning around to see what was behind me. Standing in front of me, chewing on a huge bite of the apple I had picked, was possibly the most handsome man I had ever seen. He looked like he had just walked off a movie set and he was staring at me with a curious smile on his face. 

      He was also most definitely a vampire. 

      And as I glanced around, I saw just how isolated I had made myself. 

      Nobody would be close enough to hear me scream. 
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      I found myself stalking, preying.

       The world around me halted at my very presence; birds stopped chirping and rodents kept away in their dens, but the stupid bloodbags moved about sloppily within my line of sight. They were either unaware or uncaring that they were about to be victims in my lion's den, daring even to be within a few feet of me, instead of keeping a safe distance like everything else. It would have pissed me off if I didn’t know just how empty those pathetic little brains actually were. They were interested in nothing but the casino in front of them, zombie eyes trained on the large signs with the colorful lighting instead of looking for the real danger. 

      I took a long drag of a cigarette, inhaling the smoke deep into my lungs before exhaling through my nose. It was not the flavor or the high from the nicotine that I craved, but the simplicity of the look. I looked the part of a Vegas native. I had on form fitting shorts that rode so far up my ass that I dared anyone to take a look, checkered stockings flush against my legs, and falling into a black as night pair of Doc Martens.

      My belly was on full display with a short cropped sweater that left little to the imagination, and played with my unusual habit of “sunbathing”. Not to say that I was directly in the sun, but my skin itched as I sat dangerously close to the end of the line of shade that protruded from the building I sat against. A little sun wouldn’t have bothered me, but I had already been out far too long, and the burn was becoming more noticeable across my delicate skin.

      It was no wonder the humans paid me no mind, no vampire in their right fucking mind would be outside here, in broad daylight. And yet, I kicked a boot out, hissing lightly as the sunlight reflected off of them. 

      I had wondered how life would change when the Known had become . . . known. Life before had been a thrill, and I’d feared that the part of me that made me thoroughly enjoy this immortality—the hunt—would be put into jeopardy once the blood bags had gotten a whiff of us. Thankfully, there was still much to be enjoyed.

      They did have their moments, but where we lacked in numbers, we made up for in strength, speed, and everything else. They were petrified of us, and rightfully so. It wasn’t a surprise when our human counterparts gave in so easily. I’d have executed the entire world, but alas, I was not on council. Those that were, were old and weak, and outlawed the genocide of the human race, with reasons that were unknown to me. I dropped my cigarette onto the ground and stomped out the ashes with the heel of my doc. 

       With a fragile understanding of the truce now single handedly holding this society together, the only time we were able to feed was when they were willing hosts. Donation centers were to be the only source of food for the entire immortal race.

      Where the fuck was the fun in that?

      The humans that crossed me now were oblivious as they strutted, falling over one another in loud, boisterous stupors. My fingers crawled up my face, tracing my lips and touching the points of my canines. The burn in my throat tightened as I scented each individual that walked by, their veins pounding loudly in my ears. My eyes flitted to each delicious one, as if I was just as easily choosing items off a restaurant menu. 

      What called to me was the tall man that was entering the casino, our casino, with long fawn colored hair that was pulled up in a not-so-neat bun, muscles rippling under a white t-shirt. I stood from my spot against the building, body tense and ready to follow.

      I was invisible when I needed to be, camouflaging into the busy morning crowds that inched their way towards the casinos. They were all already drunk at half past noon, pockets full of coins and dreams and secrets. They were terrible creatures, humans. Disgustingly pitiful and overwhelmingly ordinary. My prey stopped not far past the sliding doors, getting chips at the front counters from another vampire, his fangs covered by a tight lipped smile. Where it was unusual for my kind to be out during the day, inside all bets were off, especially in a place like Sin City. 

      Casinos were an ideal place to be if you were a vampire, devoid of light from windows, big spacious rooms that seemed to only get larger the further in you went. Even with the size, the rows of endless tables and machines led to private quarters when necessary. There were hundreds of vampires in a place like this, all waiting, watching, preying on their own. All thanks to Mercy.

      She owned this city, owned every building and each vampire within it. She built this place, and where she succeeded, I succeeded. There was no weakness that leaked from her, Mercy was power incarnate. And while each vampire here was grateful for her hospitality, for the donated blood that came through this building walking on two legs— tasting so much better from the source than it did from a bag—they would just as easily fold in her presence. Because she was absolutely terrifying.

      I followed the man from close behind, although he was too ignorant to notice. The closer I got, the more his scent washed over me. I needed him, needed to taste the blood that flowed through him. I was this close, reaching out my hand to run a nail along the back of his neck, before I could feel the vibrations coming from my back pocket. 

      I cursed silently to myself, grabbing the phone from my pocket and instinctively raising it to my ear without looking at the caller ID, letting the man walk away from me. It was unnecessary, there were very few people that called me regularly, and one, I was avoiding. For reasons. 

      “Narcissa,” the male voice echoed through the receiver, and I felt my lips curl over my teeth in a snarl. 

      “Warren.”

      “Where the fuck are you?”

      I didn’t quite like that tone. Warren always assumed he had out-ranked me when matters involved Mercy. Mercy said she had never slept with him, but I wasn’t sure I believed her. She would sleep with anything that walked. 

      “You are depriving me of my meal,” I snarled angrily as I watched my prey sink back into the crowd, “and last I recalled, you were not my keeper, rodent,” I could hear his chuckle from the other end, and the sound made me want to wrap my pretty hands around his throat and squeeze until there was no more breath coming out of him. 

      “Ah, yes, but last I checked, Mercy was yours. She told me to get in touch with you, something about you not answering her calls?”

      I felt the blood from my last meal rise like bile, but I swallowed it back. I couldn’t believe she called him, and told him about our business. Why the fuck was he calling me?

      “My relationship with Mercy has nothing to do with you.”

      “Oh my, you have a relationship now? I was not privy to that information!”

      “Fuck off, Warren. I don’t know why you give a fuck about where I am.”

      “Mercy wants us in the office in ten minutes. Think you can do that?”

      “And why are you there?”

      “I follow Mercy, I answer her calls,” he said simply. There was always something about Warren that rubbed me the wrong way. He was nothing but trouble, in Mercy’s back pocket like a slimy rodent that couldn’t keep to himself. I had no idea why she kept his company. “Something you haven’t seemed to be doing lately.”

      I could feel the rage ready to explode from me, but knowing Warren, he was nothing but a tease looking for a rise; I despised him for it. Mercy would be hearing my opinions on the matter.

       My word meant something in this God-forsaken city, whether Warren knew it or not. 

      He would not be around for long. 
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        * * *

      

      My stomach was empty and my attitude was not checked by the time I sat in one of the chairs that now adorned my boss’ office. Warren sat next to me, grinning like a moron. I chose to ignore him. My legs were crossed and I sat back, picking at my long fingernails. 

      When the door opened without notice, I turned in my seat to face it. Mercy stepped forward, pushing the door open with a frown settled on her face. There was a glow about her that I recognized as lust even despite the morose expression, and it made me narrow my eyes in frustration. 

      I couldn’t believe she tasted the human last night. My hand raised instinctively to my neck, tracing the small scars from her fangs from when she drank from me. I was still thrown by her declination of my services last night, opting instead to finish herself off thinking about the girl. 

      She always looked the part of a strong ruler, but today even more so. Mercy came back from the conference as the Reigning Bitch of Sin City, and I was born to stand by her side. She would come crawling back to me, she needed me like I needed her. I would make Mercy my consort, whatever it took. 

      “Mercy,” I said with a sly grin, fixing my face into a neutrally pleasant expression as I took in how exceptional she looked. I could lick the sweat from her glossy skin, the goosebumps freckling along my arms as my core tightened with need. She was fucking beautiful, something to be admired across all beings, all creatures alike. I think I fell in love with her the minute we met. She was so dark, so sultry, and confident in herself and her mission. Mercy Petrova was born to be a queen, and here she was, in all of her glory.

      “Narcissa, Warren.” 

      I could see the warmth that seeped out of her as she spoke Warren’s name, and my shoulders tensed.  

      Her . . . neglect had punched me hard in the pit of my stomach. So stupid of me, to think she would only take one mate. It was not her way; so foolish to think that a queen deserves no more than one lover. My thoughts were distracting me, and before long I noticed the buzzing conversation around me had stopped.

      “Narcissa, are you listening?”

      My head snapped to hers, and I could see the disappointment that was housed there. Mercy had become distant these last few days, and it was more than just the conference, more than tearing out Nathaniel’s heart that made her that way.

      “I’d like for us to all be on the same page, now that Warren will be housed with the coven.”

      “You’re . . . letting him live here?” I asked, appalled. Warren sat still beside me. 

      “He is a part of my council,” she confirmed with a nod of her head to punctuate the point. 

      “Do we just hop councils now? Where is the fucking loyalty?” I seethed.

      “My loyalty has always been to Mercy,”

      “I don’t fucking believe you.”

      There was a hiss from the doorway where Mercy stood, fire bright in her eyes. “I remembered at one point it was me that you both were answering to. And if neither of you can get along, I know damn well that I can do this without the both of you. Your heads will be cut off and railed on stakes faster than you could think to run away, so I think it might be best if you both closed your goddamn mouths.”

      My lips tightened into an uncomfortable grimace.

      “The plan moving forward is simple,” she continued, seeming satisfied with our compliance, “We keep them in the dark about Nathaniel and Wade, and we conquer. I don’t know what Carlisle Valore has up his sleeves, but I know it isn’t good. We all know well that being in another’s pocket is not ideal. Especially when that pocket is on the pants of a very public and very dangerous vampire.”

      “What would you like us to do?” I asked, clicking my nails together. 

      Mercy contemplated my question slowly, which I had always admired about her. She took every word she said seriously, which is what made them so deadly.

      “Warren,” she turned her attention to the vampire next to me. He straightened at her directness, leaning forward as to not miss a single word, “Carlisle’s coven will be in Vegas awhile. It’s typical for his highness to come…survey the area of a newly appointed Keeper. I think it’s more tradition than anything, but I wouldn’t put it past him to be coming with ulterior motives.”

      I bared my teeth in a hiss. She was right, Valore had an upper hand already, and we needed to make sure he couldn’t find anything else. But Warren? That was no job for him, that was for me. I was her guardian, her protector. 

      “I need you to protect…this home,” she ended hesitantly. My stare bore into her eyes, finding a softness I was not expecting. Weakness. Warren seemed to notice it too, cocking a brow in her direction.

      “Surely your wards are enough to keep him from the estate unannounced?” 

      “I have full belief in my wards,” Mercy snapped, “but the human here, Cecelia, is unaware of the danger she is in. She stepped unwillingly into Nathaniel’s grasp, and ultimately his war. I do not trust Carlisle Valore and his coven if they are here unsupervised with her present.”

      “Surely the human prisoner is too frightened to even take a step from her room? I am no glorified babysitter,”

      “Cecelia,” Mercy said with frightening coolness, “is no prisoner.”

      “Fine, not a prisoner…but she is expendable. Her safety is of no more importance than Carlisle and his information—”

      “Warren, again, I must implore you to think about the words you are saying. It is me who runs the Southwest region, and me who knows the most important tasks at hand. My rule requires my home to be protected, and right now, Warren, you are that protection. See to it that you don’t fail.”

      He bristled in embarrassment but nodded silently. I could see the submission seep from his pores. 

      “While Carlisle is in our clubs and in our casinos, keep him close. Find his motives. Bring them to me. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal,” Warren replied. I couldn’t tell if he was properly angry with her, but his frustration was palpable. Mercy looked at him pleadingly, seeming to sense what I had.

      “I am happy you joined us, Warren. I want nothing more than to have years of your service be rewarded once all of this is past us. Please, just get through this with me.”

      Her words seemed to placate him, and he dipped his head respectfully before standing up and slinking out behind her. Mercy had dismissed him kindly, which was uncharacteristic of her. 

      I found myself falling past the brink of fury, once more.

      “Mercy,” I said, the fire in my eyes matching hers, our intensity bordering on passion, “Stop thinking about the human. She is making you so distracted—”

      “I have been kind, Narcissa, in my attempts to smother your jealousy. I will bed my pet if I’d like to. I will fuck her, make her scream, I will make her cunt ache for me every minute she is awake. I will do whatever the fuck I’d like to do to her, if only to make you see that I am not yours.”

      “You drank from me,” I growled.

      “Your blood will be the only thing I take from you now. Do not expect any more from me than that.”

      I was her lover, not just a partner to fulfill her needs. I was sure I was more to her than that, or else, what was all this for?

      It was the fucking human, the bag of blood she kept locked behind the safety of her room, her wards, that made me boil over with rage. I would not even give her the satisfaction of hearing me say her name. She was not worth it, Mercy would tire of her soon, give her to me to taste. Not in the way she had so obviously done, but in the way that would calm the aching desire in my throat.

      My face scrunched up in obvious disgust. Her retaliation, her attack to my loyalty to her, burned me in places I never expected.

      I could feel an icy wave cover me, aware that the words I spoke would cross lines neither Mercy nor I had any idea how to navigate. 

      “You bring in a human that you grovel to,” I deadpanned, “You bring in a vampire that will disappoint you. You toss me the scraps, and you will pay for it. You are becoming weak, Mercy. And your fucking weakness will kill you.”

      The words were out of my mouth for no longer than a second when I felt my body slam against the wall, and felt the sharp point of her nails at the base of my throat. 
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      “Darling, there’s no need to look so frightened.”

      My breath caught at his voice, the seductive lilt of his accent sending an extra beat through my heart. It sounded like he had been English some time ago, his voice now imbued with Californian vernacular. 

      “Vampire got your tongue?” he laughed, a hearty sound that came from his chest. The playful smile on his lips was revealing of his nature, showing just how funny he found himself.

      I took another step back, careful to keep my eyes trained on him. The Known were abnormally fast and light on their feet, which is why I hadn’t heard him approach in the first place, and I wasn’t going to give him the chance to surprise me again. 

      “Who are you?” I was surprised to find that my voice did not betray my fear, though I knew my heartbeat was another matter. 

      Tucking a strand of his shoulder-length silky black hair behind his ear, he offered me a grin that had his incisors on full display, before ripping out another chunk of apple and crunching down, letting the juice drip down his chin. I tried to fight against the shiver working its way down my spine, and instead squared my shoulders. 

      “You must be Mercy’s new little pet,” he purred, dropping into a seat and crossing one leg over the other. “My name’s Warren.”

      Sprawled in the chair before me, wearing a pair of well-polished pointed black boots and a cowboy-style shirt embroidered with blooming flowers, he almost looked as regal as Mercy. A knot twisted in my stomach as I imagined them side by side, the true image of a King and Queen. 

      Feeling momentarily brave, I dropped into the chair opposite him and fixed him with a stare. “I resent the term pet.”

      Warren smirked, raising a brow at me. “Ah, but you don’t resent it when dearest Mercy calls you it? How kinky!”

      My cheeks flushed at his insinuation which only made him chuckle. Sitting with the garden as his backdrop, the greenery balancing perfectly against his olive skin, I couldn’t help but return his perusal of me. While he wasn’t exactly my type, and possibly was about to murder me, I could still admire his beauty. I was human, after all. 

      “You’re awfully quiet, love. Won’t you tell me what name belongs to that pretty little face?”

      I scoffed at his attempt at flirtation. “You already know who I am, so what’s the point in me telling you?”

      “It’s called being polite. I’m just trying to make conversation.”

      “Before you eat me?”

      “I do not eat people, darling Cecelia. I merely drink from them. I’m not an animal, even if I do like to play hunter and prey. Though, that’s usually in very different and consensual circumstances, I assure you.”

      A small laugh broke free despite myself, which earned me another grin from Warren. He relaxed against the chair, draping an arm over the back. 

      “I’m not going to hurt you, I promise. I was here to see Mercy and she sent me off to do some business, but I saw you and had to come and say hello.”

      I narrowed my eyes on him. “Why?”

      “Because Mercy, against her better judgment, sees something more in you than just a way to quench her thirst. And anyone who is important to her is important to me. So no, I won’t hurt you.”

      “Oh.”

      Was he being honest? Even though me and Mercy had transitioned into some complicated version of captor and captive, I was under no delusion that I was expendable. There was always fun in danger, and what was more dangerous than fucking something you could so easily break?

      I crossed my arms across my chest and waited for him to say something else. I didn’t know him and I didn’t know what angle he was playing at.

      “I am concerned, however, that you didn’t even sense me coming. What if there was someone less kind than me, searching for something to feed on?”

      “Mercy told me I was safe within her walls.”

      Warren bit his lip, his fang toying with the skin. “Look, Mercy will have my heart for being so brazen, but you aren’t as safe as she would like to imagine.”

      I was glad to be wearing a tracksuit at that moment. It meant that Warren wouldn’t be able to see how cold my skin suddenly got, the hairs on my arms standing to attention. 

      Leaning forward onto his arms, resting them against the edge of the table, Warren looked at me conspiratorially and lowered his voice. “You and I both know that Mercy’s vicious little bitch of a second is way more insubordinate than Mercy thinks.”

      “Narcissa? You don’t trust her?”

      He shook his head. “Cissa is cold and calculating which makes for a great Second, especially when she has as much devotion to Mercy as she does. However, she is also devious and possessive and wants Mercy all to herself. She doesn’t understand how things work.”

      He must have seen the puzzled expression on my face because he continued on. “Mercy is our leader, our Queen. I’ve known her for all of my coldblooded life, and I have always known that she was destined to rule. All these years, all this bloodshed, has been leading to that. And our job, everyone else around her, is to kneel. To obey and serve. To do whatever she needs because Mercy is the one in charge, the one who has and deserves to have the power. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I get that. But how does it connect to Narcissa and me being in danger?”

      Worrying his lip some more, Warren tapped his fingernails against the metal of the table. “Uh, Mercy is going to kill me for telling you all this.”

      Tap. Tap tap. Tap. Tap tap. Tap. Tap tap.

      The sound was driving me crazy, making my teeth grind together. Before I knew what I was doing, I slapped his hand away from the table. 

      “For fuck’s sake, Warren. I’m not going to run and tell Mercy what you’ve said. Here’s the thing: my whole life has been royally fucked up by all of you Known. I watched a murder, I was kidnapped and I don’t know what the fuck happened to my best friend and I can’t let her know I’m okay.”

      I let out a wracking sob, tears spilling down my cheeks as I let my emotions seep through the cracks in my walls. Warren opened his mouth to speak but I held up my hand to stop him. Wiping my cheeks, furious at myself for acting so weak in front of a creature who already thought I was overly fragile, I continued on for fear that I wouldn’t be able to find the words if I stopped. 

      “I’m being held captive by a bunch of psychotic vampires and I have no way to defend myself. So I am relying on Mercy to be able to protect me as she offered after completely upending my life. I am a human living in a compound full of Known, and there is not a fucking thing I can do about that. 

      “So, if you know that I am in danger and Mercy can’t protect me, I need to know. Because I would rather die trying to escape than let myself be torn apart by Narcissa as some sort of twisted game. Do you understand?”

      Staring at me with a slack jaw, Warren shifted in his seat and blinked to compose himself. I found myself taking in gulping breaths, allowing air to reach my lungs again. 

      “First of all, you’re kind of a badass. Secondly, yes, I understand. Look – Narcissa is batshit crazy. She wants to be side by side, Queen Consort, and all that other dramatic shit. But she isn’t Mercy’s equal and Mercy keeps trying to remind her of that. She’s been her Second and her fuckbuddy for years, but it was more a means to an end for Mercy. There’s nothing like fucking someone almost as powerful as you.”

      He said the last part wistfully and I clicked my fingers in front of his face to bring him back. He smirked and looked like he was about to make a joke before remembering the importance of our conversation. 

      “Perhaps it’s my little, stupid human brain,” I started, earning a soft chuckle from Warren, “but I still fail to see how this leads back to me.”

      Warren rolled his eyes. “You’re not stupid, but human brains for sure work slow, huh? It leads back to you because Cissa is jealous of you, darling Cecelia.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes and I let out a bitter laugh. “Yeah, sure she is.”

      “Cece, Mercy claimed you. We can smell her on you. In all the years of sex and devotion, Mercy never once called Cissa hers. While I can see the appeal,” he winked, “Narcissa can’t fathom why Mercy would want a human over her. A lifetime of being someone’s bitch, hoping to be something more, and Mercy replaces her with a human. To say she’s pissed and out for blood is an understatement.”

      “I’m sorry but you’re wrong. While the temptation and desire is there between us, there’s nothing more than that. I won’t deny that I want to see what it takes to make Mercy lose control for once, I’m not going to pretend like it’s anything more than the want and need for release. She literally won’t let me leave this stupid place. I’m not exactly going to fall in love with a vampire who abducted me.”

      A look passed across Warren’s face that I couldn’t quite decipher before he schooled it again, shrugging. “Nobody is saying anything about love. But the undeniable fact is that Mercy refused to bed Cissa and instead, the whole compound heard her cry out with your name on her tongue. Narcissa won’t forgive or forget that. And since she’s loyal to Mercy at her core, the only way to, uh, resolve the problem would be to get rid of the competition, so to speak.”

      I covered my face in my hands and groaned. “Narcissa is going to kill me?”

      Warren nodded and I was almost tempted to say he looked sad. “Yes.”

      I sighed and closed my eyes. “Why tell me?”

      Leaning across the table, Warren took my hand in his and squeezed slightly. “Because even though it is my nature to want to kill, I don’t relish the idea of humans dying needlessly. Especially not one who, whether either of you will admit it or not, means something to my oldest friend.”

      “Warren, I–” 

      “It’s fine. But look, you have to try and look out for yourself over the next few days.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t defend myself against her.”

      Warren smiled wryly and tapped my hand gently. “You don’t have to. Just keep out of her way unless Mercy is with you. I’ll be back in a day or two and then I’ll speak to Mercy.”

      “About what?”

      “About me teaching you to kick a vampire’s ass.”

      Before I could blink, Warren had stood up and was brushing invisible creases off his shirt. Tucking his hair behind his ears again, he grinned and pressed a quick kiss to my cheek. 

      “It was really lovely to meet you, Cecelia.”

      “It was nice to meet you too, Warren.”

      He bowed his head slightly and winked. “Stay alive, darling Cecelia. I think we’re going to be great friends.”
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      Vampires age like fine wine. The longer we live on Earth, the more the world seems to give back to us. I always wondered if God, or whatever it was that started this place, really didn’t find us sinners at all. If they had, then why did they give us all that they did? We continued to grow, mature, and blossom. Our powers would never wean, instead we rose. Vampires, the Known, whatever name humans gave us each century, were born to rule. 

      Narcissa was an old vampire, though she remained as beautiful as she had in her youth, still positively stunning to look at. She was strong, fast, smart as hell, and each year brought more knowledge, and even more strength and speed. Narcissa was trained to become my greatest weapon. 

      “You bring in a human that you grovel to.”

      I didn’t need to hear more than those few words before I felt my feet shift. A snarl came roaring from the back of my throat and I hurtled forward. Hitting Narcissa was like running into a brick wall; years of frustration and pent up aggression were thrown into her, and we went flying. She was an old, powerful vampire, but I was older and stronger. We crashed against the wall, and I cringed at the age-old paintings I’d spent fortunes on retrieving as they fell into a heap of rubble. The wall caved in, the splinters of wood cracking easily under our weight and acceleration. We’d gotten stuck in its cavity and my hands wrapped around her thin throat, my teeth poised at the base. Just as easily as I tackled her forward, she could have defended herself. I almost wanted her to fight back, even to just test the boundaries of my vigor, and yet she didn’t. 

      I resisted the urge to puncture her neck, still hesitant even after her incessant insolence, to kill the one vampire I knew could be my best asset. Narcissa was too smart for her own good, knowing well that her submission would be the reason she lived today. Her hesitation to fight was enough to keep her from dying by my hand. Still, my mouth salivated at their spot against her neck. I felt the drool drip from my lips, cascading down her chest as I heaved big aching breaths. She stayed deadly still beneath me.

      “You bring in a vampire that will disappoint you.”

      I shouldn’t have let those words affect me. Warren was nothing but a tool, I had used him just as thoroughly as I had Narcissa. And yet, hearing her insult him, hearing her fumble through her outrageous jealousy, pushed me to the brink of chaos. My protective instincts for Warren had become a debility that Narcissa could capitalize on. 

      Where I usually had so much control over it, I was now letting the full strength of my vampirism take me. My rage had opened a door I was unsure I could close on my own, and I was terribly close to being frightened of it, too.

      We were far different than the walking blood bags who continued to live as delicate, breakable creatures. Since the creation of humankind, they had become softer, while our shells hardened, our teeth sharpened, and our bodies mutated. They would never get to feel the way I was feeling now, with power and hunger rumbling through my entire skeleton so violently that it caused my body to shake with overexertion.

      It was not blood I was craving however, although just the mention of it made my throat tickle with a slow burning need. What I felt was chaos, and what I craved was destruction. Something, something, was living inside of me, breaking my bones and tearing apart my mind. It paced dangerously back and forth, waiting.  Adrenaline flooded through me, pounding against my skin so intensely that I was afraid it would tear free, cut me open and let me bleed out before it. Together, we created a precarious monster, but if it broke free on its own accord…it would burn this world to the ground.

      The vampirism virus consumed me. 

      That was the best way to explain our curse, though none of us ever talked about it, not explicitly. Be it fear or our unspoken acceptance of our fate, the need inside us was never uttered under whispering breath. It was like a leech, a living, breathing entity that drove us to immortal fates. It used us to feed and to recruit, traveling through one body to another and causing destruction in its wake. We all thought we were the powerful ones, but it was moments like this one where I felt conquered by the weight of its domination over me.

      I would never wish this life on anyone. Though it created the queen that stood proudly over her servant, it was not pleasure that I felt, but exhaustion and horror. Maybe that was why the need thirsted so regularly on the primal pleasures our bodies allowed us. It depleted every other reserve we had. 

      The choice was never mine to make, my innocence and humanity had been taken from me long before I understood the aching loss of it. It was my belief, my rule, my law, that gave the others in my coven the power of free will. Sin City never had the reputation for offered consent, and so I built it. Everyone under my reign learned the true extent of the virus, about its deadly potential. They knew the risks, but they also came to know me. I was Mercy Petrova, and the rewards of being mine vastly outweighed the associated risks. 

      When our blood infiltrated a pure system, the need took hold quickly. It spread and attached, leeching onto your veins, your organs, and your heart. It found its way to your brain, and it influenced you, and controlled you. Even though it gave you more power than any person knew what to do with, it was just as debilitating to let it take over. 

      I taught my vampires control. Now here I was, slowly losing it, all from the fault of Narcissa’s jealous words. It was a constant fight, the virus and I, and we spiraled together. I was no better than a rabid dog.

      “You toss me the scraps, and you will pay for it.”

      She would not dare disobey me. Her need answered mine, not the other way around. 

      “You are becoming weak, Mercy. And your fucking weakness will kill you.”

      The virus screamed at her, my mouth letting out a terrifying yowl before my nails dug into the sweetness of her skin. It cut like butter, the movement from her neck to her chest long and swift. The floor of my office turned crimson at the pool of blood that formed beneath us. 

      “Weakness?” I snarled, relishing in the tenderness of her submission and the shaking of her fear that vibrated heavily through her body. I would never let her forget who it was that owned her, none of this would ever happen again. I was a fucking queen.

      “Mercy!” Narcissa whimpered from under me. I let go of her, letting her limp body crash to the floor. She curled in on herself, whining as blood covered her, staining her cropped hoodie and glistening against her boots. 

      My eyes widened and my nostrils flared in satisfaction, a smile forming so cruelly at the sight before me. If only Cecelia could see me now, how frightened would my little flower be?

      It was a miracle that our long list of immortal advantages included naturally accelerated healing. The tear across her chest healed quickly, sewing itself back together in the time it took for me to gather my rage and lower myself onto one knee in the puddle of Narcissa’s blood. I took her chin in between two fingers and raised her face to meet mine. Her eyes squeezed closed and she bit back her moans of pains, sucking in slow, shallow breaths. 

      “You believe that I am weak?” I challenged her again. Narcissa opened her eyes gently, cringing when she saw the satisfaction on my face. She took a big gulp before shaking her head. I tugged on her chin a bit harder, pulling her so close that I could taste each bit of air that left her mouth. 

      “You answer to me with words, or else I will tear that heart of yours out of your chest, and I will crush it between my fingertips. You will be no better than Nathaniel Tusker, and no one will even have the decency to remember your name.”

      “N-n-no,” I heard her whisper. 

      I nodded, letting go of her face and throwing her back against the floor. A gratifying crack against the hardwood met my ears. 

      “I gave you the benefit of the doubt, Narcissa. And I have given you countless chances to rectify your actions.”

      “I . . . I’m sorry, Mercy.” Her apology was genuine, fear coating each word. I wondered when the last time she said them out loud was, and if she ever meant them. 

      I loved the way she groveled, but I would not give her an opportunity to insult me any longer, even as my mind relished in the exciting possibility of this moment happening again. Her place in my coven was nothing, Narcissa was nothing. I turned on my heel to walk towards the doorway, pushing back the rage and the want and the destruction. I swallowed it down until it was nothing but a drifting suggestion at the back of my mind once more. Soon, my vision cleared again and my mind felt no fog, and I crawled back from the high of the hunt. 

      I could hear Narcissa push her body from the floor with a small grunt, her boots squeaking against the blood pooled across the wood. When I turned around she had her arms wrapped around her legs, her eyes wide and calculating her escape. I stood in the open doorway, my need begging her to try to run. I was the predator, and she was my prey, not so unlike her as she prowled the casinos, looking for her next meal. She always acted as if I didn’t know. 

      “I would expect you to keep this quiet,” I said with a note of finality. It had felt like the end of something, and the beginning of another, “For your benefit, anyway.” I watched as she nodded her head feebly. 

      “As you wish, Mercy,”

      “And you will not show up unannounced in my living quarters, specifically naked and in my en suite.”

      “As you wish, Mercy,”

      “You will not speak to me, or to Warren, unless you are spoken to.”

      “As you wish, Mercy,”

      “And, under no circumstances, Narcissa, will you ever lay a fucking finger on Cecelia. If I scent you within fifteen feet of her, I will not hesitate to tear your limbs from your body. I am not the weak monster you pretend to see me as. I have my kingdom at my disposal, and if she dies, I will see to it that you perish alongside her.”

      There was a deadly sort of silence that followed. Our eyes battled for dominance, but there was the slightest tilt of her head and a whisper of a sound exiting her lips. 

      “Narcissa,” I warned. There was a brief flash of fire that crossed her face, and she narrowed her eyes. The battle was won, but I knew there would be more to come. Narcissa never handled rejection well, and the blow to her ego was a harder pill to swallow.

      “As…you…wish, Mercy,” she choked out. 

      “Good,” I said, before turning my back to her and leaving my office, Narcissa still sitting in the aftermath of her own undoing.
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      I didn’t have much of an appetite by the time Warren left. My sandwich lay discarded in the garden as food for the birds and I listened for their happy, well-fed chirps while I walked back to the house. 

      The atmosphere was tense from the moment I stepped inside. While there were occasionally some of Mercy’s coven hanging around, pressed against the walls and watching from the shadows, there was absolutely nobody around when I made my way through the house. 

      Silence so intense felt suffocating to me. I could hardly bear knowing that something was about to happen, or had happened already whilst I was outside. Had Mercy gone out on business and Narcissa was lying in wait for me?

      I steeled myself and continued onwards to my bedroom, determined not to let Cissa see the fear that would clearly be seeping through my pores. There was no hiding the chemicals released alongside emotions, but I sure as hell was not going to look as terrified as I felt. 

      Approaching my bedroom door, I noticed that the handle had been turned slightly and was sitting at a wrong angle. I was on high alert as I took a tentative step forward and pushed it open, gasping when I saw who greeted me on the other side. 

      “Hello, little flower.”

      Sitting on the edge of my bed, poised and the image of perfection as usual, was Mercy. She tilted her head and looked at me curiously, waiting for me to reply. 

      “Hi,” I mumbled. “What are you doing here?”

      Just the sight of her perched there, long legs outstretched in front of her with her heels discarded to the side, was almost too much for me to handle. I hated, truly and deeply detested, myself for the conflicted emotions I felt when it came to Mercy. 

      I was her prisoner, a witness to her crimes. My only options were to follow her commands or be killed. I knew the danger I was in, felt the terror in my very soul, and yet intrigue still marred my thoughts. 

      When men fuck behind their wives’ backs, they’re quick to minimize it by saying that it was just sex or that they needed the release. The truth was, people have an innate need to feel something. Whether it’s romantic or sexual or even platonic, people want some sort of pleasure in their life. And that need, the desire, doesn’t just go away. 

      My brain was fighting with every other part of my body. Logically, the last thing in the world I should have wanted was to feel Mercy’s lips on me. But the other part of me – that seedy, greedy little part – wanted nothing more than whatever Mercy had to offer. Just like those cheating bastards, I craved the exhilaration that came with doing something you weren’t supposed to. 

      Mercy was bad, a literal creature born of the shadows. But I was a human, hiding in the light when I craved what I could find in the darkness. 

      I stepped into the room and kicked the door shut behind me, earning a half-smirk from Mercy. 

      “It is my home, is it not? I do believe I can go where I like.”

      I rolled my eyes but felt the excitement begin to build in me as I pictured why she might be there. Mercy closed her eyes and slowly inhaled, a pleased smile passing over her lips as she scented me. 

      “Why. Are. You. Here?”

      Shooting to her feet, Mercy grabbed me by the throat and pushed me against the door. Her grip, while tight and pressing, wasn’t so rough that I felt danger in her actions. Instead, I felt my core tug in wanting. 

      She leaned forward, pressing her lips against the soft skin between my ear and neck. I felt her incisors playfully drag against the skin, sending a shiver down my entire body, which made her sigh happily against my skin. 

      “I told you that you were mine, didn’t I?” I nodded against her hand, hating myself for the spark of pleasure I found when she tightened her fingers, her nails almost piercing my skin. “You were a good little pet last night, doing what you were told. I could almost taste your release on my lips when you cried out my name.”

      I closed my eyes and thought back to how insane it felt knowing she could hear me, that she would be able to smell the mess just her image created. 

      Mercy stepped back, tilting her head down to meet my eyes. Her raven hair framed her face, a few strands sweeping across my cheeks as she moved in, pressing her lips softly against mine. I groaned and pressed harder against her, which was the correct thing to do because her hands flew to my waist, her fingertips digging into my hips. 

      She pulled back, moving one hand to my chin, and tilting my head up to her. “Take your clothes off.”

      I was startled, hearing the order in her voice. “What?”

      Mercy sneered coldly which, disturbingly, made me breathless. “Don’t make me repeat myself, Cecelia. Be a good pet and take your clothes off, or I will shred them from your body.”

      There was something hidden behind Mercy’s tone. I wasn’t vain enough to think it was lust, but perhaps the need for escape? Either way, disobeying her wasn’t wise.

      Not that there was any person in hell who would disobey Mercy, especially when she was offering them what she was giving to me. 

      I pulled the hoodie over my head, revealing the cami underneath. Mercy watched me as I slowly removed my layers, leaving me in only my gifted underwear. Her lined violet eyes roved over my curves, her fingers curling at her sides as she looked over the soft swell of my breasts. 

      “Bed. Now.”

      Her voice offered no room for debate and I relished in it, surprising myself at how well my body reacted to being told what to do. Authority looked really fucking hot on Mercy. 

      I crawled onto the bed, propping myself up against the pillows and spreading my legs out. My panties left nothing to the imagination and Mercy growled quietly when she noticed, her lip curling predatorily. Stalking towards me, she threw her blazer onto the floor and stepped out of her skirt, revealing herself. 

      It was my turn to groan as I looked at her long, slender legs and toned torso. Her skin was pale against the blackness of her lace boxers, which I could confirm, after leaning around to look, perfectly fit against her magnificent ass. My breath left me when I gazed at the rest of her, cursing as she ran her painted fingertips across her braless chest. 

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I whispered. 

      Mercy smirked and moved onto the bed, slotting in between my open thighs. “Perks of immortality, I guess.”

      Feeling brave, I reached out with trembling fingertips and traced the sharp line of her jaw. “You must have been gorgeous before to have become this in your immortal life. Beauty like this cannot be created.”

      Inclining her head ever so slightly, Mercy dropped her facade for a brief second. “Thank you, little flower.”

      My fingertips trailed down her body, finding their own confidence as they reached her breasts and began to circle her nipples. Mercy pressed into my touch, pressing her mouth onto my shoulder as I teased, bringing them to hardened peaks. I pushed her shoulders back slightly, creating enough distance between us for me to lean forward and pull her left peak into my mouth. 

      Her eyes closed when my tongue began to swirl around her nipple, my hand gently squeezing her right breast in my hand. Mercy dropped her head back, her silky hair falling back to expose her features entirely. I watched as her mouth opened in a silent moan when my teeth grazed against her, the touch against her sensitivity setting her free. 

      Like a switch had flipped, Mercy’s hand flew out to wrap around my neck. Her face shifted into the predator I knew her to be, and I rejoiced in seeing her illusion break. There was a fire in her eyes that matched the one I felt burning through me, and I wanted to see what it would take for them both to become untethered. 

      “Be a good girl and take that bra off for me. I want to see you touch yourself.”

      With her hand still tight around my throat, I quickly unclasped my bra and began to squeeze my tits, tugging on my nipples until they matched the stiffness I had created in Mercy’s. I yearned to throw my head back, my body already becoming overstimulated just by being so close to Mercy and her gloriously naked body. 

      “I’m going to make your pretty little pussy beg me for release and I want to hear your words. Do you understand, Cecelia?”

      Mercy’s grip tightened on me, punishment mixing with insane pleasure, and I nodded. Her free hand came down like lightning, smacking against my lace-covered cunt and I threw my head back against the wall, gasping as her slap left me tingling all over. Nobody had ever dared touch me like that and, well, it was a gross misconduct that none of my previous partners had tried to. 

      The darkness in Mercy’s gaze was mixed with desire and I couldn’t help the way my body ached for her, for more. I would take whatever she was giving me because I hungered for even the briefest amount of attention from her. 

      “I told you I wanted your words. Disobey me again and I will not leave a single inch of you unmarked.”

      My body shivered in depraved anticipation at the promise in her voice. It was tempting not to disobey her just to have her use and abuse my body, leaving me bruised and satisfied. But I wanted to see where she was leading, and from the way I felt wetness seep from me, my pussy did too. 

      Keeping her eyes trained on me, Mercy slipped her fingers down my stomach and yanked at my panties, ripping the thin material away from me. I yelped, which brought a sadistic smile to her face. “Perfect,” she purred. 

      I watched as she brought her free hand up to her mouth and sucked on the length of her fingers. I licked my lips, resisting the urge I had to beg for it to be my mouth she used. She pulled them out with a pop, glistening with saliva, before sitting back on her heels and dividing my folds. 

      She leaned down, pressing her nose against my entrance and inhaling deeply. I clenched at the sight of her between my legs, a queen choosing to worship someone else. My scrambled brain tried to make sense of that, but the thought disappeared when Mercy’s tongue slipped between her fingers and licked up my wetness. 

      “Mmm, Mercy… ah, yes, right there,” I grumbled incoherently as her tongue swirled around my clit, alternating between sucking and flicking it to elicit more moans. 

      My toes were curling into the duvet already when she pushed a long finger inside me. The coolness of her skin against the warm heat of my cunt was overwhelming and I could feel myself already barreling towards climax, my body unable to contain the way Mercy made me feel. 

      “That’s it, pet. You’re doing so good for me,” Mercy cooed with a satisfied smile as she released my throat, moving her free hand down to the bottom of my stomach to keep me pressed into the mattress. I tried to wriggle, needing to move to stop myself from exploding right there, but vampire strength won out.

      I ran a hand through my hair, pulling at the crown to try and relieve the pressure building when she inserted another finger and pumped it into me. 

      “I can feel you trying to hold back. You know what happens when you don’t do what I tell you.”

      I bit my lip and shook my head, unable to articulate that I didn’t have the capacity to tell her how good, how alive she was making me feel. 

      Mercy moved up my body, never letting her pace slow as she curled her fingers inside me, and brought her lips to my ear. The only way I could tell she was getting off on this as much as I was, was how her breath betrayed her, quick and panting against my cheek. 

      “Do you trust me?”

      It was an absolutely, positively insane question for her to ask me. There was no way that I should trust her, should know that – despite the danger she had technically put me in – she would never hurt me. But my sex-addled brain was not logical in any way, which is how I found myself nodding and whispering yes. 

      “What a perfect pet you are,” Mercy moaned breathlessly into my ear before sinking her fangs into the side of my neck. 

      The pain was blinding at first; a burning, aching sensation that made my body feel like it was being ripped apart. And then…

      Then it subsided and turned into something more. Mercy sucked on the skin where her teeth were piercing me, her tongue circling over the blood trickling out. But I didn’t feel like I was being drained. It felt like a blinding ecstasy, like she was exchanging my blood for a high I had never felt before. 

      Wetness seeped between my thighs, soaking Mercy’s still-working hand. My vision went spotty as she moved her thumb over my clit, working each point of pleasure across my body until I was crying out, screaming her name until my throat was raw. 

      My body shuddered as I climaxed, my pussy clenching around Mercy’s fingers. Slowly, so slowly, she released my neck and licked the wounds she had created. When she pulled back to look at me, I could see my blood smeared on her lips. 

      She grinned, a devilish sight with fangs exposed and my blood on her teeth. I watched as she slowly removed her hand, bringing her cum-covered fingers to her lips and rubbing them with the blood. 

      My sensitive pussy, over-worked and wrung out, throbbed when she licked her tongue over her lips and groaned at the taste of the mixture she had created. I breathed her name, watching through half-closed eyes while she sucked every drop of my juice from her fingers. 

      I tried to keep my eyes open, but Mercy had exhausted me. She had wound my body so tight and given me a transcendental orgasm, leaving me weak and content. I was tempted to ask her to stay with me for a while when I felt her slot into place beside me, her arm over my waist. 

      “Sleep, little flower. I’ll be here when you wake,” Mercy whispered, drawing small circles on my exposed stomach. 

      Not one for disobeying her orders, I let my eyes close and slipped into satisfied unconsciousness. 
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      Something shifted in the air. I could smell it as I crawled out of bed, sweet darling Cecelia sleeping pensively across the sheets. I gazed at her features, which although twitching after each breath, were serene and dare I say, content. She was far too comfortable for her own good. It was dangerous, how she spread herself here in her bedroom with so little restraint. Feisty, she was, and brave, but too trusting of me. She had put me in charge of her care on her own accord, and I was unsure how much of that was her subconscious, and how much of that came purposefully. If only she could see the truth of the evil sheltered inside of me. She would despise the sound of my name leaving her lips then.

      It was no secret that our scents mingled together, now. I took a deep, long breath, inhaling the musk of leather and salt now accented with floral undertones. If the vampires across my estate had not heard us, they certainly could not mistake the smell of it, now. Even Narcissa, who no doubt escaped the scene in pursuit of something less humiliating, could never ignore the way my claim on this human settled around us, my kingdom. It was a dagger to the heart, but I could not bring myself to feel anything but relief. I must admit, knowing she would never stalk my bedroom again, would never find herself between my legs, lifted a weight from my shoulders I didn’t even know I was holding.

      I turned my stone gaze from Cecelia, finding myself now in front of the shower room attached to the bedroom, the room with the tub I’d fantasized about Cecelia stepping into just a few nights before. Ignoring the tub completely, my attention turned to the shower head in the corner. It had no doors, instead, the nozzle spout hung freely from the ceiling. My fingers lightly turned the knob to release the hot water, my head tilting back to keep my human pet within my line of sight. She still slept soundly, and I fought hard not to let the smile that crept across my lips play out for longer than half a second. 

      The hell-heated water blistered my skin, and I fell prey to the blissful relief the warmth allowed. I had no intention of ridding myself of that delectable flower scent, instead standing still as water cascaded over every inch of my still naked body. My mind drifted to her as I stood there, with no intention of soaping off the sin we’d just committed. 

      She called me beautiful. 

      Cecelia was not a stupid creature, not like the rest of them. She knew how my kind possessed the type of otherworldly beauty that made instincts fall weak. Immortality looked good on anyone, luring our prey into our terrible clutches, the world’s greatest predator. When she looked at me, doe-glazed eyes wide with interest, she’d seen past the glamor. I felt as if she had seen me, and by some devil’s punishment, found me utterly captivating to look at.

      I would dwell on that interesting piece of information later. 

      My arms explored every inch of skin, water coating me completely. There was a peacefulness I found while drowning in the shower, though I did notice that I was rather…preoccupied. My cunt was still throbbing with need just at the memory of Cece clenching around my fingers. I closed my violet eyes and snapped my jaw together, pulling at the tips of my nipples with aggressive fingers until I felt the relief of my play. Pleasure exploded around me, and I sighed as I dripped down my legs, cum disappearing down the drain. 

      It wasn’t unusual for a vampire to take a human lover, although the thought of it still caught me off guard. My partners were many and plenty, and while they mostly consisted of Known creatures across the world, several mortal sexual exploits had my toes curling in satisfaction. What made this one feel so different was the feelings that muddled my thoughts, the intense desire to protect, and to claim. I snarled at the thought of someone else taking her from me, and of those that had her before me. This feeling was different, and there was a part of me that was frightened to explore it. 

      Water splashed against my canines as I opened my mouth to allow it in, dried blood now staining the bottom of the shower. My bite was unexpected, but it added another layer of own-ness to the blossoming relationship between us. My blood, though not enough to turn her, would lie dormant in her system for up to five days at a time. I’d have to be careful with her, lest I subject her to the same fate I faced.

      It already felt like I had taken something from her, and the possessiveness I harbored meant I would continue to take from her. I was perturbed by even the idea of it. Perhaps I was deluding myself into thinking that her moans, her small pants of my name meant our exploration of one another had become consensual. But Cecelia was still a prisoner, and even a person locked away in a beautiful mansion could still be considered a captive. Although I demanded her earlier, I wondered if it scared her, the idea of me. I wondered how much of her felt too frightened to deny me.

      How could someone, a Queen, not take what it was she wanted? And how could that same Queen feel so duty bound to her pet’s ability to choose her fate?

      Lust was a powerful motivator; because it was not love, it was not affection. It was my need’s primal desire. I was not going to fall for Cecelia. Narcissa cornered me and caught a whiff of the weakness that was threatening to expose me. She sensed far before I did that my reluctance to let my pet die clouded my judgments. The jealousy living in the heart of my Second was proving to be a viciousness that we could not ignore. I could not convince myself of Cecelia’s safety while Narcissa was present, even with my threat looming over her. 

       The shift in the air was not caused by my berating of Narcissa, but because of this seemingly insignificant creature that captivated me. A smile crept across my chin again and I ran a nail alongside the cut of my jawbone. 

      There was movement from the other side of the bathroom coming slowly from the adjoining bedroom. I hummed while I grasped for the nozzle and turned it, completely aware of her presence. 

      “Please don’t stop,” she said, assuming that I was turning off the water pressure, “Can I join you?” 

      Her small voice echoed in the ensuite as she wrapped her arms around herself. I found myself chuckling lightly. 

      “Dearest little flower, I am only adjusting the temperature. I’d like nothing more than for you to join me.”

      Cecelia stepped forward slowly, sliding far too close to me and pressing her chest against mine, despite the space around us. Her nipples were erect, stabbing delicately into my skin. I bit my lip at the tantalizing sensation. 

      “You could have waited until the water was less…deadly,” I chided, uncharacteristically soft. Her smile was too broad to ignore. Good god, I was drunk on her. Cecelia shook her head.

      “I can handle it,” she promised me, and in a quieter voice, “I have handled worse.”

      I frowned, my hand sliding down her wet stomach to her core. I coaxed her legs open so that she was straddling my fingers, which pried her open and caressed her gently.  

      “Did I hurt you?” I hummed against her cheek, my teeth dangerously close to her neck again. She shook her head vigorously as I worked her slowly. 

      “I . . . like the pain,” she admitted, her breaths coming in heavier and heavier as my fingers traced the spots that made her so tender. 

      Without thinking, my thumb pressed gently into her clit, causing a growl of pleasure. There was a small whine of disappointment as my hand left her wetness suddenly and I brought my fingers to her chin instead. I lifted her face to meet mine, so much softer than the same touch that caused Narcissa so much pain just a few hours before. 

      Cecelia was several inches shorter than I was, and the way she looked up at me like I was a God she worshiped turned me on in more ways than I could count. Water dripped down her face, and it glistened.

      Instead of my mouth on her pussy, that same mouth claimed her lips. Our tongues moved together, fighting for dominance as our faces interlocked in a way that made me desperate. 

      I kissed her passionately, and I could feel her shiver as her lip got caught in the sharpness of my incisor. Cecelia let out a hiss of pain, but my tongue swept over the wound to seal it shut. 

      “That’s convenient,” she mumbled against me, and I smiled.

      “With your pain tolerance, and my ability to heal, we can get into a world of trouble, little flower.”

      Just as quickly as we locked lips, the passion subsided, leaving us with our foreheads rested upon one another. We sat in silence for a minute, relishing the feel of each other in the warmth of the water. 

      “We should go,” I mused, standing up straight and reaching for the nozzle once more.

      Cece looked at me in question, “We could get in the tub, instead…”

      She had no idea just how tempting her offer had been, but I had a different idea for our evening. I was pained in my belief that I was keeping her captive, even after this moment, and the small part of humanity that she coaxed from inside me was desperate to prove her wrong. 

      I kissed her open-mouthed again, “I think I’d rather take you out tonight.”

      Her body betrayed her, taking several steps back and looking at me in shock. “Out?” she asked as if she heard me wrong. I nodded tentatively. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      “Everything is dangerous, now,” I eyed her warily. I could have been delusional, thinking she’d been with me of her own will. “But make no mistake, little flower, I will make sure you are protected at all costs. You are mine, and I will not let you leave my sight.”

      “I meant for you,” she said, catching me off guard. “I’ve heard the whispers around your home, people could come to kill you now.”

      It was self-preservation, no doubt, but her words enveloped me in comfort nonetheless.

      “I promise you,” I said sternly, “I will be the most dangerous thing where we go tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      I dressed her dripping in gold, and she was an absolute vision. Every piece of clothing she wore was adorned with jewels. I intended to make her stand out tonight, to show her off. Her dress left little to the imagination, although that was mostly for my benefit, as the strappy dress hugged her curves. 

      “Take this,” I said, handing her a small leather choker. At the center sat an intricately wound metal capsule, a ruby settled inside of it. Cecelia held it and stretched the leather in her hands. “It is my mark,” I said as I stepped into a two-piece ensemble, a tight, black cropped top that stopped just below my tits, and a matching skirt that stopped at the height of my thighs. “You wearing that is my claim to you. As long as it's wrapped around that pretty neck, no one will touch you.”

      I pulled out its partner, a wider set leather wristlet that nestled a twin ruby, with a connected strap. I snapped the buttons on my wrist in place and took the strap in my grasp, finding the clip at its end and reaching my hands towards Cecelia. She shuffled uncomfortably, wincing before my touch. 

      “Shh, it’s okay, angel,” I cooed at her, “If you’re good, we can play.”

      She’d looked like she meant to say a word of complaint, but after one deadly look, she shut her lips tightly together, allowing me to chain her to me. 

      I wasn’t sure if taking her to Ambrosia was the right move, but watching her eyes sparkle as we walked through the doors of my club, the familiar blue lights bouncing off the walls, made the trip far worth it. I could tell that she was uncomfortable, and it took a moment before our paces matched, keeping her from being tugged on senselessly by my leash, but she wore the mask of confidence well, making me swell with pride. What a good fucking girl she was. 

      This trip would be far different than her first, that I would assure her.

      Servers greeted me like they would any ruler, bringing me goblet after goblet of blood, and fawning over Cecelia from a safe distance. All eyes were on us, but that was a phenomenon I was used to. My eyes focused on no one but her and the way her lips wrapped around a cherry that I placed on her tongue. 

      I could see how Ambrosia soothed her after a while, each step she took, each drink she sipped, made her giddy. 

      “Baby, let’s go sit. Come watch my kingdom with me,”

      I led her to my throne, a large black seat on a platform that overlooked the dance floor. It was regal, fit for a goddess, and it was my favorite part about Ambrosia, rivaling my glass office above us. It was a staple of the club, people would come from either end of the city to get a glimpse of me sitting atop it.

      I grabbed Cecelia by the waist, sat her on my lap, and toyed with the fabric that held us together. No one, not even Narcissa, had ever shared this space with me. It made the entire night feel like more, like the shift in the air meant something to both of us.

      We watched the crowd as they danced. “I thought they would be paying attention to us,” she whispered in admission, though she couldn’t see my nod.

      “The people in this place come to dance, get drunk, and be drunk,” I pointed with a long slender finger towards a couple in the middle of the floor, a male’s mouth locked onto the neck of his partner’s. Cecelia followed my hand, and I could feel her shiver as she noticed them. They moved together in tandem, drinker, and donator. “They bow to me, but here, they submit to each other.” Shyly, she turned away. 

      “Watch them,” I commanded, bucking my knee so that she let out a small yelp. She abided, and I could see her interest intensify the longer she watched. My hands moved up and down her body, fondling her breasts absentmindedly. I tugged at her collar with one hand. 

      “Do you like that they see you chained to me?” I whispered in her ear. Cecelia nodded quickly, and I tugged at the collar harder. 

      “What did we say about using your words?” I growled. 

      “Yes, Mercy, I enjoy them seeing me with you.”

      “That is not what I asked, sweet thing, I asked if you liked that they see you chained to me.”

      “Am I supposed to like it?”

      I was not as soft with her as I had been earlier. In this world, I was Queen, and a Queen would never let her pet disobey her command. I grabbed her choker and tightened it from behind, hearing her breathing hitch. It was a good thing she’d told me she could tolerate this type of pain. My little flower would truly see me in my glory tonight. All the dark and cruel parts of me were on full display here at Ambrosia. Now that she’d seen it, how quick would it be until she ran away from it?

      “They all wish they were you, right now.” I loosened my grip, watching her chest heave as her breathing returned to normal. “They want to bed a Queen, too.”

      “Why me, then?” she asked almost desperately, “Why did you choose me?”

      “Because I know the real you,” I whispered, though the music in the room was so loud that my low voice would never have carried past us. I couldn’t be too careful, though; the walls always had ears. “I know that you would fight me back if I pushed you enough. You would be my ruin, and I look forward to that day.”

      Cecelia stiffened as my knees bucked again, causing her to lose balance from my lap. She stumbled off and turned to look at me. I beckoned her face forward and pressed down on her shoulders until she kneeled before me, hands at her sides. 

      “But here, I will not be ruined. And I know that you, my little flower, as much as you crave power, would submit to me. You would worship me.”

      She was dizzied by my words, looking into my eyes as she placed both of her hands on my exposed thighs. 

      “Worship me, Cecelia,” I said, my voice velvet, dripping like honey. “Show this room full of people that you are the only one, the only human, who knows what a Queen tastes like.”

      As if she was mesmerized, moved forward by hypnosis or compulsion, Cece spread my legs and slid my skirt up until she saw my wet heat on full display. I watched as she licked her lips, tossing her head back toward the crowd below. They continued to dance, oblivious to her precarious position on my throne. 

      Cecelia lowered her head, slowly at first, flicking her tongue hesitantly against the center of my clit. She explored me with her tongue, darting in and out, letting loose a feral moan as she found her rhythm, using her tongue to pry me apart. I arched my spine, an intense desire filling my eyes as I watched her taste me, eat me, in front of my people. 

      She pushed the first two fingers on one hand into me, pumping in and out as she licked my cunt. I closed my eyes and felt my head fall backward, my open mouth gasping for air as she fucked me with her pretty. Fucking. Mouth. Cece’s other hand wrapped possessively around the space where my hips met thigh, and pulled me to her as if I could get any closer than I was, my core throbbing against her hot breath. 

      “That’s my girl,” I huffed, “God, you look so beautiful on your knees.”

      She paused, looking up at me, and I could feel the space behind my ribcage pound with intensity before she sent me the tiniest smirk and continued her destruction of the place that now belonged to her. 

      Cecelia was going to be my ruin.

      I came to shortly after, the crowd seemingly oblivious to our publicly displayed sin, except for a voyeur in the corner.

      I recognized Narcissa’s sharp lean figure and horrific scowl, just before she slinked back into the shadows.
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      The smell of blood, sex and alcohol filled my nostrils as I walked through the gyrating bodies at Ambrosia. My fangs elongated on their own accord, itching to sink into the tender flesh of someone here and feel the sweet nectar of human blood coat my throat. But I couldn’t do that – I was here on duty and I wouldn’t let Mercy down. 

      It had been a surprise to see her enter the club with little Cecelia on her arm, bringing her directly into the lion’s den while Carlisle and his people were visiting. Though as I looked at her lounging across her throne with Cece buried in her cunt, I knew what kind of message she was trying to send. 

      Mercy had been vying for power for so long, her entire second life building to the moment where she conquered everything, taking the Authority on her own. The deception and bloodshed along the way would have turned anyone else ugly, betraying their monstrous nature for all to see. But not her. 

      Mercy Petrova was only ever meant for ruling and as she sat before her Queendom, I knew that there would be hell to pay for anyone who dared to go against her. She would slaughter them, and I would be the hand helping her do it. 

      I motioned to the bartender to bring me a bottle of beer and took a swig as I propped up on a stool, turning to watch my assignments. 

      They were seated in the middle booth lining the left wall, giving them full access to watch the doors. Vampires were suspicious people – we had literally been killed to become what we are – so, if given the option, you would most likely find them facing the doors and windows, ensuring their backs were never turned to possible enemies.

      While the lights flashed and sweat dripped from every orifice, I silently watched as Carlisle leaned over, yelling into the ears of his entourage. It was a bit dramatic, in my opinion, considering the heightened hearing capabilities of our kind, but each to their own. The man to his left—Henrik, a tall, mean-looking fucker with ice-blonde hair and tattoos across his entire body—looked almost bored, gulping down drinks and nodding in response to Carlisle whenever he spoke directly to him. That was strange. 

      I had met Henrik a few times over the years, though I couldn’t say I knew him. Henrik was quiet, closed-off and, as much as I hated to admit it, intriguing. He had participated in more than one positively delicious fuck with me and my favorite bloodbags, but sometimes he got a glint in his eye when he was feeding that made me want to run from him until my feet couldn’t carry me anymore. If Mercy had been born for power, Henrik had been born for chaos. Carnage ran in his veins, and he was unwaveringly loyal to Carlisle. 

      Even my divine dick and magic mouth wouldn’t be able to persuade him to change his allegiances. 

      I was almost six beers down by the time my hunger started to irritate me. It was difficult for vampires to get drunk, though not impossible. If you consumed enough, probably enough to make a dainty little human comatose, you’d get a pretty good buzz. But the biggest impact alcohol had on our bodies was amplifying our thirst. What was temptation slowly turned into something more dangerous. 

      It was one of the reasons Mercy had chosen to open Ambrosia and made the stipulations she had when our kind became Known. Only willing humans with branding on their wrists were allowed to be drunk from. Those with the branding were monitored to ensure that no accidents occurred under the influence of alcohol. It wasn’t an easy task, but Mercy ran a tight ship and had less casualties than the human clubs.

      Sitting in a booth beside the bar, branded donors were eagerly awaiting someone willing to drink from them. A pretty blonde with big brown eyes and lips plump with artificial filler caught my eye. My dick stirred as I imagined those lips wrapped around me, sucking me off so well that I would have to feed on her, just like she wanted. I didn’t have time for any of that, but I did need to feed if I was going to concentrate on the job at hand. 

      “You look ravishing, doll,” I purred in her ear, the satisfied shiver down her spine stroking my ego. There was no higher compliment to my kind than being both feared and desired in the same breath. Humans loved to flirt with danger, and the Known were as dangerous as it got. 

      “I taste even better.”

      I raised my eyebrow at her, admittedly turned on by her boldness. “I think I should be the judge of that.”

      Leading her by the hand out to the edge of the booth, I sat down with her on my lap, letting her shift until she sat comfortably against me. She smelled of sweat and smoke which made my nose twitch, but it was the underneath scent that intrigued me; the honey and spice of the blood pumping through her veins, the smell of her arousal as I brushed my mouth against her neck and let my fangs nick the skin. 

      She opened her mouth to speak but I pierced the layers of skin and began to suck, taking my fill of her. Her words turned into a moan on her tongue and she pressed back against me, tilting her head for easier access. These donors were so willing and pliable, taking pleasure in the fact that they offered something we could simply take. It made them feel like they were in control, though their bodies’ reactions always taught them the truth in that. 

      Her blood tasted sweet and satisfied my urges, wiping away the buzz and arousal that the beer had created. I let myself take more, though I was careful to make sure it wasn’t enough to weaken her, until I felt full. Vampires were never satiated for long but it was a nice feeling, if fleeting. 

      The blonde sighed when I pulled my fangs from her, licking over the wounds and watching as my venom stitched the tiny holes back together like nothing had happened. Vampirism was a disease that nobody had been able to understand, but it would be a hell of a day when a scientist was able to figure out just what sort of parasite made us this way. 

      “Well, darling,” I cooed into her ear, “you were right. You really did taste good.”

      Delirious and daring, she took my hand and trailed it down her front, rubbing it against the aching pussy beneath her short little dress. “I taste good in other places, too.”

      I chuckled, and pulled my hand away, lifting her off me by the waist so that I could stand. “I’m afraid I have other things I need to be doing right now. Though I don’t doubt you would be such a fun feast to take to my bed.”

      Winking at me, she pointed towards the door which led to the stairs and office space above. “I don’t need a bed to make it fun for you.”

      I tutted and took her hand in mine, leading her through the sea of bodies. “You don’t want to get entangled in my brand of fun tonight, love. But let me introduce you to some other people who would be more than happy to assist you with your pressing problem.”

      Carlisle’s eyes lit up in glee when I approached his table, his grin looking more predatory than welcoming. 

      “Warren, it has been far too long since I saw you, my friend.” 

      He reached out to shake my hand and I clasped it in mine, feeling the sigil on his ring dig into my palm. I pulled my hand back and nodded to his table, offering simple greetings to the ones I had met before. 

      Henrik extended a hand to me too, attempting a smile that seemed more of a grimace, like it pained him to feign politeness. “Warren, it is good to see you.”

      I inclined my head, taking note of the stiffness in his voice. Something was going on and they were trying to allude to it. 

      “Mercy told me you were visiting Sin City, and I thought it would be rude if I didn’t stop to say hello.”

      Carlisle regarded me and his eyes flicked towards the dais where Mercy watched her people. His jaw twitched as he smiled, twirling his sigil cufflinks on his wrist. “Ah, yes. Mercy. I had heard the rumors that you defected your previous employer to come and work for our dear friend, The Queen, as she is calling herself.”

      The accusation in his voice was clear, even if it was hidden underneath false niceties. I fucking hated politics. Mercy was lucky I loved her bitchself enough that I would suffer through Carlisle’s bullshit if it meant finding out what he was doing here. 

      “Come now, Carlisle, you know me. When have I ever pledged myself to anyone? I was merely visiting some of our other friends across the states for the past decade. I was never under employment.”

      Carlisle quipped a brow inquisitively. “But you are under employment now?”

      I forced a laugh and pointed a finger at him. “I’ve known you long enough to know your games, Lile. If you want to know something, just ask.”

      “Do you truly believe she is worthy of her title and position? So worthy that we should disregard our traditions?”

      “Without a fucking doubt. You want to know if I’ve pledged myself to her and my answer is yes. My entire immortal life has been ensuring I was free, never committing or bonding to any of the Authority. But Mercy, she is worthy and better than us all. I would swear my oath to her a hundred times over if it would prove to everyone just how much I believe she should be the future of our kind.”

      Silence followed my speech for a beat too long. Carlisle didn’t want Mercy to replace Tusker, no matter what he said. If he was questioning my loyalty, it meant he was going to try and take her down. 

      I just had to figure out how he was planning to do it. 

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Henrik said, breaking the silence in his heavily accented English. “I have a Cohiba in my pocket that I think would pair perfectly with my drink.”

      Patting his breast pocket where his cigar lay, Henrik brushed past me. Once he had left, Carlisle’s attention shifted back to me. His face softened into something more human-like, although he still looked ethereal. 

      “Who is this?”

      I had almost forgotten about the blonde beside me, her hand still gripped in mine as she watched our interactions. I glanced over at her but her eyes were still glassy, the euphoria from my bite working its way through her.

      I smirked and motioned for her to take a seat on the table. It must not have been her first time entertaining a party of Known because she immediately lay flat against the table, spreading her arms and legs wide. 

      “A gift.”

      “Warren, oh how you treat us well. Please give Mercy our most gracious thanks for her hospitality.” 

      Motioning for them to enjoy, I took a step back and watched as each of my fellow creatures bit into their offering, the girl moaning from the overstimulation of them all biting her at once. I waited until Carlisle sunk his canines into her thigh, his attention drifting as he intoxicated himself on her sweet blood, before I spun on my heels and made a beeline for the STAFF ONLY! door at the side of the bar. 

      Henrik being in Carlisle's inner circle meant that he was tasked with his protection. He was a towering six feet six, built like a wrestler on steroids, and looked fucking petrifying; nobody would want to go near Lile if Henrik was by his side. 

      Which is why Henrik’s sudden need to go smoke a cigar smelled like utter bullshit. I had no doubt that they had known I was watching them all evening – it’s not like I was trying to hide it – which suggested that they had deliberately waited for me to approach, allowing Henrik to slink off while I was preoccupied. If it was important enough for him to go off on his own and leave his boss relatively exposed, he wouldn’t be standing out in front of the club smoking. 

      And the only clandestine place to meet in Ambrosia where everyone couldn’t see you was the office. 

      Mercy’s office. 

      I could hear the deep richness of Henrik’s German accent as I slowly crept up the stairs. Someone was with him but Henrik continued to cut them off, stopping me from being able to decipher their voice. 

      Reaching the edge of the office door, I pressed my back against the wall and listened through the small gap they had left open in the door. 

      “Why now? After all this time, why would you betray her?”

      “It’s simple, really. She’s weak and makes impulsive decisions that a member of the Authority wouldn’t make. Mercy isn’t the same creature I’ve been loyal to for decades.”

      I closed my eyes and cursed. That fucking bitch. I told Mercy—I fucking warned her that keeping that little obsessive bitch around would backfire. And here she was, ratting her out, all because Mercy had found a pretty new toy to play with and tossed her to the curb. 

      Fucking Narcissa. 

      Henrik laughed bitterly. “And why should we trust you? You’ve always been her little bitch, licking her shoes or tight cunt whenever she snapped her fingers.”

      Narcissa let out a deadly growl and threw something against the wall, the sound of glass shattering as it hit the floor. 

      “She humiliated me. She thinks that she is so much better, smarter, stronger than me. But Mercy forgets who was with her every step of the way, helping her and disposing of the bodies. I know her every secret and she will regret the day she ever tried to shame me.”

      “Hmph,” Henrik grunted in what sounded like a satisfied response. “Very well. I shall pass along your message to Carlisle and we will be in contact. But I warn you, Narcissa, that your life will be a torturous thing if you betray us. Mercy may be cruel, but I am barbaric.”

      Narcissa laughed, the shrill sound making me grind my teeth. “Don’t worry, big boy. I’m all in. Mercy Petrova will be nothing by the time I’m finished with her.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity fuck.

      Mercy’s little bitch was going to try and take her down. I had to let her know. 

      Sprinting down the stairs, I slowed to a regular pace when entering the club ensuring my composure was in check so Carlisle wouldn’t suspect I knew anything. I pushed through the dancing bodies, and barged past the donors too high to realize that I was on a warpath, trying to make my way to the dais. 

      I finally burst through the crowd and looked up, my face dropping. Both Mercy and Cecelia were no longer on the throne and their scents had faded. Where the fuck had she gone?

      I had to find her. She couldn’t trust Narcissa and if she was willing to betray Mercy, it meant all bets were off. 

      She was going to kill Cece. 
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      What I had done tonight was a power move and I could feel satisfaction radiating from within me. I knew Carlisle and his lackeys would be at Ambrosia tonight, and to have them watch me be worshiped in my home, at the heart of Sin City, was everything I needed to solidify my promotion within the council. There was no doubt that I was the perfect fit; my club was packed and both Known and human guests alike were . . . well taken care of. Vegas thrived under my rule, and Ambrosia was nothing but a terribly infatuating and pleasurable experience for anyone that walked through those doors. 

      Carlisle had his fair share of donors around his VIP table all night, I noticed. His big, chunky bodyguards towered over every bloodbag that graced them, enveloping them in their meaty stature as they latched themselves onto whatever piece of open skin they could. Carlisle Valore was less messy about it. He kept his composure as he delicately tasted each human, like a flight of samples, even wiping at his polished mouth after each sip. I kept one eye on them, carefully keeping tabs on the man that knew my secrets.

      Halfway through our night, when Cecelia was fully charged and drunk on lights and the music, dancing so sensually, Carlisle met my eyes with his icy steel gaze and nodded. It was his approval, the slight tilt of his head and obvious wink. His gaze turned to Cecelia, and I watched in horror as his lips twitched and his tongue slid across them as if he had already tasted her. I smiled cruelly, letting my fangs slip into view as I tugged on Cece’s leash possessively.

      I would not share. 

      Cecelia turned around to look at me in question and Carlisle and I broke our gazes apart, him returning to his table and me to mine. I refocused my attention, my smile changing for Cecelia, airier and lighter than I think I’d ever given anyone. I clicked my fingernails and sighed at the sound before reaching across to draw idle circles on her arm. I was hopelessly addicted to this human that danced before me. My skirt was hitched so far up that anyone could get a look if they liked, and I watched as her eyes glanced down every few seconds. Each time my eyes met hers I could feel the silence stretch between us. 

      “Are you okay?” she asked, her voice slurring. She didn’t drink much, but the intoxication of the club could rub off on anyone in the right circumstances. 

      “Everything’s alright, baby,” I replied smoothly, “Do you want to go? We can finish what you started here back at the estate.”

      I swore I could see her blush under the blue lights. I tugged the leather strap attached to her choker hard enough to cause her to stumble forward and fall into me. I caught Cecelia in my arms mid-fall and placed both hands on either side of her face, leaning forward to whisper in her ear. 

      “They watched you bury your face inside me,” I murmured. “There’s no reason to be embarrassed, little flower. You hold all the cards. How does it feel to be the person everyone is dying to be? How does it feel to hold that power?”

      I let go of her and let her stand up, watching her smooth out her dress of jewels and straighten her back. I could see how much my words impacted her already, Cecelia’s drunkenness had worn to a sexy confidence that captured the attention of vampires across the dancefloor. They looked up at her, mesmerized by hunger and desire. It woke me up entirely, so much that I could find myself drunk on her, too. I don’t know what it was about her, but it wasn't a weakness. Looking at Cecelia, all I found was immense tenderness swimming between layers of passion. I growled selfishly and pulled her close to me. I dipped my head to her ear again. 

      “Let’s go.” She nodded wordlessly.

      I couldn’t help but glance once more to the VIP table, frowning as I noticed Carlisle and his others had vanished while I was preoccupied. I’d have to check with my servers to see if they’d occupied one of my many back rooms when Cecelia was asleep. There was no need to frighten her now with their disappearance. 

      We stepped off the dais with slow, sensual steps, Cecelia attached to my hip as I weaved us through the crowd. Her grip on my hand was tight, as if she was afraid she’d lose me if she didn’t have a hold on me. I wondered when my promises to keep her safe would no longer be empty words she couldn’t believe. 

      When we breached the dance floor, my nostrils flared with the unexpected saltiness in the air. It was not the sweat of guests, the salted blood that I knew so well, but of a brass and firework mixture that made my senses spike with unease.  I clutched Cece’s hand more harshly, feeling her jump from the unexpected pressure, my nails indenting in her skin. 

      I pulled her roughly as we made our way to the bar, setting her down on a seat. Where the fuck was Warren?

      “Cecelia, I need you to stay here, okay?”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to take care of some business just outside of this door.” I could feel them rapidly approaching now, all of my heightened senses buzzing with a warning. 

      “You said you wouldn’t let me out of your sight.”

      “You won’t be, little flower. I have eyes everywhere. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.”

      I knocked my hand roughly against the bartop, catching the attention of a vampire I had not yet learned the name of. After Wade killed that girl last week and then died like an idiot, I’d neglected the club more than I’d have liked. His replacement wasn’t someone I’d met yet, but he seemed friendly enough. The vampire looked young, but I couldn’t smell fresh blood on him. His eyes weren’t the bright shade of fuchsia I was used to seeing in many new vampires, which slightly calmed my rapidly beating heart. My worry of him drinking from Cecelia, and by direct correlation, Ambrosia having to find yet another new bartender, decreased, but he still wasn’t someone I wanted alone with my girl. I could trust hardly anyone. 

      “M-Mercy!” the vampire exclaimed nervously. He turned to grab an aged bottle of blood, but I shook my head.

      “W-w-what can I get you?”

      “Where is Warren?” I demanded. The vampire shrugged. 

      “I saw him with a beautiful woman at some point, but that was a while ago. I can’t say I’ve seen much of him since. He likes to stick to the walls. Watching, prowling.” 

      I groaned. He was probably getting in his fill of that tasty woman on his arm, probably in a back room himself. It was his first night out in Vegas since traveling here. He was distracted.

      “Yeah, well, he’s a shit bodyguard.”

      The vampire’s eyes widened in fear. 

      “I’m so sorry, Ms. Petrova. I’ll go and find him if you need me to?”

      “No.” I waved him off. “Let him fuck his way through tonight. I will speak with him tomorrow.” Thoroughly irritated, I turned back to Cecelia, who had started swaying again with her eyes shut. 

      “Cecelia?” I asked cautiously. She popped one eye open, smiling contentedly. 

      “Hmm?”

      “Are you okay here on your own for a second?” A slow look of fear washed over her features. “I promise it’ll only be a minute.”

      Reluctantly, she nodded, wrapping her arms around her body to protect herself. “I’ll be okay,” she whispered, “If it’s not for too long.”

      I didn’t want to leave her, but I had no choice. Kissing her temple lightly, I let go of her hand and unclipped the button to my wristlet. I took off the thing, wrapping it around her own wrist instead.

      “You’re still mine,” I growled, “and if anyone tries to talk to you, you show them this and tell them I will come back and rip their head clear off of their body if they touch you. Do you hear me?”

      I waited for her feeble “yes ma’am,” which sent a tingling down my stomach, before turning my back on her and walking away. 

      It felt wrong, but I kept my feet going forward, my mouth curling into a distinct frown as I pushed through the entrance doors to Ambrosia. Cool, crisp air met my skin as I exited, a welcome alternative to the Vegas heat when the sun was high in the sky. I walked forward still, two officers strutting towards me and my building in return. 

      Neither of us seemed surprised to see the other. Although there was a thin layer of worry for my girl, I knew I’d made the right choice. Any later and these two would have breached my club, and police officers in a club were a real buzz kill. My nose twitched from the smokey smell of gunpowder residue, and of the salty metal that adorned them, getting stronger the closer they approached. 

      “What a surprise,” my voice dripped, a pretty smile pasted on my thin lips, “Officers, to what do I owe this pleasure?”

      One of them, a short man with dark features and a noticeable, frustrated look about him, snarled in my direction. Though my teeth were hidden behind my lips, I radiated vampirism. Officers didn’t particularly like my kind. They found every reason to come after us, and that was why I made sure Ambrosia stayed clean of any . . . unkindly activities. The kind that brought these two sniffing for a reason to shut me down. 

      “Am I correct in assuming that we’re talking to Ms. Petrova?” The other, a woman with shoulder length auburn hair, looked less disgusted than her partner, but her frustration at being here was not unnoticed. I tried to feign my surprise.

      “Why, of course!” I said, gesturing towards Ambrosia. “This here is my baby. May I ask why you both are stopping by? Surely you have better things to worry about.”

      I felt my phone rattle from inside of my bosom. There were hardly any clothes this tight that had pockets, and I could feel my chest rumble with the vibrations. Sending the two officers a look of apology, I pulled the phone from my chest and glazed quickly at the caller ID screen. 

      Warren.

      I was still pissed at him for not being readily available, and so I clicked the END button and dropped my hand with my phone back to my side. 

      “We’ve been told to perform nightly checks on your establishment,” the disgruntled officer noted, as if I was the one forcing him to stand here. 

      “On what grounds?”

      “On the grounds that one of the blood suckers that works for you killed someone last week.”

      “Two someone’s actually,” I said sadly. As if human police cared about the death of Nathaniel Tusker.

      “I don’t see how this is the time to joke,” the woman said with strict disapproval. 

      “Oh no,” my hand rumbled again, but I ignored it. “I’m not joking. Wade was a menace to society. I’m deeply ashamed he was brought into my home. He made a fool out of me and my club, and I’m happy he no longer works for me.”

      “Dead, you mean. You’re glad he’s dead.”

      “Well, officers, since you put it so eloquently, yes. I’m happy he no longer poses a threat to my patrons.”

      “Ambrosia won’t be giving us any more trouble, will it?” the man asked,  and I rolled my eyes in return. 

      “No sir.” As if he didn’t know who I was, or what I could do to him. “I promise I won’t have any trouble that I can’t handle.”

      Seeming satisfied, or at least so over being here that they couldn’t stand to look at me any longer, they both nodded in satisfaction before grabbing hold of their radio. 

      “Bloodsucker’s palace is cleared,” the woman said, smirking in my direction. I could have laughed, they weren’t wrong. I tipped my head forward in dismissal.

      “If that’s all…” I wavered. 

      Both officers nodded and turned on their heels, walking with purpose towards their car. My mouth moved into a fine lined grimace, and I was eager to return to Cecelia to get her home. There was much I needed to discuss with my crew, and she was safest from within the estate. 

      My power move was quick to backfire on me. 

      As I approached the door, my ears caught something that sounded like a scream. My hand brushed against the door, and I quickly pulled the handle and entered Ambrosia.

      The music assaulted my ears, but it still wasn’t loud enough to cover the scream. My head snapped to attention, my eyes looking around frantically for Cecelia, for Warren, even Narcissa, who I’d seen earlier. I couldn’t find any of them. 

      If anyone hurt what was mine, they were going to fucking die. 

      I would kill every last one of them.
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      My head pounded as I sat at the bar, swaying on one of the barstools. I had drank too much and allowed myself to become intoxicated by more than just alcohol, though I wouldn’t say I regretted any of it. Being out with Mercy, remembering what it was like to be afforded some sort of freedom, well… It was wonderful. And after what we did on Mercy’s throne, I was too pleased with myself to be embarrassed. 

      What set me on edge was Mercy having to leave me alone. She had looked worried, which wasn’t something I was used to, so I felt like I couldn’t protest. The sheepish baby bloodsucker behind the bar was sweet to look after me, trying to make conversation when he could to distract me from the fact I could easily be a meal for his kind.

      “Are you Mercy’s… friend?” 

      “I’m her something,” I said with a laugh, earning a nervous smile. 

      Holding out his hand, I leaned over to shake it. “My name’s Sam. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Cecelia.”

      I blushed and inclined my head. “It’s nice to meet you too, Sam. Please don’t kill anyone so that Mercy can keep you – I think we’d be friends!”

      Sam chuckled as he moved away, being flagged over by an angry-looking patron in apparent desperate need for something to drink.

      Leaning back against the bar, I let the pulse of the music wash over me. My eyes were droopy, tiredness fighting against the excitement I had felt when Mercy was close. I hated how much I despised it whenever Mercy wasn’t beside me, but I also wasn’t ready to unpack that clusterfuck of emotions. For now, it was just fun—and maybe a little bit of Stockholm’s. 

      “You look delicious,” a voice whispered in my ear, sending unpleasant shivers down my spine. 

      I opened my eyes and turned to find the voice. A wiry little man with bright eyes and crooked teeth was leering at me, his fangs rubbing against his lower lip as he eyed me. 

      “Go away. I’m not a donor,” I snapped, quickly sobering at the thought of being in danger without Mercy there to protect me.

      The man growled, seizing my cuffed wrist in his hand. “Do you really think that wearing her sigil or licking her cunt will protect you?”

      I tried to pull my arm back from him, forgetting that just because he looked like a wisp of a man, didn’t mean that he didn’t also possess vampire strength. He grinned as realization shone on my face, yanking me off the barstool. I looked around frantically for Mercy, yelling for Sam but he couldn’t hear me as a patron yelled at him at the other end of the bar.

      “I’m going to drain you dry and dump your pretty little corpse at her feet.”

      I struggled against him, dragging my feet as he tried to pull me through the dance floor. I tried to grab the attention of anyone around me but they were either too preoccupied or thought it was some elaborate foreplay. 

      This club was a fucking curse. Besides Mercy’s title and posturing, this place was a cesspool, seemingly created for my destruction. Fury blinded me as I glanced at the cuff on my wrist, her sigil flashing at me as though in warning. If I was going to die by a vampire’s hand, it sure as fuck wouldn’t be this cretin’s. 

      “Get. The. Fuck. Off. Of. Me!” I yelled, my voice carrying as I tried to screech over the music. 

      “Shut up, you little blood bag.”

       I will come back and rip their heads clear off of their bodies if they touch you.

      Mercy’s voice, her reminder before she went off, sounded in my ears. He underestimated her, but he underestimated me even more. 

      Kicking my foot out at the back of his leg, the vampire stumbled a step, his grip on my arm weakening as he tried to steady himself. I drowned in my newfound bravado as I seized my opportunity, wrenching out of his hold. Anger at being in this situation for a second time was like kindling to the fire surging inside of me, propelling me forward. People say adrenaline is what fuels you during moments like that, but fear and rage worked just as well. 

      I turned to run, pushing through the bodies crowding the floor. Nobody had even batted an eye, too entranced in their fun. I made a mental note to scream at Mercy later about how shit her patrons were – if I survived, that was. 

      The shoes and dress Mercy had dressed me in were definitely not designed for running, nevermind trying to escape a Known trying to kill you. My feet ached and wobbled, threatening to throw me off balance as I tried to reach the bar. I could see the lights against the bottle racks and made a beeline for there. If I could just reach Sam, reach the bar, then maybe I would be safe. Maybe Mercy would be back. 

      “Get back here, you bitch!” The raspy voice called out behind me, quickly gaining on me.

      Perhaps I was a little thankful at how packed Ambrosia was, the body count making it far more difficult for him to race after me with his unnatural vampire speed. 

      I was nearly at the bar when a hand yanked me back by my hair, throwing me to my knees. Blood, sweat and spilled alcohol coated the floor, the sticky substances smearing over my bare legs. The vampire kept hold of my hair while pressing his other hand on my shoulder, keeping me pinned to the floor. 

      “I wasn’t planning to do this here, but I think I’ve changed my mind. Let everyone see that I drained Mercy Petrova’s whore in her very own club, and she wasn’t even here to see it.”

      I fumbled, trying to get out of his grip. The idea of Mercy realizing she hadn’t protected me, the anguish I could imagine on her face, was enough to revitalize my fight-or-flight energy, and I wasn’t going down without a fight. 

      Looking to my right, I saw the remnants of discarded beer bottles, the green glass shattered underneath people’s feet. I reached out and grabbed a jagged piece, feeling it cut into my skin. My blood would soon be mingling with the other humans’ on the floor, but I couldn’t let myself think about that. I would deal with the immediate danger first. 

      Letting out an almighty screech similar to a battlecry, I spun around on my knees, the grip on my hair so tight I winced. I thrust my hand upwards, shoving the glass shard into the vampire’s torso as hard as I could. He howled and let me go, and I didn’t waste a minute as I kicked off my heels and sprinted to the bar. 

      My heart thudded in my ears, my own breathing seeming louder to me than the pounding music or angry bellows of the vampire. I had almost reached the bar, the only place of safety I would be able to find without Mercy, when I ran headfirst into someone. 

      I knew tears were streaming down my cheeks, my immediate thought that I was going to die after only having escaped death a moment before. But when I took a step back and felt hands softly on my arms, I looked up and found comfort in the fury displayed in Mercy’s fiery gaze. 

      She sniffed the air and looked down at my hand, seeing droplets of blood drip onto the floor. “You’re hurt.”

      A sob wrangled its way and soon I was bawling, collapsing into her arms. Mercy whispered in my ear, trying to calm me as she drew idle circles around my back. Once I was calm, she moved me to her side and looked down at me. 

      “I need to deal with this. Nobody should have laid a hand on you and nor will they ever again.” 

      The anger in her voice was palpable, making me feel cold even though I knew it was for me. I shook my head and stepped back into her arms, burying my make-up smeared face into her chest. “Please, Mercy. Please don’t leave me alone again.”

      Mercy sighed, sounding defeated. “Very well. Sam!” She clicked her fingers and the bartender was by her side in a second. “Get that dirty, vile little rat and put him somewhere until I am ready to deal with him.”

      Sam bowed at the waist and replied with, “Yes, boss,” before glancing at me. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      Mercy growled, pulling me tighter against her. “No thanks to you. Go do what I ordered you to do and we’ll deal with your lack of protective instincts tomorrow.”

      Sam blanched and sped off. I looked up at Mercy, brushing my fingertips across his cheek. “Don’t be angry at him. He was busy doing his actual job, Mercy. I like him. Please don’t fire him.”

      “You like him, do you? Even though he almost let you get drained right in front of him?” Sensing the way I tensed against her, Mercy looked down at me and her gaze softened. “Well, I suppose I should keep him around if you like him. Call it compensation for almost dying in my club for a second time.”

      Despite myself, a bubble of delirious laughter escaped and Mercy smiled softly at me. “Let’s go home, little flower.”

      I nodded, comfort encompassing me when she lifted me into her arms and pressed me against her chest. 

      It never dawned on me that my first thought of home was now also the compound. 
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      I was gone for less than five minutes. And in that time I lost several things; the first, was my footing. I had been feeling so on top of the world, so drunk on my own power that I’d forgotten the first rule Nathaniel Tusker ever taught me, don’t let your guard down. Between the horror Ambrosia had just endured, Carlisle’s cronies prowling my streets, and the Vegas police department investigating the club for the girl’s murder, things were slipping through the cracks. It was Cecelia. She had a hold on me that I couldn’t shake. I’d grown comfortable in her presence and I let it become a weakness, and my kingdom was falling apart around me as a result. 

      It would not happen again. 

      The second, another bartender. Cece made me promise I wouldn’t kill him, but how could I let him live? He failed me, failed orders to protect her, even if they weren’t direct. He had to die. Her pretty words and pleas could not be enough to stop a punishment I was obligated to fulfill. 

      The third thing I lost had been my pride. I’d been taken advantage of in my own club, by people who weren’t half the vampire I’d become in the last century. I was forged in fire, feared across the states, and yet, I could feel a piece of my soul breaking over the safety of someone I’d met less than a week ago. A human girl that was caught up in this war by being at the wrong place, at the wrong time. I worried that maybe Carlisle was right, and that Narcissa had also seen the weaknesses that were breaking me from the inside. Maybe I wasn’t worthy of Sin City after all. 

      Cecelia was in my arms, hanging limply as she slept. She felt so light and I could hear her breaths come out in shallow pants. Her wounds were not fatal, but it hurt to look at them. She had cuts and scratches across her face and her arms, some deep enough to warrant stitches. I hissed under my breath as my gaze raked over her, eyes darting across the dried blood that painted her skin. It was hard to swallow back the thirst that was raging in my throat. Every instinct told me to drink, to take what was mine. 

      I resisted. 

      Cecelia’s eyes fluttered and my mouth tightened into a straight, pained grimace. I swallowed, frustrated with the lack of control that was threatening to overcome me. It was practically impossible for me to stop my fixation, but I desperately tried to stare at anything else. Pushing just past the doors, I exhaled as the bitter tang of Las Vegas greeted us. It was a relief, to smell days old cigarettes and exhaust, instead of the sweet delicacy pumping in Cecelia’s veins. 

      I could still hear the music blaring from behind us as we exited Ambrosia, even as the doors shut. Despite the trauma that had occurred, I was oddly grateful. 

      My team was excellent at concealing, maintaining, and cleaning up messes that happened while the club was open. In the days that followed, no one would remember it as anything more than just a typical bar fight. 

      I waved a car around, and as it approached I swung it’s back door open before the driver could make it to my side. He stook awkwardly at the door, unsure whether his help would be necessary, or if I would kill him if he touched Cecelia. I’m not quite sure that I blamed him, my actions were unpredictable right now. 

      I placed her gently into the limousine, careful to slide her legs in so they wouldn’t get caught in the door. When I was certain that she was safely inside, I shut the door, following the anxious vampire around the car and frowning as he fumbled over the handle. 

      “Any day, blood sucker,” I hissed. He winced, but finally swung the door open, and I slid in silently as he shut it behind me. My eyes softened when I gently lifted Cece’s head into my lap. I wasn’t used to having to take care of such a delicate creature. 

      I could feel the buzz from inside my pocket again. Instead of ignoring it like I had earlier, I grabbed for it, pressing the talk button and raising the receiver to my ear. 

      “Warren, where the fuck are you?”

      “Where the fuck am I? What are you talking about? Where are you?”

      “I’m with Cecelia, and we’re heading back to the estate,” I could hear the irritation that crossed my tone but I made no move to soften it. I hated answering to anyone, and this man would be the death of me for making me do so. Warren’s very audible sigh of relief had my eyes narrow. 

      “Thank god. Mercy, I’ve been flipping Ambrosia upside down trying to find you both!”

      “I seem to remember that keeping track of me and mine was a part of your formal duties to my coven, Warren.”

      He was frustrated and my tone was about to set him off. Dammit, I really didn’t want to have to kill Warren, too. He took a second to calm himself, breathing in deeply before continuing. 

      “I was attending to Carlisle. Another duty you assigned to me. I don’t have eyes on the back of my head. What do you expect me to do?”

      “I expect that the safety of the coven comes first. I don’t give a rat’s ass if you come across something fuckable.”

      “Wait, what?” he asked, seeming to be genuinely confused. 

      “Samuel. He’d mentioned you’d found yourself a bottle blonde to spend your night with. Now, it was a moment of weakness I’ll admit, letting you lax on your direct orders. And believe me, it will never happen again. Cecelia was hurt…”

      “Hurt? What happened to her?!” Warren interrupted me with a shout of fear that I could not get over. How was this girl turning my coven upside down?

      “She’s fine, or at least she will be,” I waved it off, glancing once more at her sleeping face. She rolled over once, opening her front to me and revealing the extent of the wound on her hand. It was gaping, and still dripping blood. I’d forgotten to wrap it properly with the commotion and I cursed silently. 

      “But my point still stands, Warren. Your dick can wait when it comes to business of ours.”

      “I don’t know what Sam told you, but I wasn’t fucking anything. Mercy, you’re making this entirely too difficult!”

      “Fine, then. Enlighten me, third.”

      “Your fucking bitch of a second. That god damn bitch…”

      “Are you speaking of Narcissa?”

      “Who else would I be talking about? She’s deceiving you, Mercy. That harlot is fucking around with Carlisle. She’s selling herself to them. I think her exact words were ‘Mercy Petrova will be nothing by the time I’m finished with her’. Mercy, I think she’s going to try to kill Cecelia. She knows how much she means to you—”

      “Cecelia means little to me.” I scoffed in retort. I could almost see the roll of his eyes. 

      “Try and convince yourself of that, princess. But the rest of us that know better? It’s made her a target. She needs to know how to protect herself.”

      I chose to ignore him. “She will not need to. I will not let her leave my side.”

      “And make her nothing but a pet bound to obey?”

      “That was the intention of keeping her around, yes. Warren, what on earth do you think she can learn to help her take on a fully fledged Known on her own? She is human.”

      “Then make her one of us.”

      “It’s not that simple!” I roared into the cell phone. Cecelia fidgeted beside me, and I let out a breath, squeezing my hand so hard that it hurt, nails pinching my skin dangerously. Cece would never choose this life, and I’d be damned if I made the choice for her. That was not the way I lived my immortal life. They called me a lot of things, and I ruined a lot of people. But I would never take away a woman’s right to choose. Not if I could help it. 

      “Your uncharacteristic morality aside, you cannot chain her to you. She’s too . . . independent. She needs to know how to protect herself when you’re not around. She can’t be a shortcoming.”

      “Are you questioning my ability to fight, Warren?” He let loose another loud, frustrated grunt.

      “Stop it. I’m not trying to offend you. I’m just trying to explain. If you stood toe to toe with Narcissa, Carlisle, any of them, you’ll be constantly thinking of Cece. You’ll be worried about where she is, what she’s doing. You can’t be taking care of her and fighting them on your own. You’ll be distracted. We can’t afford to lose you.”

      I sat in silence a moment, my hand idly taking a strand of her hair between my fingers. 

      “When did you two become so close?” I asked. I could almost see the shrug roll off of his shoulders. 

      “Not yet, princess. But watch out, I might like her more than you.”

      I rolled my eyes and clenched my jaw together. 

      “It doesn’t even sound like you’re worried about Narcissa. Mercy, I could have gotten killed if they saw me.”

      “Does it surprise me that Narcissa would let her jealousy run her into the wrong crowd? No. She has been a snake since the moment I met her. I’m surprised it took her this long to fuck me over.” Knowing it still didn’t keep the rage from boiling over. I was heated from the inside, fumes turning into wispy bits of smoke that wafted off of me.

      “Mercy, I worry you’re not taking this seriously enough!”

      “Warren,” I mimicked his tone, “we have wards and protective measures at the compound. She cannot enter. Please give word to the staff.”

      “Mercy—”

      “Cecelia will not be needing any training while she is with me,” I shivered saying her name, constantly forgetting that her blood was fresh right next to me. It was beginning to hurt to swallow. “Warren, call the estate, close it up. If Narcissa wants to start a war, she may. I don’t know how she’s forgotten, but I will certainly be the reckoning she awakened. She will never know peace until she is dead.”

      Seeming satisfied with my declaration, he backed off. 

      “What’s your ETA?” he asked solemnly. 

      “We’ll be there in fifteen.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I waited in the car after it stopped, letting the driver attend to Warren and the staff just inside my home. Instead my own attention was focused on Cece, and on the hand I was now trying to bandage. I’d found some fresh gauze in the medical kit on hand, and wrapped it slowly, trying hard not to wake her. 

      Unfortunately, it was a much harder task than I originally anticipated. She whimpered in pain as I tightened the wrap, and her eyes opened in a grimace. 

      “Ow,” she whispered as I kept wrapping. I could feel her gaze boring into me, but I refused to look back. I had been the cause of this, and seeing the pain in her face was too hard to bear. Soon she tired, instead refocusing on the blood that drenched the bottom of the backseat. 

      “I made your car a mess.”

      “That’s what the staff is for,” I said, finishing up. “Hold your hand upright and to your chest. I’ll have it attended to in a second.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “You need…a vial,” I hesitated, “and stitches.”

      She didn’t seem to like the sound of that, but said nothing more. I held out my hand after I exited the limousine, and she took it with her free one, hobbling out. 

      It was eerily quiet, and my senses were on full alert. I could count on one hand how many times my home was this silent, with no Known in sight. It put me on edge, the goosebumps pimpling across my arms. Cecelia seemed to notice it too, and drifted closer to me as we walked through the garden towards the home.

      I caught no notice of anyone, not even the guards.

      “Will Warren be here?” Cecelia asked. 

      “I…believe so,” I answered honestly, “there should be others here, but I don’t see them. It’s unlike them to keep the grounds unguarded.” Specifically after my order to Warren. 

      My breath hitched as we moved on. Soon, I found myself shoving Cece behind me, my nails out and sharp, my fangs glistening in the moonlight. As we rounded the corner towards the estate, I could see him. 

      He was poised over the body of another, his lips around the neck of someone I’d known briefly. Every hair on my body stood on edge as I approached him slowly, as if he were a rabid dog. I shoved Cece further behind me and I crouched over, bending at my knees and moving forward slowly, agonizingly so, until I was only twenty feet from the vampire at my doors. 

      I’d had little thought in my mind of how Cece saw me at this moment. I was frightening, a vampire at the peak of my hunt. My mouth salivated with each step.

      When the vampire turned around to look at us, mouth shining and dripping in blood, I snapped. 

      I lunged straight toward his throat.
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      There was something to be said about the parasite and its hold over us. The switch could happen so quickly, even our kind could not register it. 

      I sprang forward, covering the twenty feet in mere seconds and wrapped my hands around his throat. I hissed loudly, and his hand swung around and hit me square in my jaw. It loosened my hold on him, and the vampire screeched, clawing at my face with his long nails. I could feel my face break from the sheer intensity of his power, my blood now dripping down the side of my face.

      I didn’t take time to ask any questions, instead letting the rage take hold of me. It allowed me to stretch my fingers and catch his ear with my next swing. I could hear Cecelia’s cry ring out in the night, and my focus was momentarily lost from my looking at her. 

      He used that moment to grab me roughly. This vampire was strong, pinning both of my arms to my sides and slamming my body toward the hard earth. As my head bounced off the gravel I saw stars, the impact rocking my vision and impairing me. He took his chance to take two perfectly pointed teeth and slammed them down into my throat. I choked out in pain. 

      He took several long drinks from me and my world was spinning. I hated how pathetic I felt, trapped under another man at my home, weak as he took what he wanted from me. I couldn’t hear Cecelia, but I knew she was there. I could only imagine the look of pure horror that spread across those beautiful features. 

      My human life was a world away now, but memories still assaulted me. Moments when I was pinned, and when the choice I never wanted to make was made for me. It was the reason for my immortal life, and as this Known vampire relished in having his way with me now, he was entirely unaware of the promise I made to myself all those years ago. 

      I would never be put in that position again for as long as I lived.

      Using all of my strength, I broke his grip, gaining control by grabbing his wrists and ripping them from his body. Blood sprouted from his torn limbs, waterfalling in both directions as the vampire rolled off of me, covering me in it. I was up quick as lightning, grabbing the vampire and holding his back against my chest, my nails placed delicately at his collarbone and ready to slice.

      He was no danger any longer, with two limbs less and wailing like I’d torn off his balls instead. 

      “Who the fuck sent you? I whispered close to his ear. 

      The vampire kept wailing, ignoring my threats and sobbing so hard that blood trailed from his eyes. 

      I gave him no mercy, dragging my nail quickly across his throat and severing his head from his body. The corpse dropped to the floor, landing in a jittering heap. The parasite within me rumbled with satisfaction, egging me to take more, to feed.

      I glanced backward, noticing the paler shade of white Cecelia had become in the moonlight. I wiped at my mouth, suddenly self conscious.

      “Baby, are you okay?” I asked gently, reaching out towards her, cringing as she shifted backward. I stood up and walked towards her, away from my home. I took each step gently, cautiously, afraid she would run from me and I would have to catch her yet again. 

      She was still my prisoner, and I couldn’t let her leave. 

      “Cecelia, it’s me,” I cooed, my voice light and airy. As if I hadn’t just torn a vampire apart right in front of her.

      “A-a-are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure,” I was more me in this form than I ever had been. This was what festered underneath my skin, this was what I was like on the inside. I was rage, I was malice, I was merciless. It shouldn’t have surprised me that she’d been terrified of me. “I promise I won’t hurt you.”

      The parasite took me and turned me into a monster, but I was sure I was of no danger to her now. I was seeing clearly, my eyes not quite dilated any longer. The blood staining my clothing was the most fearsome part about me now that the predator was kept at bay. 

      She must have seen the switch as well because instead of the weak, feeble nod of concern I was worried would come from her, Cecelia’s eyes turned steely in return. 

      “I know you won’t,” she said confidently. Her solidity surprised me, and it was my turn instead to step back in shock. We were mere feet from one another again, and there was a pull to her that kept me rooted to the spot, not allowing me to move any further away. That step backward felt like absolute torture. 

      “Oh. Okay.” I stammered, fully enamored by this girl and the way she was making me feel. 

      Cece looked at me and despite it all, she smirked. It was as if she knew what she was doing to me. I thought that vampires were the most dangerous creatures to walk this earth, but I felt I’d been mistaken my entire immortal life. She cocked her head, the jewels in her dress rattling as she moved. The grin spread wider still, until I saw her perfectly flat, white teeth. It was probably the sexiest thing I’d ever seen her do. I shook my head and let out a single cry of laughter. 

      “You surprise me, Cecelia.”

      “I live to serve.”

      Ignoring the heat that was now forming at my center, I shook my head and held out my hand. Cece walked towards me and took it, and together we turned back to the estate. The eeriness felt less stiff, now that I was sure the imminent danger had passed.

      The vampire was still convulsing on the floor, blood caking the entryway. If it bothered Cecelia at all she refused to show it, instead stepping through the sticky substance and grabbing for the handle with her empty hand. I hesitated, glancing at the ornate door, and then back to her. 

      “I don’t know what’s behind those doors, Cecelia.” Her hand wobbled but stayed where it was. She didn’t look at me, her eyes focused on the crown molding instead. “There are people on my property without my permission. What if you walk in to find Warren dead, or there are twenty vampires in there ready to kill me, waiting until we open that door?”

      “I am not weak,” I heard her say quietly. My face softened, the pain in my heart growing with each passing second her hand stayed steady on the door handle, ready to turn it. 

      “Weak? Where have you gotten that idea?”

      “Your kind. They think I’m weak. They think I make you weak.”

      I bristled, hissing through clenched teeth. “They don’t know who they are messing with, Cecelia. They do not know the extent of who I am, and what lengths I would go to, to keep my coven safe. You think I keep you here because you are weak?”

      Tears formed at the corners of her eyes as I let go of her hand, lifting to wipe a single tear from her cheek. She watched as I sucked my fingertip, savoring every last salted drop. 

      “You run with vampires. You are not weak. The fact that you have a coven protecting you means that you are something special. You are strong. I know one day you will prove to yourself that your power is more than strength, speed, or ability. Your power is one that will outlive all of us.”

      Cece slowly let go of the handle, allowing me to take its place and turn the knob. I shifted her behind me, fully expecting us to meet several unwanted visitors. 

      I pushed the door open to its full width. 

      There was nothing but white marble greeting us. Inside was pristine, a welcome change from the red coated undergrowth that spread out on my front lawn. I entered my own home, senses on high alert as Cece followed behind me. 

      “No one?” I whispered to myself, turning my head from side to side and surveying our immediate surroundings. Everything was in its place. The house echoed with deafening silence.

      I heard Cecelia squeak and turned to see her hand pointed to a small, tightly wrapped present that sat on top of a small side table close to the entrance. My lip curled in curiosity, the parasite within me gleefully eager to play. 

      “Stay back,” I warned. To my relief, she seemed to understand the command in my voice, paralyzed by a wariness I didn’t let most witness. 

      I approached the present, just larger than a closed fist, bound in black velvet wrapping and tied with a perfect purple ribbon. 

      “It doesn’t seem like something you’d just keep lying around,” Cecelia said, an attempt to clear the tension in the air. I let out an awkward laugh in return. 

      “Surely not.”

      “Warren?”

      “Warren is a far better receiver than a giver,” I said mournfully.

      Saying nothing else I placed longer slender fingers under the bow to undo the ribbon. The silk fell around the package. I took a large deep breath, steadying both hands atop the box before pulling off its cover.

      Inside was no explosive, nothing that could harm myself or Cece. Something gurgled at the pit of my stomach anyway, and I almost heaved in disgust. Sitting perfectly in the center was an old rotted heart, no longer the bright vibrant color of one in a living being. This one was wrinkled and purpled, and it reeked like something that had been dead for a week.

      Careful to shield the organ from Cece, who stayed silent back at the door, I pulled it out, watching as it near crumbled in my palms from the touch. Someone went through a delicate process, dramatically presenting it to us in this way. It was a warning, and I knew the heart, even if I didn’t directly know its owner. It had to have been the heart of the girl that Wade killed. And in guessing, knowing its origins, I knew the source of its gifter. It was the only reasonable explanation for everything. 

      This was Narcissa’s doing. 

      Narcissa, who had been the one to dispose of Nathaniel’s body, who’d known where to find Wade and the girl he’d dumped. Narcissa, who Warren caught deceiving me, serving me on a platter to the most powerful vampire in the states. A vampire who also wanted me dead. 

      “You know how to pick them, Mercy.”

      I turned around, hand poised to strike again, before settling at the comforting image of Warren walking through the dark hallway. 

      “You know better than to sneak up on a vampire,” I chastised, setting the heart next to the box and pulling out the small note I hadn’t realized was on the bottom. My nostrils twitched at the old tang. 

      “You know better than to let yourself get snuck up on,” he retorted. His presence grounded me, and though I never would have said it out loud, we both knew that Warren was right. I let my guard down, and if it had been someone more dangerous than him, Cece and I would have been dead. I glanced towards her, noticing she had wrapped her arms around herself in sad protection. Warren caught my gaze and stared into my eyes knowingly. 

       “You are smarter than that, even despite my insults, Mercy.”

      I snarled at him, but the aggression wasn’t genuine. Unfolding the paper in my hands I read aloud Narcissa’s scratched words. 

      I can’t wait until you feel the loss of your human whore and your defector heir. Your death will taste so sweet. The end of your reign is upon you, princess.

      “Fuck if she has a flare for the dramatics. Who knew your cunt was that good, Merc,”

      I tossed the letter to the ground, stepping onto it as I closed in on Cece. I had every desire to wrap her up and never let her go. I meant what I said, she was powerful in her own right, but she could not be left unguarded, or unprotected. Not with Narcissa running around. 

      “How is the rest of the estate?” I said, looking towards my new Second. He cleared his throat. 

      “Cleared. The only other intruder I didn’t recognize was a vampire with severed limbs scattered about. Your doing, I assume?”

      I nodded, my gaze entirely on the human girl in front of me. I honed in on the wound that she still held up to her chest. The gauze had soaked through from her excessive use of it.

      “Good.” His smile was predatory, “I wished I’d have been there to see it.”

      “You’ll have some fun of your own,” I promised, “The vampire who’d attacked Cece?”

      Warren’s rage flared to life at the mention of the brute who’d gone after our pet. He nodded fiercely, “Locked down in the cells. I figured you’d want your hand at him.”

      While the offer was tempting, I resisted and shook my head. “My need had its fill tonight. Consider it a gift.”

      Warren buzzed joyously. I turned and watched as his eyes dilated, how his fingers tingled with fresh new desire. My focus returned to Cece. I placed my hand on her shoulder, pushing her towards my room.

      “Let’s get that wound taken care of,” I said quietly. I trusted Warren not to harm her, but as the need took shape in his body, I had no desire to test his restraint.  

      Hearing nothing but the now distant clacks of Warren’s shoes as he paced down towards our prison cells, we kept to the walls of my estate in the opposite direction. 
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      “Where did you learn to do this?” Cecelia asked as we sat cross legged on my king sized mattress. I had her palm in my lap with my suture kit at my side. I unwrapped the gauze and saw her wince as she eyed the wound. It looked nastier than it actually was. I kept a wet cloth to clean away most of the dirt and debris. 

      “I’ve learned a lot in my immortal life,” I ruffled through the pack, pulling out a small vial of bubbled liquid. 

      “That’s a cop out answer,” she chided, glancing warily at the vial as I popped its top off with my teeth, “What is that?”

      “This… is vampire saliva.”

      I could scent her fear as I neared the bottle to her skin, “You cannot turn with saliva alone,” I said, assuming the fear came from her resentment for immortal life, “For that you would need my blood in your system. It’s been long enough since our…exchange that I doubt you have any of my blood left in your body. This will only speed up the healing process of your hand. It’s not an exact science, and the stitches will still have to do their job, but it speeds it up exponentially. I expect you to be sore beyond measure, but the stitches will fall out overnight. I can’t promise you won’t scar.”

      “I don’t mind the scars,” she whispered, almost to herself. 

      I hummed lightly as I let the vial of my own saliva fall across the wound. She winced at the coolness, but only looked on quizzically as I focused. I watched too as it worked, pulling slowly at the ends of the torn skin, mending itself. Saliva acted as well as a numbing injection, thankfully, so when I threaded my needle and started stitching up her wound, we fell into a comfortable silence while her palm rested in my lap. 

      “I learned in one of the wars,” I said suddenly, as we neared the last stitch. Cecelia looked into my eyes in question. “I worked as a nurse. I fixed wounds much larger than this.”

      “Were you already part of the Known?” 

      I nodded. “It was a time before Known were active among society. If I’d had lost my cover, they would have tried to kill me. I’m sure some of the other nurses noticed, though. How could I heal as quickly as I did? It was a mystery no one seemed to want to solve. I saved lives, so they turned a blind eye.”

      She was silent for a few moments, registering the story that I didn’t remember ever crossing my lips before. Cecelia surprised me by leaning forward to kiss me. It was sweet, and gentle.

      “What happened to you that made you so hard?” She asked genuinely as she returned to her former position. 

      It took everything in me not to turn away from her, but as I finished the last stitches and leaned in to bite off the line of sutures, I closed my eyes. 

      “The world is hard for a woman. I became what I am because the world didn’t let me become anything else.”

      She pondered that a moment. I thought she would have said more, but she seemed to accept the answer well enough.

      “If saliva could have healed me, why didn’t you heal me before? Why wait until now, with a vial?”

      “I don’t know if I can answer that. Maybe I just didn’t want to scare you so bad. Come, sleep now, Cecelia. You can share my bed tonight. We will talk more in the morning.”

      She nodded, not once questioning my vague response. Instead, she looked at her hand, which already looked much cleaner and less inflamed, and scooted back towards the headboard, pulling the comforter over herself. Looking as comfortable as she had, with the adrenaline wearing thin, I had no doubt she’d be out within minutes.

      I sat up from the bed, smiling at her softly as I walked towards the ensuite.  When Cecelia was nothing but a mess of snores again, I pulled my phone from my bosom and dialed a number I’d remember in my sleep. 

      “Warren,” I said before he could reply. I was hoping to catch him before he made it to the basement, “I take it back. Cecelia needs to learn how to protect herself, and you’re the only one I trust to do it.” 

      There was a second of silence before I heard his hearty chortle, “Oh princess, this is going to be so much fun. What a perfect second gift for your new Second.”

      I could have sworn I heard a sound akin to nails on a chalkboard before the line went dead.
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      Before I taught Cece how to defend herself against my kind, I had some business to attend to. Making my way down the dark stairwell to the basement underneath Mercy’s estate, I dragged my fingernails against the walls in an eerie warning to our prisoner. 

      Hooked up to the wall in thick, heavy silver chains was the Known who had decided to lay his hands on Cecelia—a member of our coven by default—even if she was human. I would say that he would live to regret ever going near her, but the truth was, I wasn’t going to let him live long enough to feel much of anything. 

      But first, a little torture. 

      Staring up at me, violet eyes shot through with veins of black and red, the vampire hissed. His skin looked almost paper thin, though that was on account of the silver solution we had been shoving down his throat every couple of hours. In small amounts or to the initial touch, silver was nothing. But ingesting it, or exposing yourself to it for a prolonged period of time, was the vampire equivalent of eating poison ivy.

      “Hello, Jonah. Such a pleasure to see you.”

      Gathering saliva and venom at the back of his throat, the bloodrat spat at my shoes, missing by a fraction of an inch. “Fuck. You.”

      I tutted, brushing dust off the top of a stool and bringing it closer so I could sit before him. “No need for such animosity. We’re all friends here.”

      “I’m not your fucking friend. You work for that bitch–”

      Before he could even finish his sentence, I had smacked him hard across the face. He flinched away from me as my hand wrapped around his throat, squeezing tightly. 

      “You’re right. We’re not friends. But you know who is my friend? That bitch. So watch your disrespectful fucking mouth, or I’ll tear your tongue out and make you watch as I eat it. Understand?”

      Jonah nodded, gasping for breath when I released his throat. 

      I walked over to the table in the room’s corner, examining the requested tools. Picking up a rather large, rusty pair of gardening shears, I turned to face Jonah again, noting the way his pupils widened in the horror he thought he was going to endure. 

      “This could be over very quickly, you know.”

      “What do you want?”

      I grinned, flashing my teeth and setting the shears back on the table. I heard Jonah release a breath, thinking his quick mood change would stop the torture. Poor little love clearly hadn’t heard the rumors about me, or why I was never forced to join a coven against my will. 

      A love for pain and torment was invaluable and everyone always wanted me on their team, never willing to try and force my hand lest they ended up at the other end of my wrath. Murder sells, even as a Known. 

      The gleaming edge of a surgical knife caught my eye, the glistening silver calling to me like a lover’s whisper. I picked it up and pressed it against the pad of my thumb, beaming when it sliced through the skin and a droplet of my blood formed. I licked it away, the tang of my own tainted blood not quite as exquisite as a human’s, and chuckled when the wound repaired itself. 

      Oh, playing with him was going to be so fun.
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        * * *

      

      Dried blood covered my hands, crusting beneath my fingernails. Jonah slumped in his chains, his legs barely able to hold him up. The only way anyone would have been able to tell the hell I had just put him through would be the sheer terror in his eyes as I tilted his head up with the tip of a blade. The serrated edge of the knife cut into his chin, but not deep enough to make him bleed. 

      I had spilled so much of his blood that it wasn’t fun anymore. 

      “Please,” he whispered pathetically, averting his eyes from me. “Please just tell me what you want so you can kill me. I want it to be over.”

      I sighed and shook my head, sitting back on the discarded stool from earlier. “I wonder why you think saying please will do you any good. Whatever gave you the impression that whining would make me go easy on you? It’s not like pleading made you stop going after Cecelia in Ambrosia.”

      “Listen, man, I was just following orders. I wanted to cause some trouble for your boss and I was paid a load to do it. You get it, right?”

      Smiling, I brushed a strand of my hair behind my ear, not worrying about smearing blood across my face – it was probably already covered. Looking down at myself, I couldn’t help but chuckle. It looked like I had taken a page out of Elizabeth Bathory’s book, bathing in the blood of my victims. While she wasn’t one of us, she wasn’t far off; human blood really could perfect beauty and make you live forever, but you needed a certain parasite inside you to do it. The countess was searching for something that she could have found if only she looked in the shadows, rather than creating her own. 

      The fact that my insanely expensive attire was now ruined was a bit of a buzzkill, though. 

      “Oh, I totally get it, bro. Don’t really think Cece would though. Or Mercy for that matter. You did try and kill her claimed one. It's a bit rude.”

      “I was just–”

      “Following orders, I know. I heard you the first time. You should probably go ahead and tell me who gave you the orders.”

      Jonah shook his head furiously, the grease and sweat from his hair landing on the ground and mixing with his blood. “I can’t! They’ll kill me!”

      I clicked my tongue at him. “They’re not going to get the chance. Remember how just a second ago you were begging me to kill you? I’m the last face you’re going to see, Jonah. And you get to decide whether I’m going to savor every minute of your death, dragging it out until you’re an empty shell, or I can make it quick and let us both move on.”

      “It was Carlisle, okay! Carlisle sent Henrik to meet me and offered me two million to do something that would set Mercy off, make her lose control so everyone could see she shouldn’t be queen. Carlisle wants the throne, man. He wants to own all the territories and the Authority.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, patting his bloodstained cheek before I shoved my hand through his chest and twisted, relishing in the crunch of his bones as I yanked his heart out. 

      I held the husk in my hand, a victorious smile spreading across my cheeks. It squelched against the floor as I dropped it, digging the heel of my shoes into it until I felt it turn to nothing beneath me.
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      I was laying on the sofa with my head in Mercy’s lap when Warren came up from the basement, covered head to toe in blood. I screeched and tried to sit up, but Mercy pulled me back down, brushing her fingers through my hair. 

      “Warren, why the fuck are you walking blood through my carpet? Go get changed.”

      Warren ignored Mercy and walked over to me, placing a soft kiss on my forehead. “How are you feeling, Queen?”

      I swatted him away, the smell of blood flooding my nostrils and making me feel queasy. He perched on the edge of the coffee table, winking at Mercy as she growled at him. 

      “Better, thank you. But really sore. Like someone beat the shit out of me, hourly, with steel toe boots on.”

      “Shit, Cece, I’m sorry. You’ll be happy to know that the greasy little fucker who tried to end you is no longer with us.”

      I had to laugh at the eager smile on his face, his expression a stark comparison to the gore covering his skin. Mercy shifted behind me, helping me up into a sitting position so that she could reach over and smack the side of his head without hurting me. 

      “That could have waited until you were clean, you dumbass! You can clean the carpet yourself.”

      Warren sent a withering look her way, standing up and brushing a dried flake of blood onto the floor at her feet. “I think not, Mercy darling. You have more money than sense, get one of your minions to do the dirty work. Anyway, I came up here to say something.”

      Lifting one of her perfectly arched brows, Mercy motioned for him to go on. “Yes?”

      “We’re starting training once I’m clean, since Cece is feeling better.”

      Both of them turned to me and I suddenly felt anxious with the intensity of their gazes on me. I glanced at Mercy, hoping she could see the fear in my eyes, and was surprised when she leaned forward and placed her lips softly against mine. 

      While I was still navigating whatever this was between us, I was always taken aback by her occasional tenderness. When she sat back and placed her hand at the back of my neck, I found Warren watching us with a smirk. 

      “What do you say, Queenie? Wanna learn how to kick some undead ass with your favorite vampire?”

      Mercy coughed and Warren flipped her off. “You’re fucking her, which forfeits you from being ranked.”

      “Fair enough,” Mercy said with a smile in her voice, sending shivers down my back as she circled the back of my neck with her fingertips. 

      I groaned and stood up, wrinkling my nose at Warren. “Let’s do it, I guess.”

      “That’s my girl!”
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        * * *

      

      Warren dragged me out into the gardens to train, stating that it would be easier to concentrate if I wasn’t worried about the other Known watching. It made me extremely appreciative of my new friend, grateful that he was able to pick up on things so easily. I hadn’t even realized that was a huge part of my anxiety until he mentioned it, relief hitting me in waves the further we walked away from the house. 

      Once we had reached an open clearing in the expansive gardens, Warren spun around and scooped me up in his arms, laughing into my ear as I shrieked and batted at him. 

      “Put me down!”

      Obliging with a chuckle, Warren dropped me to my feet and imitated me as I stood with my hands on his hips. “The fuck was that?”

      “Training, duh.”

      “Be serious.”

      “I am! You need to realize just how easy it is to be caught off guard, and then start to pick up on the signals.”

      My brain buzzed as I tried to keep up with him, listening to him explain how there would be ways to tell if a vampire was close, or going to move. 

      “How the hell am I, a lowly human, supposed to pick up on the tells of literal superhuman creatures? It’s not going to happen,” I sighed, defeated. 

      Warren shoved my shoulder, a little harder than necessary, even if it did wipe the growl from my face. 

      “Listen, it’s not going to be easy. But you need to learn this stuff, Cece.”

      “Tell me again.”

      Grinning like a Cheshire cat, Warren demonstrated what he was trying to explain, teaching me about his own signals. 

      Bending his knees ever so slightly, he took off, appearing beside me in an instant before disappearing a few yards away. “Listen carefully!” he yelled before taking off again. 

      I closed my eyes and tried to shut my brain off, listening to the sound around me. The trees swayed with the slight breeze, making the leaves rustle together. A bird chirped from a branch somewhere, though the sound was faint. 

      I wondered why Warren was asking me to listen so carefully, when I heard what sounded like a whoosh in my ears, faint but still detectable. The noise didn’t get louder, but I felt my body become more alert to something as milliseconds ticked past. Only when the hairs on my arms started to stand did I open my eyes, coming face to face with Warren as he stopped before me. 

      Letting out a huge holler, Warren gripped my shoulder and grinned, his eyes twinkling. “Fuck yeah!”

      “What was that?”

      “That, darling, was your body’s way of telling you a predator is close. It’s instinctual to try and protect yourself, but life is so loud and constant to humans that they don’t ever really pay attention to the warning signs. Now, let’s try it again.”

      Warren was off before I could even object, forcing us to repeat the activity over and over until he deemed my reaction time acceptable. Which took a while, because I was a human. I was convinced Warren forgot that sometimes with the way he rolled his eyes whenever I didn’t sense him coming. 

      After an hour, Warren finally grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me into a hug. “Well done, Cece. You’re a badass.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Hey,” he said, pulling away so he could look me in the eyes, “I mean it. That was really, really good. Your human senses must have started to acclimate to your surroundings because I highly doubt anyone else would be able to do that.”

      I blushed at his sincerity, dipping my head slightly. “Thanks.”

      “Now for the fun stuff.”

      The audible groan rumbled from inside my stomach, perfectly punctuating just how much I didn’t want any more of Warren’s type of fun. 

      “Or you could fuck off and let me rest.”

      Apparently, my request fell on deaf ears, Warren choosing to grab my arm and pull me towards the house instead. He dragged me into one of the rooms at the end of the hallway where my bedroom was located, unlocking the door with a key he had on a chain around his neck. I looked at him in confusion, until we walked inside and it dawned on me the reason for Mercy’s extra level of security – even if a vampire would be able to kick the door through without much effort. Perhaps she just liked knowing that if anyone did try to get in, it would be pretty obvious. 

      I gasped as I stepped into the room lined with shelves, red LED lights casting a hazy glow across each of the items on display. Each of the weapons, rather. One wall housed a collection of knives, lengths and styles varying from scalpels to cleavers, while the one next to it had about fifty different stakes. I knew I was gaping as I spun around, taking in the military-level weaponry. 

      “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Are you kidding me? This looks like a weird ass torture chamber.” My eyes drifted shut when I shook my head in disbelief. The lights were giving me a headache. 

      Warren chuckled, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “I mean, technically, it’s the room stocking the supplies for the torture chamber, but that’s just semantics.”

      The color drained from my cheeks as I stared at him, hoping for the punchline to the end of the joke. It had to be a joke. 

      “You’re joking, right?”

      He shifted nervously on his feet, shrugging slightly. “Sort of? It’s not necessarily a torture chamber. Besides, this is where you draw the line? You literally watched Mercy rip the heart out of her boss, and kill someone else right in front of you, but torture chamber is unbelievable?”

      Well, when he said it like that…

      I looked around me again, wondering what half of the equipment was. My life before my birthday was mundane, and normal, and I hadn’t handled anything dangerous unless you considered a paintball gun to be in that category. This was just crazy. 

      “What’s with the stakes?” I asked, pointing towards the shelf housing a collection of wooden spikes. 

      Warren walked over to the display and picked one up. It was about six inches of oak, a hilt wrapped in leather at the top. Even from across the room I could see how sharp the point was, and a part of me betrayed myself by wondering if Warren had used something similar to end Jonah’s life. Did it count as wishing murder on someone if it was an act of self preservation? He was going to kill me, he had made that perfectly clear. 

      “They work wonderfully at killing my kind. A lethal hit to the heart would be sure to kill any creature, just like humans, but the sharp point of a stake is great for catching the thing that lives inside us.”

      I could feel my lips curling at the thought. “Like, a literal parasite?”

      Warren merely nodded. “It’s not something that anyone can really see. But it’s how we were Made. Something lives inside us, turning our dead bodies into whatever this is,” he said, gesturing at himself, “and then it feeds on the nourishment we provide it. When we kill one of our kind, we need to be sure the thing dies. Fire is usually the best way, but a precise hit will effectively put an end to the vampire’s life. Then you want to crush or burn the heart to make sure the parasite dies.”

      “And if you don’t make sure the parasite dies?”

      “It finds a new host. Though none of us are really sure how it works. We’ve existed in the shadows for so long that it seems like our origin is just lore.”

      I couldn’t imagine how weird it must have been to live with knowing you weren’t completely yourself. It was bad enough to know that becoming undead, so to speak, wasn’t your choice. 

      “Hey, Warren?”

      “Hm?”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know your story or anything, but I’m sorry if this life wasn’t your choice.”

      The sadness and appreciation in his gaze broke my still-beating heart. He smiled sadly. “A story for another day perhaps. But thank you, Cece, truly.”

      He cleared his throat and grabbed a couple more stakes from their stands. A devilish grin spread across his face as he tossed one over to me, careful to do so at a normal speed so I could actually catch it. 

      The weapon felt heavy but oddly comfortable in my hand. It was made of ash wood, the light stain embellished with writing up the side. I ran my finger over the ridged silver, trying to read it. 

      Nullus metus, nulla deditione.

      “No fear, no surrender.” I tilted my head as I felt Warren approach at my shoulder. “To remind us that we already survived death once.”

      I smiled to myself, repeating the Latin words. “That’s kind of beautiful.”

      Reaching over, Warren adjusted my grip on the handle. He tucked my fingers around it, making sure my thumb was over my fingertips, practically slotting the stake into my hand as though I was an action figure. 

      “This will allow you to keep a tight grip on it while moving,” he explained while he demonstrated what he meant with the stakes he was holding. “If you keep your grip tight, it means you don’t need to put as much effort into the strength of your lunge; the momentum will help drive it further in.”

      My body felt weirdly exhilarated as Warren showed me how to arc my arm around, thrusting the stake into different invisible points to create the most damage if I couldn’t get a heart shot. I didn’t even attempt to hide my grin when he led me to the punch-bag in the corner, letting me try to hit it like it was a real person.

      Not a person… Vampire. 

       I almost wished Mercy was with us, watching as I found strands of confidence to weave into my personality. My body ached, not yet recovered from my deadly little tête-à-tête with Jonah, but I didn’t want to stop. And as Warren directed my movements, I let myself feel the enjoyment I knew I didn’t deserve. 

      I shouldn’t have wanted to be thrown further into the lives of the Known, but a part of me yearned for the way the excitement made me feel. I was living a very tedious life before I met Mercy Petrova, that much was for sure.
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      Nullus metus, nulla deditione. No fear, no surrender. 

      Warren had lived and breathed the motto that had been thrown around our compound for decades, and the thrill of watching him teach it to my new human made my body tingle with fulfillment.

      My eyes narrowed as I sat hunched, hidden between shrubs, branches, and other filigree within the garden walls. After Warren made me aware of his intentions with Cecelia today, I felt obligated to watch. I still wasn’t entirely on board, especially given that he had just put Jonah through rounds of torturous play time, but it was no secret that I could no longer protect her from within my own two walls. Narcissa’s invasion had showcased a weak point that startled me, and I was no longer confident of Cece’s safety within the estate. This was the best use of our resources now, whether I liked it or not. 

      I was incredibly intrigued with the progress Cece could make in such a short period of time, but I was also equally as invested in the budding relationship I noticed between her and my Second.

      The two, for better or worse, had gotten along more than I ever wanted, or anticipated. It didn’t seem harmful yet, in the long run. At least not as harmful as my relationship to her was becoming. Instead, I saw a glimmer in Cecelia’s eyes that I think had been long since lost as she found her new home here at the compound. I noticed how my phrasing made the lack of the word “prisoner” and the inclusion of “home” a little less horrific. Captive or not, I was still not willing to let Cecelia leave.

      Warren put that gleam in her eyes there, though, and in that way I was grateful for the sarcastic vampire I’d regrettably befriended. I hoped that relationship was enough to keep her here on her own, at least for a little while. 

      Although the clouds covered most of the now rising sun, my skin was already prickling with irritation. Warren’s body must have been scathing, being out there for the entirety of sunrise, but I was appreciative of the care and seriousness in which he took our pet’s training. I scratched at my skin, the nails causing long red streaks across it. It surprised me that Warren had been out training with Cecelia for this long- it had been hours now- knowing that night was coming to an end. I could see from here that his skin was starting to blister as the sun peeked out from behind all knowing clouds. With little sleep, she must have been exhausted as well. No good could come from those that were sleep deprived, or in pain.

      The longer I sat watching, the more I realized why he kept her training, despite daylight opening up the gardens. It was clear that she was surprisingly good at it. I hadn’t been there long, only catching the tail end of their session, but even I could see that Cece was catching on quickly.

      I was silent and stealthy in my voyeurism. Cecelia had already proven that I was as much a distraction to her as she was to me, and I was sure Warren wouldn’t appreciate me interrupting his studious teaching moment. He took great pride in his ability to train, and I enjoyed watching him work. He was quick, intuitive, and patient, all things I never was, or could be. It was uncomfortable from where I was crouched, but I couldn’t risk distracting her while she was in the midst of a powerful vampire. I trusted Warren, but that didn’t mean I trusted his need. 

      Despite my admiration for the efforts of my Second, I couldn’t help but pay closer attention to the quickness in which Cecelia perfected his moves. With my hiding in the shadows and Cece unknowing, I knew she would allow herself the space to be vulnerable in front of Warren. She let her guard down around him in a way she hadn’t with me, and that vulnerability made her more focused. I watched as her reaction times became more and more spot on, and nodded in pride as she raised an arm to an open palmed offensive move he’d tossed her way. Although it was slower than the average speed of a vampire, it was still an impressive feat to watch. I chuckled under my breath as Cece grumbled at him and punched him lightheartedly on the shoulder. It wasn’t just her that had a gleam in her eyes, it was Warren, too.

      Friendships were too hard for me in this life, so I was happy he’d found someone worthy of his. 

      She was quick on her feet, her close association with me and frequent interactions with other Known working in her favor. She already knew how I moved, and I’d become less careful around her, moving about as I would around any other vampire. Her instincts and reaction time was strong enough to cause a lift in my lips to a tight smile. It would not be enough to fully incapacitate Narcissa, but it was a start.

      It was when she had a stake in her hand that everything in my stomach curled in on itself, the smile disappearing as fast as it had appeared. 

      They’d left for a moment, escaping the courtyard. I thought their departure had meant Warren was finished torturing Cecelia, and so I stood from my crouched stance and readied myself to walk away…until they returned. I watched in disbelief as Cece walked back out into the garden with several stakes of various sizes, colors, and shapes. My eyes widened in obvious concern. 

      I had no doubt Warren knew exactly what to do with those, but giving them to her? The sight made me squirm. She looked so natural with it in her hands, her fingers wrapping around the wood and twirling it about with fine precision. She was as clean as a trained vampire hunter, and the vision made me viscerally sick to my stomach. Warren was less worried than I was, correcting her posture and manipulating her body to perform the movements perfectly. I’d imagined it was me at the end of those swings, and the thought made me so uncomfortable that I’d remembered why I was so against the session to begin with. 

      “Throw it, harder!” He scowled at her, dancing around in a small circle as she tossed the stake halfheartedly in his direction. The wooden spike landed on the ground sadly. 

      "I can't!" Cecelia complained, while my lips pursed in consideration.

      "You will not hurt me," he promised, picking up the stake and walking it back to her, placing it in her already outstretched hand. I bristled at the way her tiny hands swallowed it. "Again.” he ordered. Cecelia nodded, more determination in her gaze as she watched Warren drop down into a crouch. He stalked her and she traced his every movement, dancing together in the garden. Every instinct told me to launch in front of her, but I resisted. Warren would not hurt her, and if he did, I would not hesitate to snap his neck. 

      "You will aim for the heart," Warren reminded her, continuing to circle. He crossed his hand in an ‘X’ motion across the left side of his chest. Cecelia's arm lifted behind her head in anticipation. My eyes scanned the stake, taking note of the slight waver in her hand as if she didn't want to make a move against Warren at all.

      You are going to need to be more sure of yourself, I screamed at her from the pits of my mind. She didn't hear me, of course, and her arm continued to shake as Warren approached her. With a predatory grin, he feigned a lunge, causing Cece to scream while she threw the sharpened wood at his chest. My heart dropped to the floor, even knowing Warren could easily sidestep out of the way. Watching them train would very easily be the death of me, not Narcissa, or Carlisle.

      "Not fast enough," Warren chided again. Cecelia looked at him sheepishly, shrugging her shoulders.

      "It's hard when I don't want to hurt you," she reminded him. Warren's frown deepened.

      "Mercy must have done a number on you," he mocked in disappointment, "You must always fear a vampire. You must always want to hurt a vampire. It is the only way to make sure you are kept safe." 

      She thought about that for a moment, taking her time to gather the stake from its place limp on the ground. Warren dropped into another crouch when she retained her stance.

      "Again."

      The dance continued for another twenty minutes. My skin was on fire now, blistering itself. I could only imagine the pain Warren had to have been in. Even still he persisted, restarting Cecelia time and time again, until her exhaustion was flaring her own anger.

      "I'm done!" She screamed after a particularly slow attempt that ended in Warren's nails poised at her throat. He dropped his hands, panting.

      "You are not!" He yowled back at her. 

      "You're going to die out here," she said more seriously, fear coating her as she took in the extent of his injuries from the sun. Warren looked down, and shrugged it off.

      "The longer you keep me here, the more likely I am to die," he said, an addictive glee marking his tone. I hoped Cecelia would take his threat seriously, I was worried he'd pass out by now, too.

      I moved myself quietly through the brush until I found a shadier location under one of the many trees circling the garden. I licked my palm, rubbing saliva on multiple blisters, the coolness relieving the burn almost immediately.

      "Come on now, Queenie," he teased, "You don't want me to die now, do you?"

      "You say to the girl you're training to stake vampires."

      "I love the adrenaline rush. Go again."

      This time Cece's frustrations focused her. She dropped into the now familiar offensive, eyes following Warren like a hawk. Instead of reacting to his movements as she had been, I saw a shift in her strategy. Cecelia was familiar with Warren now, knew his moves, and I watched as her brain anticipated his next step.

      She threw the stake as hard as she could just a few feet from where he was standing, and I watched as it flew through the air. I heard his yelp of surprise, and the audible ‘thud’ as he was caught mid sprint in the direct spot Cece had thrown her stake. She hit her mark. I jumped out from hiding, worry clouding my features. My presence shocked the both of them, and Cece’s face went pale when she saw the fear streaked across mine. I sprinted to her side to caress her face, to shield it from what she'd done before I realized she hadn't pierced him at all.

      Warren had the stake pointed to the right side of his chest. The tip poked threateningly at his t-shirt, his hands torn apart from splinters. But his grip held firm, and no vampires were dead.

      He was grinning like a maniac.

      "Good girl," he beamed. 

      "We should probably go inside now before you truly kill this vampire." I tsked, taking in her shocked features and pointing towards the safety of the estate.

      "Your arms!" Cece exclaimed as we jogged towards the mansion. I ignored her, knowing it looked far worse than it felt. When we'd hit the steps, Warren practically fell into the shade with a sadistic shout of laughter. He threw his stake to the ground. 

      "You fucking psycho," I laughed with him, noticing that his injuries were far worse than mine. He was nothing but cheerful, though. Cecelia looked at us like we were crazy. I wondered how often she'd get to see me this way; I was practically high off of the rush of the sun, giddy, even.

      "I, uh, Warren?" she asked tentatively, running a hand delicately across his boiled skin. Warren looked down at it, eyes narrowed in pain.

      "I'm okay, Queenie," he reassured her, "We're not that easy to kill." I shook my head and rolled my eyes as he spit across his hands, wiping his saliva across his arms.

      "You're so dramatic," I said, making way towards a long table along the entryway wall and grabbing for a vial similar to the one I'd used on Cecelia last night.

      "You're one to talk," he retorted, pointing vaguely towards my own healing arms. It was ugly, red and blue boils bubbled as the swelling in my shoulders tried to deflate with each passing second.

      "I was in the shade. You, my friend, were not. Use the damn vial."

      "Listen, I'm trying to impress Cece. Let me have this, Merc."

      "Consider me thoroughly impressed," Cecelia sounded worried, the end of her sentence turning up in a frustrated, uncertain whine. Warren's face softened.

      "I'm okay, Queen," he said, "Pinky promise."

      Even still, Warren took the vial and lathered himself in it. I could hear his sigh of relief almost instantaneously.

      "Do you need a vial, too?" Cecelia asked me, still looking diligently over my own sores. I shook my head.

      "No, I'll be okay, they already look much better."

      She'd known enough now about the healing properties to let the subject drop at my confirmation. Did that mean she was trusting me?

      "Come on," I hedged, "let's put away your tools."

      We walked together in silence through the house, finding my special room easily. It wasn't as if I was never here, I practically lived in the lush room full to the brim with weapons that would make any criminal drool. This room was a comfort. As I settled into a familiarity that came from years of use, I grabbed the stake Cecelia had picked up from the ground and placed it back in its holster on the shelf. Red lights illuminated it, causing its intricate, ornate silvers to sparkle against the walls.

      It wasn't until I caught myself admiring its beauty that I realized Warren had left us again. Whether it was to gather the rest of the weapons or leave us to a moment of peace, I wasn't sure.

      "How was your training?" I asked quietly, turning to face her and taking her hand with my own, my thumbs swirling circles across her fingers. All the bravado and confidence she had in the garden was quickly forgotten and abandoned, leaving nothing but a nervous blush in their wake.

      "It was okay, I guess," Cecelia stammered. I forced my mouth into a hard frown.

      "Stop that," I said gently, "None of that with me." Cece turned her head and faced a wall of particularly brutal weapons. Even that seemed preferable to that of my face.

      "Were you there the entire time?" she asked in accusation. I laughed, my head falling backward and delight sparkling my voice.

      "Fear not, little flower. I was not there for long. I only watched a bit, and thank Gods I did. Could you imagine if I wasn't there when you were about to stake my Second?"

      I could tell my joke did not hit the way it was intended. Cecelia looked genuinely worried as her face found mine once more.

      "He told me to!"

      "Oh, I know that. Stubborn fool." I let her hands drop to her sides and ran fingers along the rows of shelves in this glorified chamber of torture. Something about the sharp knives and hungry cleavers filled me with continued confidence. I'd desperately needed this after feeling so defeated by Narcissa's deceit.

      "You did well, from what I did see."

      "Not well enough. I know Warren was going easy on me."

      "He was, but no vampire would ever expect you to have that much awareness. They expect humans to be weak. Underestimating you will be your leg up, if it comes to that."

      "And if it doesn't, you'll be waiting in the bushes ready to jump out and save me?" Her tone was light and airy, but I nodded solemnly.

      "Don't worry, Cecelia," I said as I turned and smiled at Warren returning with his bounty of stakes, "It will never come to that. I will always be here to protect you. No matter the cost." 

      "Mercy, you damn well know how to be the dramatic one in this coven," Warren rolled his eyes as he entered, mocking me by returning my words. The break allowed us all to breathe a sigh of relief. He continued to place each stake in their designated spaces, almost as obsessive-compulsive as I was in this room's organization.

      "Cecelia," I said quietly. Her eyes lit up at my mention of her name as if she was waiting for it. "This room is close to yours if you haven't noticed. I'll have a key delivered to your room if it'll help make you feel safer."

      Warren's eyes bulged, surprise crossing his features. He hid it in an unsuccessful clearing of his throat. It was not often I extended an invitation to this place, it was sacred to my coven. 

      I realized I needed to reward her trust in me with some shaky trust of my own. My need paced back and forth between my temples, uncertainty creeping over me. I shook away the thoughts before they could change my mind. 

      "Please," I implored to her already nodding head, "don't make me regret this."

      "I wouldn't ever try to harm either of you with these," she gestured towards the stakes, which sat menacingly above us on the walls.

      "It's less you harming us," I reminded her, "and more you harming yourself." Another brush of red flooded her cheeks, and I touched a finger to them, relishing in the warmth emanating from it. 

      "What are you doing to me?"

      Cecelia had no answer for me— even as I wanted her to.

      "One session will not be enough," Warren interrupted, clearing his throat again and tapping his fingers along the doorframe, "You did well today Cece, but it is not close to where you need to be to defend yourself properly in this war."

      He looked to me and tilted his head wordlessly. I could feel my muscles tighten in my shoulders, not sure how willing I was to let go of that much more power. I growled at the man standing before me, frustrated, but knowing that once again, he knew me better than anyone. 

      "Mercy, she needs something. You know you will be expected to make a statement, prove that Narcissa's leaving has not left you unfit to rule. I'm not necessarily the person everyone is going to expect to replace her, either."

      Cece looked at him in surprise. Sometimes I almost forgot just how little she knew about our coven. 

      "Warren, in all of his gold, is not favored among our kind," I supplied, trying my best to answer her questions while giving him a bit of privacy. "Some find him too…”

      “Vampires don’t like me,” he said with a note of finality. I watched as anger flitted across his face. 

      “My point still stands, you can’t expect to be around Cecelia twenty-four seven.”

      My fingers tapped on my chin, trying desperately to find any other solution, but coming up short. I groaned, taking another look at my weapon filled walls. 

      I walked over to the stakes Warren had just put away, fingering them with featherlike touches until I came across the one I’d noticed he first pulled for her.  

      Nullus metus, nulla deditione.

      “Cece,” I said, pulling it from its holster. It was one of my firsts, given to me from the family tree so far back that I couldn’t even remember who it originated with. 

      The ash wood amplified the calligraphy, and I hoped it would give her strength when it goes missing from her life. 

      “Please take this.”

      “Take it?” 

      “It’s yours.” Warren nodded in obvious approval. His hands clapped together wildly, breaking up the tension once again, “A gift for you to protect yourself. It is my word, my promise that you have our trust. It marks you as an official member of our coven.”

      I wasn’t sure if they were the words she wanted to hear, but they were true. The loss of control was hard to manage, I could feel the rumblings from my need threatening to escape. I swallowed the uncertainty, and held the stake out for her to take instead. Fuck what it made everyone else think. As long as Cecelia wanted to be in this estate, she was welcome. 

      We would just have to get through this war first. 
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      While I didn’t want to admit it to myself or anyone else, I knew exactly what Mercy was offering me by handing me that stake. Every logical part of me screamed at me for being stupid, to remember why I was there in the first place, but humans weren’t always logical. Our beating hearts and gentle emotions were always a weakness, a place to strike— I was no different. Arguing against what I was feeling was futile. 

      My hand closed around the stake in Mercy’s outstretched hand, noticing the way she almost trembled at the action. “You have my trust, too.” 

      The nervousness in Mercy’s gaze switched to hunger and a dark desire. I knew both vampires would be able to smell the way that look had me leaking, pressing my thighs together. Warren cleared his throat again, setting the last stake in its holder before going to the door. 

      “You should get some rest, Queenie. Though, that’s only if you’re given the chance,” he said, throwing a grin our way before rushing off. Mercy growled after him and I laughed, stepping closer to her. 

      Gathering me in her arms, Mercy placed a kiss on my forehead. “He’s right, I guess. I should let you sleep. Your body must be aching.”

      I smiled into her chest and pulled back, slowly raking my eyes up to her. “It’s aching, but not just because it’s sore.”

      Mercy’s tongue licked over her lower lip, shaking her head. “You’re dangerous, Cecelia.”

      I shrugged, flashing a grin. “I’m also crazy, considering I want to fuck the person keeping me hostage, but here we are.”

      Grabbing her hand, I pulled her out of the room, waiting for her to lock it before leading her to the plush room she claimed as hers. Out of character for Mercy, she let me take the lead, tugging her over to the luxurious bed and instructing her to sit at the edge. 

      Nudging her knees apart, I stood between them and looked down at her. She lifted her hands and trailed them down my sides, her fingertips leaving a trail of burning flesh in their wake. I could feel my eyes flutter, my body wanting to press into her and let her ravish me like she was more than capable of doing.

      But this wasn’t about me. Not this time. 

      Mercy had given me something that I knew she wasn’t sure about. Allowing me in, letting me see her vulnerability and giving me her trust, was something she wasn’t used to. I could see the way it made her skin crawl and the world spin out of a perfectly-controlled kilter. I was determined to show her that, against my better judgment, I was worthy of the faith she was affording me. 

      The thing is, people do bad things. Mercy was a creature programmed to only do bad things— to eat and kill and be ruthless. I had been caught in the crossfire of her doing those bad things, but I didn’t think it made her a bad person. Not entirely. She had taken me and kept me stored away, a problem to deal with, but I also knew that she was trying—in some twisted way—to protect me. Nathaniel Tusker was the one who had involved me in this and Mercy had tried to do her best to counteract that. She could have killed me, but she saved me instead. 

      Now it was my time to prove myself and save her too. 

      I still held the gifted stake in my hand, a heavy but comforting weight. The thought of what I was about to do had my hands trembling, but I knew it was the only way to make her let go, to give herself to me completely and find the kind of ecstasy she was giving me. 

      Lifting my hand up slowly, my grip loose so she could see that there was no danger or malice in the action, I pointed the silver tip of the stake at her. “Take your clothes off.”

      Mercy raised her eyes to meet mine, a cluster of emotions swirling through them. She was scared, not of the weapon itself, but of letting me have the power over her. Mercy Petrova had vied for power and control her whole second life, and I knew she didn’t quite know how to let go of that. 

      I could see the moment when her inner battle won out, her fiery gaze becoming sultry. She pushed against the tip of the stake as she stood, letting it drag down her as she slowly removed her outfit. I gaped at the nakedness of her, no underwear in sight. She was prideful, knowing that nobody she didn’t want looking would know. 

      Mercy’s nostrils flared as I took the stake and dragged it down her body slowly, watching the way her breath hitched at the touch. “Careful, little flower. It’s a dangerous game you’re starting.”

      “That sounds like a challenge,” I said before leaning forward and sucking her left nipple into my mouth. Mercy arched into my touch, her hand making its way into my hair as I used my tongue to circle until she became a stiff peak. I released her with a pop before showing her other breast the same attention, loving the way her fingers wrapped strands of my hair tighter. 

      “Lie down.”

      Mercy raised her brows at the command in my voice but complied anyway, a smirk playing on her lips. Mercy never had the chance to drop her shields, fearing that someone would attack whatever weakness she showed, but I wasn’t just someone. I wanted her to have someone that she could be vulnerable with, even if the circumstances leading us here weren’t the best. 

      Propping herself up against the headboard, Mercy spread her long legs out, exposing her bare sex to me. I could already see the wetness there, and she licked her lips when she saw me noticing. I didn’t have to be naked to show her how soaked I already was for her – she could smell it on me. 

      I quickly stripped out of my clothes and underwear before climbing on the bed and sitting myself between her legs. I wasn’t used to being the one in control, but something about throwing us both out of balance had my pussy practically begging for more. 

      “You know, ever since I met you, you’ve been this hard to reach person with an impenetrable wall thrown up. Even with Warren, and I can tell you care about him.”

      Mercy reached out, caressing my cheek in her soft fingertips. “Letting people in never did me any favors. Relying on only myself was the only way to ensure shit got done and that I wasn’t stabbed in the back.” 

      Tilting my face, I kissed her open palm softly. “Let me in, Mercy.”

      Before she could reply, I was between her legs, pressing tender kisses to her inner thigh. I could feel the shift in her demeanor, her contemplation turning to thirst. When I pressed a soft kiss to her pussy and she spread wider for me, I couldn’t help the moan that passed my lips. 

      I used my tongue to part her, slowly drawing up until I reached her sensitive clit. Pressing my hands onto her thighs to keep her pressed against the mattress, I alternated between circling and sucking on her, my nails digging into her skin when she tried to wriggle beneath me. 

      “Cecelia,” she moaned, my name a prayer on her blasphemous lips as I worked her. 

      Releasing one of her thighs so I had use of my hand, I dragged my fingers through her folds before inserting one in her tight, aching hole. I curled upwards, chuckling against her when she started to work her nipples, breathing heavy. I couldn’t take my eyes off her; a queen at the mercy of someone else. She was exquisite, writhing in pleasure as I slid another finger inside her, and another when it seemed she was ready and desperate for it. 

      I could feel my own pussy weep between my legs, watching this beautiful creature in the throws of ecstasy was one of the most erotic things I had ever seen. Only when I felt her thighs squeeze against me and her breathing turn ragged did I pull my digits free of her, a part of me taking pleasure in the annoyance that flashed across such a gorgeous face. 

      “Cece… I will not beg.”

      I pressed the pad of my thumb against her clit, smirking when she hissed and arched her back. “Are you sure about that? I bet I could make you do countless things right now.”

      Mercy looked at me, heavy lidded and throbbing for release. A small part of me feared maybe she really was angry, but then she took my breasts in her hand and kneaded them, paying close attention to my already hardened nipple. “And just what did you have in mind?”

      Unease suddenly twisted my stomach up as I glanced at the object next to me. I had thought perhaps it was a good idea, a way to really make her let go, but I was unsure if it was too far. Mercy lived in the shadows, but maybe this was too dark even for her. Humans liked to pretend they were living angels, but life made us twisted and our hearts fester; Mercy made me want to embrace my darkness. 

      “Cecelia, what is it?”

      The unabashed concern in Mercy’s voice made me want to weep. She was cold and cruel and a killer— but she was gentle with me. I moved to straddle her lap and pulled her into a long kiss, sighing when she opened up to me and slid her tongue against mine. She was intoxicating and I wanted to taste her forever, and experience the bliss she created for the rest of my life. 

      I nipped on her lip and she returned in earnest, her fang piercing the skin on my lip so she could wipe the blood away with her tongue. She hummed in pleasure at the taste of me and I wondered what it would be like to taste the very essence of someone. 

      “Tell me what’s troubling you, little flower.”

      “I… there’s something I would like to try but I’m unsure if it’s too much.”

      Intrigue filled the beautiful electric purple of her irises as she took me in. She kept a grip on the back of my head, kissing away my doubt, while her other hand traveled between my thighs and started working me. I pressed into her touch, riding the fingers she slotted inside me. 

      “Tell me. I doubt anything you could ask for would be too much.”

      Her lips moved to my neck, licking over the exposed skin. I almost wanted to beg for her to sink her fangs into me, to end all the foreplay and make me come around her fingers. But it wasn’t about me, and I wanted to prove that to her. 

      I slowed my movements on her fingers, moving my lips to her own neck, mimicking her movements. “Do you trust me?”

      Her mouth was still against me and I closed my eyes, praying for the answer I wanted most. I knew she was debating her answer internally, knowing things would be different no matter what she chose. 

      Mercy pulled back to see my face, her free hand taking my jaw between her fingers. My brows furrowed as I met her eyes, unsure what to make of the silence. 

      “It goes against everything I have ever been told, and everything I’ve worked for. But yes, Cecelia, I trust you.” 

      My breath caught at the back of my throat and I couldn’t form the words. Mercy was offering me part of herself and the only way I could answer was by pressing my lips against hers and hoping she could feel what I was trying to say. Though I’m sure she understood when tears slipped free and ran down my cheeks, coating her perfect skin. 

      “I want to make you feel the way you make me feel,” I whispered into her lips.

      Mercy smiled. “And how do I make you feel, sweet Cece?”

      “Vulnerable. Scared. Beautiful. Wanted. Needed.”

      I pushed her back, kissing down her front, trailing my fingertips where my lips left. I parted her legs wider, pulling up her knees until her feet were firmly against the mattress. I knew she was watching me, so when I picked up the stake from next to me on the duvet, I made sure to do so slowly. 

      “Still trust me?”

      Mercy nodded. “Show me the monster inside you, Cecelia. Let your darkness out.”

      That was the thing about Mercy; as terrifying as she was, she could make you feel more powerful than you ever imagined. Just those words, the idea that she would embrace me for who I truly was, made me more sure of myself. 

      I could see she was dripping from how close I had left her, ready for what I was about to do. But I also knew just how much of a kick she would get out of it when I lifted the stake to my mouth, covering the tip with my lips and working it back into my throat to make sure it was coated in my saliva. Mercy’s swallow was audible and she gripped the sheets beside her, before I had even played with her. 

      Pulling the stake from my mouth, a string of my spit extending between me and the weapon, I held it up so she could see just how wet and dripping it was too. I got pleasurable chills as I moved it to her sensitive pussy, using the sharpened silver tip to work her around her clit again. 

      Mercy hissed and I didn’t even try to hide the thrilled smile it brought to my lips. Mercy and Warren had taught me a lot and I knew, just as they did, that the silver wouldn’t kill them. And neither would the stake unless it was thrust into their hearts. It made sense that if a human could use objects as toys, finding pleasure in pain, then vampires could too. 

      And I was willing to see just how much pleasure I could pull from Mercy. 

      At a painfully slow pace, I dragged the tip down her sex until I reached her core, circling her entrance slightly to create a building friction. As she let out a slow groan, I pushed the stake inside her. Her groan turned into a gasp as I pushed it further, my grip on the hilt tightening. I delighted in the way her back arched up, her fingers bundling the sheet in her fists. 

      “Oh, God,” she moaned, her toes curling into the duvet beside me. 

      “Does that feel good?” I teased her, bringing the stake out to the tip before thrusting it back inside of her. Her moans grew louder as I continued to work it inside her, pressing the silver ridges against her most sensitive parts. 

      “Yes, little flower, like that,” she instructed, moving against the stake to create the friction she wanted. 

      “Look at you,” I whispered, crawling up her body so I could press my lips against hers and capture her moans for myself. “So beautiful.”

      I kept my body touching her, shifting so that I was pressed against the handle, working myself on one end while I fucked her with the other. 

      Mercy gripped my ass, pressing harder so we were moving in tandem, both of us searching for release. Her fingernails dug into my skin and I threw my head back, riding the silver-coated shaft. I panted, moaning her name in breathless bursts, a small screaming wriggling free when she leaned forward and captured my right nipple in her mouth, sinking her fangs into the tender skin surrounding it. 

      Pleasure was building for us both as she drank, licking and flicking while she fed on me. I threaded my fingers through her hair with my free hand and pulled her head back hard, shrieking as her fangs ripped from my skin and created a ripple of pleasure. 

      Mercy smacked my ass hard in reprimand, her handprint blooming red on my cheek. She leaned forward to sink into me again but I tugged her hair again, showing her I was still in charge. 

      “Look at us, Mercy,” I panted, moving harder against the stake while I pushed it further into her. 

      Mercy looked between us, grinning as she watched us both chase our release. I leaned my forehead against hers, letting her steal my breaths for herself. 

      “How does it feel knowing that you’re being fucked by something that could kill you, Mercy?” I ground out, tightening my grip on her hair. “Watch as a human fucks you senseless with your own stake. Watch as I make you scream for me, my queen.”

      I knew the power those words would have, and I was proven right as Mercy screamed my name, riding the orgasm out on the edge of the stake, her walls clenching around the wood. I continued to move against the handle, my own release coming harder than imaginable when Mercy sunk her fangs into the side of my neck, making me convulse with only her name on my lips to save me. 

      Mercy had trusted me and dropped her walls for me; and I had rewarded her by showing her just what it meant to be ravished like a queen. 

      If I was going to swear fealty to anyone, it would be her. 

      Mercy Petrova was a queen and I would pray to her every day if she would let me. I was hers now, and I had given myself over willingly.
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      Once, a long time ago, I wanted nothing more than to breathe in the air of Las Vegas, mesmerized by the drunk stricken faces of youths and miraculous feats of show performers on the television screens that adorned my mother’s home. I had wanted to go to Nevada more than I’d wanted anything else in the world, although it seemed to be a delusion of grandeur at the time. We were on the other side of the country, living in a plush home in the northeast.

       To my mother and her delectable cruelty, Vegas was no better than the grime that came from her red-bottomed Louis Vuitton’s, but to me, Vegas meant everything. It was opportunity and potential, and more than anything else, it was an escape from her. Her obvious disgust for the city made me even more eager to flee to it. 
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        * * *

      

      I kicked a rock in the alleyway south of the strip, watching as it clanged and collided against building walls. I didn’t like to think about Mother; and every time I was in this part of Vegas, my mind immediately drifted to her. I could hear her voice in my head as if she was still alive, standing right behind me. 

      Vegas is only for whores. 

      You’re just like the rest of those dirty, good for nothing street walkers.

      No better than one of those blood sucking rats with wings. 

      That was before. If she could see me now, I bet mother would have killed me herself, a stake right through the heart. Thoughts of her made my skin crawl. She was rolling around in her grave, and I was still thinking about her.

      It was why I often ignored every part of the city that wasn’t regularly televised, like this one. If I could help it, anyway.  

      Just off the strip, away from the blinding lights and layers of money being dangled in front of patrons like carrots, was where atrocities came from all corners. The red district in Sin City was where the depths of human garbage survived, like mother always said.

      I hated that she was right.

      The alleyway was poorly lit, and only someone with my amplified vision and navigation would be able to go through this side street with little to no assistance. The alley was riddled with debris from ongoing construction, and it was only when I exited that I could see the source. Fluorescent lights attacked my night vision and I squinted, hissing as my pupils readjusted. I could see construction workers alongside the street, their loud drills echoing in my eardrums as they pounded through the gravel. A few casted sidelong glances my way, some sending me sharp whistles that made the hairs on my arms stand on end.  I slowly cracked the knuckles on each of my hands. If I had no other purpose tonight, I would have no problem tearing out the hearts of each one to devour them. Every single bloody bit.

      Unfortunately, time was of the essence, and I had very few extra moments to spare. I flashed a fang, glaring in their direction. As I passed I could hear them chuckling, cocky as they got their way. I could feel the bile rise in my throat, the need pacing back and forth, growling and desperate to break free. I almost let it.

      I continued walking, choosing to ignore and disengage, much to my need’s displeasure. Mother would have been so disappointed. The only thing she hated worse than Vegas and vampires, was someone who let another walk all over them. 

      I left to find Nevada when I was sixteen. Mother wasn’t the easiest to live with, but when she found out Vegas was more to me than cheap liquor and dirty money, I was no better than the scum of the earth. 

      Vegas was a breeding ground for vampires, and I was built to be a vampire. I wanted desperately to be a part of the immortal world, and the City of Lights was where I was convinced it would happen. Some girls dreamed of growing up rich—my mother included—and I grew up wanting eternal thirst, unholy strength, and power that would bring people to their knees. It wasn’t just the allure of the show girls and the Vegas nightlife that drew me in. After the Known became publicly recognized, Mother wanted to bunker down. I wanted to get on the first flight to immortal freedom. 

      Acting as if she was not one of them herself. I thought my wanting it would help her love me more, but of course, it wasn’t that easy. She’d been a vampire for as long as I’d been alive. Turned against her will, with nothing and no one but a newborn. Mother never got over it. 

      And even after she was killed by hunters in my human teens, despite her wishes, I fled to Sin City. I fled to become immortal myself. Mercy’s coven appealed to me because she always gave people the choice, something Mother never had. She was the easy choice to follow. 

      I’m pissed that she failed me.

      Past the construction workers, there was little else in sight; off the strip was dark and secretive. If there were things still open—which in fact there were—they didn’t want anyone to know. At least not everyone.

      I thought Carlisle would be gone by now. He had shown up to Ambrosia, watched her cunt get worshipped by that fucking girl, and got me. He should have left by now.

      I was surprised he called me here tonight, to this place. I wanted so desperately to be back in the comfort of the crowds and casinos. But not home, not back at Mercy’s estate. I could never go back there now. 

      After what I left Mercy, the heart of the girl she had inadvertently gotten killed, I knew she would come to the right conclusion almost immediately. She had ruined our coven with the inclusion of the human whore, but Mercy was smart. She would scent me all over it, if her good for nothing Snitch Second didn’t find out first and tell her.

      I will destroy her for what she did to me. 

      As I rounded the corner, there was nothing but a small neon sign that glowed blood red. Brams’s. The motel and bar was situated between two iron gates, and steps that led down to an old, wooden door. My heels clicked against the steps as I descended. My fingers curled into a fist and I quickly tapped my hand against the door. Once. Twice. Three times.

      “Name and business,” I heard as a flap opened, revealing two, plum colored eyes. 

      I rolled my own. Vampires were such secretive creatures. We were already Known, it made no sense whether humans knew what we did in the shadows. Even if they tried, they wouldn’t last long. None of them would ever be able to stand toe to toe with a vampire and live. 

      "Narcissa," I gave no inclination of telling him my last name. "Carlisle sent for me."

      "Mr. Valore is really busy tonight, he is not taking any visitors."

      “I'm not just a visitor," I snapped. "As I mentioned, he called for me."

      The vampire on the other side of the door seemed to hesitate for a second. I used the opportunity to . . . persuade him. "I doubt he'd be happy with you if you didn't let me speak with him. I'm a critical player in the games he plays now."

      The threat of Carlisle Valore was not one to take lightly. The vampire harrumphed and opened the door. He was a boney thing, someone I could snap in half with just my fingers. "Good boy," I cooed in his direction, patting my hand against his gaunt face. He narrowed his eyebrows at me and I watched as his fangs slid out of his lips with a tight grimace. I walked away from him, knowing all too well that despite his revulsion to me, he was checking out my ass in the mini skirt I’d thrown on before coming out tonight. No wonder the construction workers cat called. I knew I was hot.

      "Big stuff, where is Mr. Carlisle?" I turned my head around, catching him mid stare.

      The vampire grumbled but pointed to a set of stairs just past the bar. Bram's had been around for as long as I've been in Vegas, which, admittedly was only the later part of the century, but even still I knew it housed other vampires long before the Known became Known. It was old and shabby, and almost to the point of ruin. 

      It was an exclusive club, and had become the hiding space for the black market vampires that prowled the red district. Not that the Authority paid any attention to it. Bram's didn't cause any trouble, and so the vampires were left unchecked here.

      I grabbed a hold of the railing on either side with both hands, descending deeper into the building. Torches lined the walls, illuminating the dungeons as I reached the final step.

      "Narcissa!" A big voice boomed from a room several doors down the hallway. My breath came out in an anxious little huff before I approached the doorway. There was no door on its hinges, and as I rounded the corner my eyes widened in surprise as I saw Carlisle Valore sitting comfortably at the end of the bed. I hadn't realized I was walking into his bedroom. I coughed nervously. He was dressed down in casuals, the deep v of his shirt revealing porcelain skin. What a different sight than the one at Ambrosia tonight. 

      "Mr. Valore!" I attempted enthusiasm. His returning smile made the place low in my stomach burn with intensity. God dammit, the man was breathtaking, even more than Mercy was.

      "Oh please, we're long since past the niceties. Carlisle to you, Cissy."

      I'd regretted getting into bed with Valore. There wasn’t much I regretted about my dark and dismal life, but my recent rendezvous with Carlisle had certainly become one of them. Even if his hate-fuck was the most erotic thing to have come across my dreams, I felt as if it somehow gave him even more power than he already had. Still, I was smug enough to also feel satisfied that I'd slept with Mercy's largest competitor. 

      "I'm so happy to see you, I was wondering how long it would take for you to come back to bed with me. Now that you and that bitch finally cut ties." He grazed over me hungrily, taking in my small skirt and exposed stomach. My breasts were pulled together in a short cropped corset, and he spent an obvious amount of time regarding them.

      Hearing Mercy described in such a way still sent a pang of desire and defeat through me, but my steely gaze hardened. I would not show any emotion, any weakness. I wanted Carlisle Valore to see my defiance to Mercy as strength.

      "Mercy has shown that she is incapable of running Vegas. I am no follower of weakness."

      Carlisle nodded enthusiastically. He reached towards the bedside table and grabbed for his glass of whiskey. I watched as he took a long sip, the silence settling around us uncomfortably. "Cheers," he said with a laugh, raising his now empty glass in my direction. I tilted my head towards him in return.

      "Why did you call for me?" I asked him. I was not inclined to stay any longer than I needed to. Something about Carlisle set me on edge. Everything was razor sharp, from his appearance to the way his voice cut through the air like a knife.

      "Oh Cissa, I didn't call on you for business purposes," he got up and set his glass on the table again, walking towards me like a predator. I resisted the urge to run, refusing to allow him to smell my fear. Carlisle walked until he stood right in front of me, and grabbed my left tit roughly. I moaned in pain as his mouth lowered to my neck without permission, and his fangs slid deep into me. Carlisle must have thought that the sound that came from my mouth was pleasure, since his reaction was to suck harder. I enjoyed the feeling of sharing blood, but as he attached himself to me, leaving a welt and twisting my nipple so hard that I wanted to scream, I put my hands to his chest to push him away.

      "Mmm, Narcissa. Don't tell me you don't want this. That's why you left your little whore, right?"

      "I thought you wanted to talk about our next moves," I whispered honestly, gasping as he let go of my nipple and grabbed around towards my ass instead.

      "Our next move? Cissa, your work here is done. You left Mercy defenseless. You left her without her loyal Second to protect her. What will she do now, knowing that she has no one?"

      "But she brought in Warren," I reminded him. He continued his unwelcome exploration of my body, pinching and pulling at whatever skin he could find.

      "The defector? The minute he recognizes that she will fail, he will run. I do not believe the boy is loyal."

      That was the wrong move. I always felt that the bond between Mercy and Warren was thicker than they ever let on. I could already tell I'd frustrated Carlisle with my words, so I refused to contradict him. Instead I watched as he removed himself from me and rubbed the blood from his face in anger.

      "Since you don't seem taken by my arousal," he pouted, losing all the charm I initially saw in him days before. "May I ask what it was you thought I called you here for? The real reason, Narcissa, not the one where you pretend to be included."

      I staggered on my feet, afraid to look him in the eye. 

      “I wanted to talk about Cecelia Blake.”

      The name didn’t register to Carlisle it seemed. He stared at me dumbfounded. 

      “Cecelia? I don’t know the name.”

      “You wouldn’t know her face either,” I scoffed, “She was tongue deep inside of Mercy all night at Ambrosia.”

      Recognition filled him then, and Carlisle threw his head back in a loud laugh. I cautiously glanced behind me, worried someone might have overheard. 

      “The human? Why should we be concerned over her? God Narcissa, I didn’t take you for a jealous ex.”

      My hands curled into fists at my sides. 

      “Mercy is infatuated with her. I worry she’s going to make a stupid decision.”

      “Then let her. You are on team Valore now, why worry about what will happen to that coven?”

      “Not stupid in that way,” I argued, “I worry she will kill someone important for the girl. I fear that she will put us all at risk over the safety of this human.”

      “Mercy is not that dumb,” Carlisle said. There was an air of arrogance that surrounded him, as if he knew more about Mercy than I did, as someone who spent every waking moment with her for years. “And besides, she already killed Nathaniel Tusker. She seems content with her power over Vegas. She has too much to worry about running her new region. She will have very little attention to pay to me and my agenda.”

      “The girl, for whatever reason, means something to her,” I tried to explain, “If we kill her, we kill Mercy. She needs to die, I assure you.”

      “I care not about a human death, Narcissa. And that is the last of it. I will not hesitate to put an end to you too, if you push this.”

      The note of finality filled the room.

      “Mercy will die. I promised you this. And you will find your place in my coven. It may not be as rewarding as the space in your bitch’s coven, but at least you will no longer have to look at the face of your ex lover. Or at her body as it is ravished by someone else. And you may have me, if you’d like,”

      He held out his hand towards me in invitation. I felt obligated to take it, even knowing the promise led down a road I was not ready to take. My hand felt clammy in his.

      Carlisle was wrong. I saw the crazy look in Mercy’s eyes when Cece was in danger. She would not let go of her human easily. 

      And if she dies, Mercy would burn the world down, thoughts focused on nothing else but revenge. It was a good thing I had Valore. Although I was not convinced that he was willing to protect me, I would place my bets on him. Mercy was terrifying, but Carlisle was pure fear. 

      “I'm tired of this conversation, Narcissa.” Carlisle spoke out of boredom, and waved me away as if I was a mere blood bag. I frowned and my blood boiled under my skin. I stood there, knowing he dismissed me, but wanting to stay and argue.

      Cecelia needed to die for Mercy to go unhinged. I knew deep in my heart that it was the reason she would make any mistakes. Mercy told me that the biggest weakness a vampire could offer their enemies was their heart. For a long time I thought she meant it literally, and I laughed every time she said it. What I didn’t realize was that it wasn’t meant to be taken literally at all. 

      Cecelia was her heart. And Mercy, whether she was aware or not, was caught red handed. If Carlisle refused to accept her weakness, then I would rectify that mistake. I knew Mercy, her moves, and her coven more than anyone. In fact, if my discreet intrusion onto her property to deliver her gift didn’t prove that, I didn’t know what will. 

      I would kill Cece. It was the only way to restore things back to their natural order. Once the human was dead, I could give Mercy to Carlisle on a silver platter. It was the ultimate sort of revenge, romantic, really. Mercy will regret the day she let me go. 

      “As you wish, Carlisle.” I whispered, turning to leave. I could hear him whistle in satisfaction from the bed, my eyes crushing together in deep seeded rage and my hands fighting to stay by my side. 

      One day, it will be my turn to rule.
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      My body was tired after my extracurricular activities with Mercy, but Warren wasn’t accepting that as an excuse for missing training. 

      “I don’t care what fuckery y’all got up to, you still need to practice.”

      I grumbled my disagreement, but I got the hint when he banged loudly on the door and threatened to carry me outside himself. Mercy only chuckled at her Second’s demanding attitude, telling me it was better to get it over with. She had business to attend to anyway, which meant I was going to have a day filled with kicking Warren’s ass in retribution for disturbing my sleep. 

      My stake felt different as I carried it out with me, the weapon fitting almost perfectly in my hand. In only a few hours, my relationship to it had changed – as had my relationship with Mercy. I felt a familiar flutter in my gut at the thought of her, the way her lips captured mine when she surrendered to me. Mercy had shown she could be vulnerable, and I had shown her I could be strong. It was fucked up, but we really did make a great pairing. 

      “Helloooooo? Queenie, are you listening?” 

      Warren waved his hand in front of my face and I admired the midnight blue polish on his fingertips. “Yup, of course I am.”

      Scoffing, he dropped his hand and lifted my stake-weilding arm up to the throwing stance. “Stop daydreaming about Mercy’s cunt and pay attention please.”

      I balked and threw my stake at him half-heartedly. He chuckled as he caught it between his fingers before it reached his abdomen. “Your aim really is pretty good. Is that all the action you’re getting?”

      Warren waggled his eyebrows and I groaned, covering my face with my hands. I could feel the heat rise to my cheeks, I hated how easily humans showed our emotions. 

      It’s not that I was ashamed. I was an adult and the blushing virgin persona didn’t exactly fit me. But truthfully, I had only ever had one person tease me about sex. 

      The thought of Laura sent a ripple of heartache through me and before I knew it, I was crying into my hands. Warren rushed over and enveloped me in his muscled arms, rubbing circles into my back calmingly. 

      “What’s wrong, Cece? I’m sorry if my teasing made you uncomfortable,” he said into my hair with so much sincerity and apprehension that it broke my heart apart. 

      Burying my face in his chest, I let the comfort of Warren’s friendship wash over me. “It’s not something you did,” I sniffled, hoping his shirt wasn’t too expensive because there would definitely now be snot on it. 

      It took a few minutes before I was able to slow the tears, plopping down onto the grass with a thump. Warren sat down beside me, his long legs stretched out in front of him. I lay on my back, closing my eyes as the sun peeked at us through a formation of clouds. 

      “You didn’t upset me, Warren. But you reminded me of someone I really miss.”

      Whilst I couldn’t see him, I could feel his head turn to me, his gaze burning into me like the sun would to him. “An ex?”

      I laughed, though it caught in the back of my throat and I had to stop myself from crying. “Most definitely not an ex.”

      The silence between us was one of curiosity and confusion, though Warren didn’t push for me to speak. It was hard to find words to describe missing someone when nobody else knew them.

      “I’ve never really been close to my family. My mom wasn’t around and my dad thought drinking himself to an early death while I cleaned up after him was the way to raise a child. I didn’t really have anyone until high school. That’s where I met Laura.”

      “And that’s who I reminded you of?” I nodded and Warren smirked, flicking a strand of his silken hair over his shoulder. “I always said I would have made for a beautiful woman.”

      The snort I emitted was the most unladylike sound I had ever made, but I couldn’t help it. Warren smiled, pleased to have made me laugh, and motioned for me to continue on. 

      I sighed. “It’s a long story but Laura has been my family since we were thirteen. She’s been a sister and a best friend and mom and whatever else I needed her to be. And when you teased me about my sexscapades, it just reminded me of how much she would be making jokes. I really fucking miss her, Warren.”

      “She’s not…” He looked to the ground, picking a blade of grass while trying to find the words, displaying awkwardness he would usually never dare to show. “She’s alive, right?”

      The color in my cheeks drained, the thought hitting me like a punch to the gut. I hadn’t considered that anything untoward could have happened to Laura after we got split up; my psyche hadn’t let me even go down that avenue of thought. 

      “I… Yes, she has to be.”

      Warren winced and pulled at the grass more, making a little pile of greenery on top of his jeans. It was such a human thing to do – I had done it myself as a child on the playground – and it made me wonder how much Warren missed his previous life. He put on the charade of torturer and bloodsucker extraordinaire, but the sweet, soft side to him that I was allowed to see normally won out. 

      “Why haven’t you spoken to her in a while?”

      The guilt I felt twisted inside me, writhing like a vicious serpent. I had allowed myself to be caught up, first by my kidnapping and then by Mercy herself, and thoughts of Laura had taken a backseat. Life was a complicated path, and I was failing absolutely fucking miserably. 

      “She was with me the night I went to Ambrosia and everything went down. She had been flirting with some vampire and then Tusker came up to me because I was alone at the bar…”

      Warren swore, batting his little pile of grass from his clothes in anger. “Slimy bastard. Always liked preying on vulnerable people. I’m glad the fucker is already dead because I would be trying to tear his bones out one-by-one right now if he wasn’t.”

      While the imagery of Warren enacting his vengeful fantasies made me queasy, I had to smile at the protectiveness he extended towards me. 

      “Anyway, everything just got really… complicated after that and when Mercy brought me home, it was made very clear that I couldn’t contact anyone outside of the compound. Security risk after what I had witnessed.”

      “Hmph.” 

      I raised my brows at him, “What?”

      “Mercy and her fucking rules, is what. She should have told me you were worried and I’d have done some digging for you. If you want me to see if your friend is okay, I’ll do it.”

      “Mercy didn’t know, I don’t think. And do you really mean that?”

      Warren smiled. “Of course I do. Anything to see a smile on that gorgeous little face, Queenie.”

      I rolled my eyes, smacking him on the shoulder. “You’re such a flirt.”

      Pouting his lips, he winked seductively. “You mean to tell me that you don’t want to kiss this handsome face? I am hurt, Cecelia. Absolutely devastated.”

      We both erupted into a fit of laughter and I could almost feel some of the weight on my shoulders drift away with the clouds. As Warren pulled me to my feet and into another comforting hug, I was able to picture the immense relief I’d feel when I’d be able to hug Laura again.

      But for now, I would settle for just knowing she was okay.
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      My skin was on fucking fire. There was very little that could cure the burn besides a release from the prison that was the sun, and unfortunately, Vegas was not known for its shade. There were no blisters yet, but I could feel them start to bubble the longer I walked along this street directly underneath the heated rays. I felt like a glutton for punishment. There were no large buildings nearby, no trees to offer little salvation. It was strictly sunlight and agony. 

      This was not my first visit to the precinct. This was, however, my first time walking in broad daylight on purpose, to the precinct. Although the police department was open and available for visitors in the evening, they weren’t exactly a vampire’s favorite place, nor were we their favorite visitors. I was going to them for a favor however, and so despite my arms itching like crazy from the burn, I was open to being…amenable, to get what I wanted.

       Humans still seemed to think that the sun was enough to protect them from the creatures of the night. But no one on the street looked at me sideways, even if I was absolutely certain I had that crazy look in my eye and mania in my movements as I eagerly searched for any patch of covering I could find. I was hoping the officers themselves would share that same sort of neglect of observation. It was unlikely, with my tall frame and noticeably pale features, I’d been told I blended in about as well as a wolf in a den of sheep. But I hoped for the best, anyway.

      Not even idle thoughts could keep me from wincing uncomfortably in pain. I had a few hours left until it was absolutely dangerous for me to be out here, but no Known would willingly walk in broad daylight as I was doing now, no matter how many hours they had left. With my heels clicking faster and faster along the cement, I was finding myself regretting my decision to reject my private chauffeur.

      I didn’t know who to trust, or what was safe. There was nowhere in this city where I could let my guard down, especially as Narcissa and Carlisle’s coven hovered dangerously. Even Warren’s intel made me wary. Nothing made sense, and everything in the world felt like a lie. Much to her immediate displeasure, I didn’t even tell Cecelia where I was going. The thought of meeting our enemies without warning was enough that I refused to entertain her pleas for me to bring her with. I could not concentrate while she was around, and didn’t want to be caught off guard. It was good then that Warren would be distracting her with more training. At least that was enough to put me at ease.

      She seemed less a prisoner or a guest now, and more a permanent figure in the house. She and Warren had continued training each waking moment, and I was warily becoming more confident in her wielding a stake of her own and protecting herself with it. She practically carried my gift with her everywhere; where Cecelia was, it was almost always within grabbing distance. At first it made me wary, skittish even. Some would say I was crazy for even keeping something so deadly in my home, not locked in the dungeons, away from any prying hands. The longer it was out, the easier it was to desensitize myself to it. I trusted her to not kill Warren, or me. 

      No wonder Narcissa thought I was weak. There were very few vampires that would trust a human as far as they could throw them, not including the introduction of a deadly weapon in the mix. The very thing that could be my immediate demise.

      I didn’t fear her, though. 

      Maybe in some ways, like in the way I was beginning to feel every time I watched her wipe away her sweat drenched hair from her forehead as she was concentrating on besting Warren. That was the real fear I felt. I was finding myself opening up my closed doors, letting her in. Cecelia was consuming every waking thought. I found that I was starting to want her in bed with me more than I ever wanted my queendom, and the hold I had on Sin City was crushing under the weight of my ignorance because of it.

      That was nothing but an afterthought, in the grand scheme of things. Carlisle and Narcissa had to be my first priority, Vegas could not live under my rule unless that threat was taken out of it. The heart that sat in the small black box- the one that was now sitting in the palm of my hand and my fingers wrapped around it tightly in a protective embrace- was a direct threat to what was mine, disguised as a morose gift. I had no doubt Narcissa had every intention to take that girl from me. 

      The more I rattled off my fears, the more worried I became. My body had begun to shake—although that could have been more from the sunstroke than the paralyzing thoughts crashing right through me. I had no idea what was happening to me. It was a good thing I was alone, without the judging eyes of Warren and the pity that fell across Cecelia’s each time she saw me falter. What would she say if the cruelty that filled me was not the only thing she saw? I didn’t know if I could continue to have her look past those initial layers of revenge, hate, and bitterness.

      It was not that I deemed her too weak to handle it, her aptitude for fighting off one of my kind, and the ease in which she held the ornate stake I gifted her made me well aware of the strength and power she carried. It was a power that I was convinced she was unaware of, herself. Cecelia was not too weak to handle me. I was afraid that it was me, that I was too weak and prideful to allow her the option to think of me as anything but a monster. Her captor.  

       And yet, even as she slept next to me, I never did wonder if she would pierce me right in the heart with that stake. 

      I couldn’t decipher what she was to me, and the uncertainty of it all made me feel unhinged and on edge. I did not find us as mere lovers, my cunt scissored along hers far too frequently to be just that. I had promised myself that I would never take a consort, especially a human one. I was becoming no better than Warren, letting my lust direct me, instead of my head. Now, with it all simmering between my temples, I worry that it will never go away. 

      The station was no further than twenty feet away, but I couldn’t wait much longer. I shook my head of all thoughts and focused on the two glass doors instead. The pain was beginning to increase across my weathered, tired skin, but instead of barreling in there, I opted to walk with purpose. My feet moved quickly, eager to rid myself of this self inflicted agony. If I wanted to get what I wanted, I needed to stay insignificant. I needed to pretend to need something from them. 

      The minute I was under their awning, I practically fell to my knees in relief. The burning stopped instantaneously, although I could feel the soreness and stiffness falling right behind it. I was not looking forward to walking back to the estate. As I entered the police building I expected several officers to arrest me on the spot; just for the mere fact that I was who I was. A vampire, one that owned half the banks and even more of the casinos, one that they were very much already investigating. 

      I saw no one with cuffs in hand, though. In fact, there was no one in sight, and that had me worried. Rubbing my hand along one tender arm, I approached the desk in the middle of the room. There sat a woman with a perturbed looking face and arrogant posture. Just seeing her sitting comfortably made me eager to assert my authority. 

      “What can I do for you, Miss…?” The woman in the chair was sickly looking, and snorted every time she breathed. She sucked in a big breath with her nostrils and I could hear the phlegm dripping down her throat as she typed at her computer. It took obvious effort for me not to curl my lips in disgust. Her uniform was a deep denim blue, faded from its years of servitude, a long sleeve and pant combination that had me dripping in sweat just by looking at her. I could see the shining badge on her chest, accompanied by a black radio. Malmado, her name tag read. 

      Though I tapped my nails along the counter, she had no decency to look up at me from her chair. I frowned, tucking the black box closer to my chest. 

      “Petrova.” 

      “Well, Miss Petrova,” she amended with a tone that made me want to grind my teeth. “What can I do for you?”

      Tap. Tap. Tap, went my nails. 

      Tap. Tap. Tap, went her fingers against the keyboard. An impasse. 

      I cleared my throat, to no avail. “I was hoping to see Detective Forge.”

      “Forge isn’t taking any visitors today, sorry,” She had the indecency to pop a piece of gum between those pruned lips, and I could see the light from her computer screen reflected in her eyes. She looked like she was playing Minesweeper. I wished I had broken through the doors after all, how did anyone get anything done this way, talking to a brick wall? All that effort to remain cordial, and it fell on this woman’s very deaf ears.  Humans needed a little bit of fear to keep them going, and thank the devil Cecelia wasn’t here. 

      “Forge will take my call,” I insisted. There was a moment of silence, where I was sure she didn’t know how to respond. Instead I watched as her eyes raised up to meet mine, and I could see the overwhelming amount of fear that seeped into them. Finally. I felt my lips tilt into an all-knowing smile.

      “Detective Forge has told me that he is attending very important meetings today. No…no social calls,” my eyebrows scrunched together and I narrowed my eyes at her. I watched as the woman took in another gasping breath, her mucus trailing down her upper lip. Even the way she said it held a healthy amount of skepticism, as if she wasn’t sure as to why she was hesitating. I could tell she knew what I was the minute she met my eyes, it was the reason her breathing quickened and her body responded with frozen fear. Here, in this room with only the two of us in it, she was in danger. 

      “Mercy Petrova,” she whispered to herself as she looked at me, recognition settling. Her voice wavered as I nodded once. She will not tell me no again, of that I am certain; I could tell as her words shook, and how she kept looking side to side, as if she needed a witness. 

      “Forge will not mind. He owes me a social call,” I replied promptly. I didn’t have to do much, just the threat of me continuing the tapping of my nails was enough to jar her. I almost felt bad that was all that it took. 

      She looked down at her computer and frantically clicked out of her current game of Minesweeper. I watched as she grabbed for the phone and dialed an extension, although I didn’t glance to see what numbers she pressed.

      “Detective?” she said, her voice hitting an octave I didn’t know she was capable of. I could hear him grumbling something on the other line. Grumpy old bastard. “Yes, I have someone here for you.”

      His yell was loud enough through the receiver that I could hear him. She held out the phone from her ear and winced from the sharpness of his voice. 

      “NO. VISITORS!” He said in big gaping breaths. 

      “Yes, yes I know!” The woman said with worry. She looked from me, to the phone, to her computer, then back to me again before she continued. 

      “It’s Mercy,” she practically begged him, “Yes! Mercy Petrova!”

      Silence spread across the other line, and then everything happened all at once. I could hear him talking, quieter now, and watched as she nodded and typed. Her stoic stance led me to assume nothing, and if it wasn’t for the slight tremble in her arms, I would have thought she had forgotten about me.

      The woman ‘mhmed’ and apologized several times before hanging up the phone and finally looked towards me again. She tried hard not to look me directly in the eyes, instead focusing on the place between them. 

      “He’s waiting for you. Fresh blood and everything,” she said, “interrogation room. The third one on the left.” I let a fang slip from my lip, and watched as her breath moved into quick, shallow pumps. This was the right response to someone like me, someone like the Known. Fear superseded every other emotion, there was no lust hidden between layers. Fuck, why was I still thinking about Cecelia?

      I cocked my eyebrow, and shook my head. Detective Forge and his Minesweeper crony were lucky they changed tune so quickly. I nodded at her, tilting my head in thanks, and walked away without even so much as a last word. I did, however, catch her as she got up from her seat and scurried away. Sure to tell her coworkers about her run in with the big, scary, vampire. God only knew that she hadn’t seen me anywhere near my worst. 

      “Mercy!” I heard a familiar rough, gritty voice say as I sauntered down the hallway. It echoed off of each wall, coming in crisp and clear. I could tell it still had some waver, although the bravado was enough to almost convince me that he was coming to terms with our unique relationship. 

      Detective Luca Forge stood at the doorway of what was sure to be the interrogation room, a hesitant faux smile spread across his face. 

      “What brings you here?”
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      “Well aren’t you chipper this morning?” I crooned, smiling more genuinely as I approached him. He held out a hand to shake and I ignored him, instead gesturing inside the interrogation room. He followed me in. 

      It was white and clean, with nothing but a metal table chained to one of the walls. The silver chairs were an ominous greeting, and as I glanced up toward the corners, I smiled when I saw two cameras pointing at us, their red lights threatening. 

      Luca looked up in the same direction, shrugging his shoulders meekly when I pinched my nose. 

      “We can’t be too careful,” he reminded me. Our last encounter had him pinned against the side of his vehicle and my nails dangerously close to the artery in his neck. So instead of fighting it, I laughed at him instead. He seemed to relax at my obvious non-offense. 

      “Fair. I wondered when the LVPD would understand just how on alert they needed to be when in the presence of the Known. I suppose that also extends to me, as well.” I snickered as I leaned back nonchalantly against the white brick wall. 

      Luca coughed. He still sat in one of the chairs, even knowing that I wouldn’t be following suit. 

      “I have to be honest, I’m surprised to see you here…at this hour.”

      “The sun isn’t enough to stop me.”

      “It caught us off guard. Known usually don’t prowl around during the day. I thought the sun was too dangerous for you.”

      “There is very little you actually know,” I said softly. Despite the quiet in my voice, it still caught him off guard. I could see him running a hand through his hair in frustration. “I am a God, Detective. I am more powerful than the sun.”

      He wanted to ignore me, but the comment rattled him. Deciding on the faux bravado again, Forge looked at me with a steely gaze, “Mercy, you know as well as I do that your presence means very little good for me. Why are you here?”

      “Fine. I’ll skip right to the point,” I lifted the black box high enough so that he caught notice of it. His face went from mildly confused, to increased dread. Warily, he sighed, “This box. I have a hunch and I wanted to make sure I was right.”

      “You’re usually right,” he conceded, but made no move to take the box from my hands, “but I’ll bite. Do I even want to know what’s in the box?”

      “I doubt it.” I said honestly. Luca made a pained face, but then resigned as he stood from the chair and walked to grab it from my hands. Careful not to touch me, he plucked the box from my grip and opened it. 

      His answering groan made me smile. 

      “Is…is this what I think it is?”

      “I suppose that depends on what you think it is.”

      “I swear to fucking God Mercy. Is this a heart?”

      “Something like that. It looks a bit worse for wear.”

      Luca threw the box onto the table and I watched as it slid into the wall, the heart rattling inside of it.

      “Mercy,” Luca said my name as if it were a burden, raising his hands to wipe away something from his face. He sighed again.

      “Before you say anything,” I interrupted, “I just needed to know if you knew who this belongs to.”

      “Me personally? No, I don’t. Not every day you see a heart separated from its body.” He looked over towards the box again. Hopefully, he asked, “Unless this is the heart of one of yours?”

      “Vampire hearts are usually burned. You know that Forge.”

      “Yeah,” resigned, Luca put both hands on his knees and hung over them, “I just hoped for the best.”

      “I think I know who it belongs to. I just wanted to confirm. Have you received any complaints about mutilated bodies from the morgue?”

      “I would have to check, but not that I know of.” 

      “Have them look, please.”

      Luca, sensing my desperation, held firmly on the button attached to his radio. 

      “This is Detective Forge. I need assistance investigating a case. Linda, can you check and see if we have any formal reports from the morgue? Would have been in the last few days.”

      “Copy that.” the radio responded, before going eerily silent.  

      “Mercy, I don’t want any part of this.” He pleaded. I glared at him and rolled my eyes. 

      “You were involved the minute you tried to have my club shut down.”

      “That was years ago! Surely I paid my penance?”

      “It doesn’t work that way. I own you, Forge. You are mine. I only come to you when I need something, which you know is not often.”

      “Yes, but you can’t imagine the whispers they have about me. The officers here, they think I’m fucking you. They treat me like a pariah, I’ve lost all credibility with everyone thinking I willingly associate myself with your coven.”

      “Not my problem. You made your bed when you crossed me. Besides, you should feel honored I even deign you worthy enough of my presence.”

      He looked like he was about to argue before the radio on his chest started buzzing. We both looked at it expectantly. 

      “Forge, we got a call yesterday from the morgue. Looks like it was a break in, but they couldn’t tell us which body was tampered with. Just had them check and they said nothing looks amiss.”

      He glanced at me with a question in his eyes. My hand found the bottom of my chin, pulling lightly at the skin there.

      “Tell them to look more at the body of the girl that was murdered by the Ambrosia bartender.” Luca narrowed his eyes, but relayed my message over the radio. There was silence on the other end, the longest five seconds of my life. 

      “Luca, you were told to stay out of matters regarding Ambrosia and that entire fucking blood sucking clan you got tied up in.”

      Rage filled his eyes, but his tone stayed even, “Just fucking look into it, okay?”

      The line went dead. 

      “You better have a good reason for coming here,” he muttered my way, walking back to the heart and picking it up to inspect it more. I nodded my head. 

      “Heart’s yours. For what it’s worth, I wish you didn’t have to get roped into this. But Forge, I need to run this city, and the only way I can do that is if I have access to the humans, too. Unfortunately, that requires you.”

      Luca didn’t particularly like that answer, but he sighed in resignation. At least while he was my contact, despite his resistance, he was protected. That sort of protection meant everything in a place like this. 

      “What are you hoping to find?” He asked me genuinely. I shook my head. 

      “Just confirmation that Narcissa left me the girl’s heart. My Second has led me to believe that it was her, but you know me. I don’t trust information unless I find it myself.”

      “I don’t need you thinking I keep up on things happening in your world. But I thought Narcissa was your Second?”

      I smiled sadly at Luca, “I know your officers won’t take this seriously, but I do need you to tread lightly. Be careful with what you say and who you say it to. Keep yourselves armed. There are very important, dangerous vampires in Vegas right now—and they are not as amiable as I am—and I doubt they’ll stay hidden for long.”

      “They wouldn’t disrupt the treaty,” he said confidently. I frowned, not from fear of harm befalling this human man, but from his sheer lack of naivety.

      “You think the vampire’s care about the damn treaty?”

      Luca shifted on his feet uncomfortably. The radio buzzed again. 

      “Confirmed,” The noise sounded from the device, “The body of the girl, Laura Anderson, was tampered with. The intruder cut her clean open, took vital organs. We’re on our way to investigate now. Ambrosia was the last place she was seen, witness recounts her going into the club with a friend, but the girl has not been located. It’s likely she fell into the same fate, and we have a team searching for the body. Detective Forge, what’s your 20?”

      “Don’t answer that,” I warned. Luca looked at me and his eyes widened. God what did I do, involving him?

      “Detective Forge?” The voice shot out again, “What’s your 20?”

      I collected myself, my insides screaming, but my face settling into a neutral smile. “Luca,” I said seriously, as the radio on his chest kept screaming for him. We both ignored them, “be on your toes. Narcissa alone is dangerous, but Narcissa with the vampire that runs the entire Pacific Northwest?” he couldn’t know what it was I was telling him, but he nodded at me anyway. As if my information was critical, even if he couldn’t understand it.

      “Forge!”

      “Thank you, Detective. And please,” as I pushed myself off the wall and grabbed for the door handle, I looked back at the little black box, then back to Lucas’ face, “get your men to stop investigating Ambrosia. Nothing good will come out of it, that I can assure you.”

      I broke free of the interrogation room. The sun was still high in the sky, but still I hurried away from the precinct and from Luca Forge, despite the inevitable burn that was awaiting me. I got what I asked for, even if it wasn’t exactly what I wanted. 

      Laura Anderson. I knew that name. It wasn’t the first time I’ve heard it, whispered in my bed, from the human beside me. It wasn’t possible that Cecelia was the friend the officer had talked about. It wasn’t possible when she had walked into my office as Tusker’s girl. It wasn’t possible because Cecelia had not even spoken to me about her. About Laura Anderson.

      Fuck. 

      I opened the doors and screamed as the sun found my skin, reopening the wounds from the blisters that threatened before. I felt like I needed to pass out.

      I needed to get home to Cecelia. I needed to tell her everything.
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      Warren truly was the torture master. His training was grueling and tiring, leaving me with sore limbs and bruises immediately forming. I was laying across the plush sofa with my legs propped up with cushions, an ice pack resting on my shoulder as Warren perched on the coffee table beside me, a satisfied smirk crossing his handsome face. 

      “You look a bit worse for wear, Cecelia darling.”

      I flipped him off, earning a hearty laugh from my friend. “You’re gonna be the death of me.”

      Warren leaned forward, cupping his hands around his mouth for dramatic effect as he stage-whispered, “I am a vampire. That’s kind of my whole personality.”

      My laugh turned into a groan as my body twinged, a sharp pain shooting to my shoulder blades. Warren’s brows furrowed in concern but I waved him off, adjusting myself until I was sitting up. 

      “Humans are so fragile,” Warren muttered under his breath, earning a death glare as I heard him. “Well, you are!”

      I looked at him curiously, examining his expression. While he was trying to joke, I could see the genuine worry he was harboring for me. I reached out, taking his hand in mine and squeezing softly. 

      “I am okay, you know. You really don’t have to worry.”

      Warren sighed, playing with the cuff on his patterned shirt. “I’ll always worry. I’m scared that you’re gonna get hurt and it’ll leave me and Mercy heartbroken.”

      How was he so sensitive after everything he had been through and done? Warren was the sweetest soul of anyone I had ever met. I should have been terrified after learning about him, the pain he had inflicted on other people, but the truth was, Warren showed me a different side of him and there was nothing about him that I would ever fear. 

      I moved my hand to pat his cheek lightly. “Well, it’s a good thing my current living conditions come with a whole coven of big, scary vampires to protect me, huh?”

      Puffing up his chest, Warren winked and flashed his fangs. I opened my mouth to make fun of him, but Mercy stormed into the room, throwing her jacket onto the table beside Warren. 

      “What’s wrong?” Warren jumped up, suddenly on high alert. I wondered if he could sense whatever she was feeling. Either way, he was looking at her like she was a bomb ready to blow. 

      Mercy growled, pacing in front of us. “I need blood.”

      The command in her voice was clear, sending Warren into a blur as he went to get a bottle from the fridge and brought it to her. She twisted the cap off and gulped the liquid down, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand, leaving a bloody smear across her pale skin. 

      “Mercy?” My voice was quiet and unsure as I said her name, wanting her attention but unwilling to disturb her if she still needed a moment. 

      She turned to me and I almost convinced myself that there were tears in her eyes. She blinked and took a breath before sitting beside me, toying with her lip with her incisors. 

      “Warren, can you leave us a minute?”

      “Mercy… You haven’t fed enough and–”

      Mercy growled, a guttural sound that made Warren step back with widened eyes. “Do not question me or think of me as unable to control myself. I will have your throat, friend, if you test me again.”

      Warren inclined his head and left the room in a hurry, Mercy turning to me with her anger already dissipating into something unusual… 

      Pity. 

      “Mercy, tell me what’s wrong.”

      She took my face in her cool hands, placing a tender kiss to my lips. I recognized her preemptive measure to soothe me. I pulled back, hoping she would see the look in my eyes, pleading with her to go on. 

      I hadn’t seen Mercy like this before. She looked frazzled, her usually put-together appearance suddenly messy and unlike her. I gripped her hands tightly in mine, pressing myself closer to her. If I couldn’t offer her comfort for whatever was going on, I could at least let her know I was by her side. 

      “Little flower, I have some unsettling news.” 

      “Merc, just say it.” 

      “We found out the identity of the person Wade killed. Baby, the LVPD determined the victim was Laura Anderson…” 

      Mercy kept talking but all I could hear was the blood pounding in my head. Laura Anderson. Laura was dead. That sick fuck of a bartender had killed my best friend. 

      I’d never see her smile or hear her laugh ever again. Laura was the only family I’d ever known, and now I was going to be without her forever. All because she had been trying to cheer me up; wanting to celebrate my birthday. It was my fault that I was never going to see my best friend and there was nothing I could do about it. 

      I should have insisted we never stepped inside Ambrosia. Or maybe I should have dragged her ass out when she started flirting with Wade. The devious glint in his eye that night should have alerted us both that it wasn’t going to end well. Maybe if I hadn’t gotten fucking kidnapped, I could have saved her. 

      But no, this wasn’t all on me. I wasn’t the only one responsible for what transpired that night. There was someone else to blame. 

      I yanked my hands out of Mercy’s, clambering onto my feet and putting distance between us. For someone usually so stoic and unreadable, I could see the hurt in her eyes almost immediately. But I didn’t care. No matter how hurt she was, I was hurting more. She had played a part in me losing my best friend. 

      “Cecelia–”

      I held up my hand, cutting her off. “You did this. This is your fault.”

      “I know you’re hurting but–”

      “NO! You do not get to tell me how I’m feeling. Because as hurt as I am, I’m fucking twice as angry,” I yelled, my voice hoarse as tears streamed down my cheeks. “You did this, Mercy. There’s so much blood on your hands and I could have forgiven it all but you let that psychopath into your club and he killed my best friend right under your nose. I can’t let that go.” 

      Mercy stood and made to move towards me, but I stepped further away, slowly making my way to the door. I didn’t want to be in the same room as her. I couldn’t look at her without seeing my friend, lifeless and broken. The mind was a cruel thing, conjuring images that nobody would ever want to see. 

      “Please, Cece, I know you blame me. There will never be enough apologies in the world for what has happened to you and I would love to take that pain away, but I can’t.”

      I threw my hands up, resisting the urge to scream. “Then what are we doing here, Merc? We can’t move past it.”

      “Queenie?”

      Warren came up beside me, stepping slowly as though he was scared of frightening me. The worst part about it was that he was right. I couldn’t look at him and Mercy, the people who had quickly become irreplaceable in my life, without feeling betrayed and terrified. They had allowed something horrible to happen to the person I loved most. Even if Warren wasn’t there when it happened, he was still one of them. 

      “Cece, I know how much you loved Laura. But Mercy isn’t to blame for this. Wade, that weak, vile, son of a bitch – he’s the one to blame for this. And he’s dead too.” He stepped towards me and I moved back again, my back almost flush against the door which he had left open. One more step and maybe I could sprint to my room, lock myself away until I could figure out how to leave. 

      “So what? He’s dead and I’m just supposed to get over the fact that my best friend was murdered for no reason? Your boss here hired that bastard and look what happened.” 

      Warren winced and I hated how much it pained me. I didn’t want to blame him, but I couldn’t help the rage boiling inside of me. I looked at Mercy, my heart aching at the detachment on her face. 

      My voice broke, my eyes burning as even more tears felt. “I never wanted to be a part of this. I… I should be the one who’s dead, not Laura.”

      “Well, I couldn’t agree more.” 

      Mercy’s eyes widened and I screamed as I was yanked backwards by my hair, my throat being gripped so tight that the person’s nails cut into the skin. 

      “Maybe I should fulfill your wish. I don’t mind helping you join your little bloodbag friend.”

      Narcissa bared her fangs, pressing them against the base of my throat. I tried to move, but her hold on me was ironclad. Warren crouched, ready to lunge for her; Mercy, however, looked at her with such disgust that it almost broke my heart to see. 

      I closed my eyes and prayed that Cissa would end it quickly.
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      “Narcissa!” I growled, crouching low as I circled her. It was a delicate dance, both Warren and I situating ourselves so that we were equidistant from my former Second, and the human girl I found myself too infatuated with to let die. Still, even with so few feet between us, we were too far away for comfort. Each step of ours was mirrored by Narcissa, and if I made one wrong move I knew that she would not hesitate before killing Cecelia. 

       It was what made her so dangerous; I could see the chaos that brewed in her eyes, and her bark was as big as her bite.

      “Narcissa, let her go,” I said harshly, my fingers squeezing into tight fists, my breath coming in shallow huffs. My rage was palpable, the complimenting hiss sharp.

      “Why the fuck should I, Mercy? Why should I let your little whore go?”

      “This has nothing to do with her!”

      “This has everything to do with her!” She screamed, and I could see her nails press firmly into Cece’s neck. I wished Cecelia had hold of her stake, the one thing I knew she could protect herself with. Yet it was not with her; all that training, all that practice, was worth nothing. 

      My word, everything I had done for her, had been for nothing. 

      My breath hitched with each movement Narcissa made, and each accompanying whine that exited Cecelia’s mouth. She was doing the most she could, hanging there limp in Narcissa’s arms. I was grateful she had stopped fighting. My eyes glanced towards Warren, who had panic strung across his features in a way I’d never seen from him before. Warren, who was usually the epitome of calm, who had defeated much larger, scarier adversaries in his sleep. He was my best asset to get Cecelia away from Narcissa. I couldn’t have him falling apart.

      He needed to calm down, to take a second and breathe. We had to be smart, and with the way Narcissa was hopping from foot to foot, eyes manically glancing between Warren and I, we didn’t have much time to spare. I caught his eye and took a deep, exaggerated breath. Narcissa’s sudden screeching laughter rattled me, but it allowed Warren to readjust and recenter. He nodded slightly in thanks, too small for her to have noticed. 

      “She’s just a girl!” I pleaded, “Cissa, she is no better than any other human blood bag in your bed.”

      Narcissa’s nails were so firmly embedded that they were bruising Cecelia’s soft neck. I could see the blues and purples start to form, her blood fighting against the damage. Cissa made no move to loosen the pressure. 

      “Just a human Mercy? Don’t you dare patronize me with that bullshit,” she spat in my direction, and I watched as Warren used that moment to take a step closer. His approach went unnoticed. Carefully I reached a hand pleadingly towards Narcissa and Cecelia, hoping the former would continue to ignore Warren and engage with me alone. I wanted so desperately for Cece to find my gaze, to know that I was going to get her out of those deadly clutches. I watched as a single nail tapped in threat against her esophagus. It was just this once that I appreciated Narcissa’s obsession with my attention. Her lack of focus would be my ally. 

      “I don’t understand,” I said, causing her to blink a few times in confusion. There was drool dripping down her chin, she was practically salivating at the mouth, “Cissa, why are you doing this? Cecelia is nothing. She is no one.”

      Her confusion cleared some at the mention of Cece’s name, though there was an eternal cloud of uncertainty hovering over her. It was as if she was drunk on her own vendetta. So sure I was to pay for something, and my curious tone made her waver. Still, she screamed at me.

      “Don’t say her name. DON’T SAY HER NAME! Stop fucking with me!”

      “Okay, okay,” I raised both hands in surrender. Cecelia screamed and Cissa dropped them both to the ground, her fangs precariously placed at the base of her throat. My heart twisted as tears finally started cascading from Cece’s eyes. I could feel the panic fill my face again, flushing my pale cheeks and sending blood red veins to my violet eyes. Narcissa scoffed, sending saliva flying around them. Warren moved just an inch closer to them, but it wasn’t happening quick enough.

      “How does it feel, Mercy?” she said, the malice back in her eyes, “I see the way you look at her. Since the moment you laid eyes on her it was different. How does it feel as you watch me take the thing that means the most to you? Does that make you see me, now?”

      Rage filled my core, threatening to boil over. “Narcissa I saw you. We had Sin City wrapped around our fingers. We knew—”

      “You promised me a kingdom! We could have ruled side by side. I wanted more than that!”

      “I am a Queen!” I roared at her. 

      I had to be careful, my anger was besting me and if I couldn’t keep it under control, Cecelia’s life was the price I was going to pay, “A Queen who told you I never would have a consort. I rule alone.”

      “And yet you bring this filth into your bed.” Her eyes flicked towards the fragile girl beneath her. 

      “Sex is not the same as courtship, Narcissa! It is not new,” I gestured vaguely around us, “Would you like me to bed Warren next? Carlisle? Sex is not law binding, we are creatures of pleasure and nothing more.” It felt as if my skin was aflame, the fire that was burning within me aggravating my need. I could feel it pacing back and forth from behind my temples, ready to overcome me. 

      “But then the girl,” her head cocked sharply towards Cecelia, my beautiful human with a tear streaked face and blotchy red cheeks. The stirring in my heart started again, palpitating so hard that the need was unsure if it was due to lust, hunger, or something more than that. Her voice lowered to a growl in frustration, as if she could see right through my gaze to my fear. 

      “You love her, Mercy. This isn’t about courtship, or casual flings. You love this fucking human and the flaws that come with her. You love her so much that you’re willing to let our dream die, let our kingdom die for her. Tell me I’m wrong. TELL ME.”

      I am at a loss for words. My throat was dry and I saw as Warren moved one step closer in my periphery. I closed my eyes and saw Cecelia’s death play out behind them. I watched as the light left her. I watched her die.

      “I don’t love anyone, Narcissa,” I said, avoiding Cece’s eyes, “I can’t.”

      “I thought it would be me. I thought you could love me. But it was the bag of blood beneath me,” I watched as her mania resurfaced, and if she could cry I think she’d already have done it. Instead, her face was blanched, her breathing coming rapidly, “You used me, left me out to dry.”

      “It couldn’t be us,” I whispered, as Warren inched forward, “we had fun, Cissa. But I didn’t find myself in our tryst, I couldn’t, because we have always been the same.”

      Cecelia was different, and she made me different. She dug a hole so deep in my soul that it was becoming impossible to tell where she started and where I ended anymore. 

      “She’s different.”

      Narcissa narrowed her eyes, a guttural moan erupting from her chest like a wounded animal.  

      “Mercy, I was made for you, designed to be your equal. Just let me kill her, I promise I can show you what strength means again. I can keep you from going weak, something she will never know how to do.”

      It must have been the word kill coming from her mouth that set into motion a series of moments I couldn’t stop. Warren tripped over his footing, causing Narcissa to turn towards him. She growled and reached her free hand, close enough to hit him, with such force that he stumbled several feet backward. It allowed her to stand up with Cecelia again, front flushed against her back and with Cece’s head roughly pulled by the strands of her hair.  

      “Don’t you fucking move,” she warned Warren. Warren pushed himself up, wiping a hand against the sweat and debris on his forehead, “I will kill her. I will start with her, and I will find everything else in this immortal life that you love and I will destroy it.”

      I watched in slow motion as her nail slid across Cecelia’s neck, and a well of thick, ruby red blood trailed down her chest. Warren yelled my name but I couldn’t move. I was frozen to the spot, my eyes intent on staring at the pool that was becoming Cecelia. 

      “Carlisle is here,” she chanted softly, caressing Cece’s cheeks and removing a piece of hair from her face as my trembling girl fell into her arms. She’d passed out from the pain and the shock, and I was afraid Warren and I would follow closely behind her, “he’s waiting for you. I told him we’d have you prepped and ready. He wanted someone that would at least give him a little bit of fight,”

      “You’re lying,” Warren seethed. Narcissa tsked in disappointment. 

      “Why don’t you go see for yourself? I’m sure he wouldn’t mind killing a traitor like you first…you know, to warm him up a little.”

      “Fuck off, Cissa,” Warren practically lunged at her, I could see him simmering, threatening to overflow. . 

      “Warren!” I said sharply, “Go. Make sure the house is cleared.”

      Even the threat in my voice was not enough to make him move. My lip curled over my teeth in a silent snarl. His eyes widened, resistant to leave me alone with the vampire that threatened our coven. 

      “You heard her,” Narcissa teased, “go on now, like a good little dog.”

      Warren shifted back and forth on his feet. He waited for me to nod before taking off in the other direction. I could hear his footsteps echo in the distance as he sprinted away to warn the rest of the estate, if they were still alive. 

      “Do you miss me at all?” she sighed, forcing me to return my attention to the horror in front of me. I shook my head.

      “I miss the safety you provided me. It is not you that I miss.”

      “Shucks. You never were the sentimental type. How does it feel to not have my safety now?”

      “I suppose I’ve felt better.”

      The monotone in my voice made her throw her head back in laughter. She knelt in the puddle of thick syrup blood that I’d been trying to ignore. Dipping her finger and swirling it around as if it were nothing but a chocolate fountain, Narcissa brought the tip to her mouth and sucked it clean. 

      “No wonder you left me for her. Her blood is so sweet, surely you’ve already had a taste though, right? You already know.”

      “Narcissa, please tell me what it is you want. We can get it to you, you know that I can.”

      “You’re not as powerful as you pretend to be, Mercy. I used to think that you could do everything. I used to think that you were invincible. Now do you know what I think?”

      I stared at her, frustrated, but still refusing to answer. 

      “I think you’re weak,” she said, all malice and bite in her tone,  “I think you’re nothing but a sad nobody who should have died. And I know you think so, too. If they gave you the choice that night, I think you would have also chosen to die.”

      I winced. As much as I pretended that she didn’t know me, years of servitude were enough for her to get a glimpse of my life before all of this. About the night I was beaten, bruised. About the night I should have died. 

      Men in this world made me what I was, a killer, a demon, a menace to society. I spent my entire immortal life trying to reclaim what was mine. I made sure that Sin City would bow to me, a woman who made a choice. 

      I chose to create chaos. 

      “I no longer want to die.” I said with finality. 

      “Of course not. Because of Cecelia,”

      “Maybe,” I hedged, 

      “You know what I want, Mercy? I want you to finally admit that you’re everything you said you wouldn’t be. That would be your gift to me. Be honest, tell me that you love her. Tell me that I could never be what she is to you.”

      It felt like a trap, but a trap I was falling into purposefully. I was sick of lying, and of walking on eggshells. I needed Narcissa to let my girl go, because she was my girl. 

      “Fine!” I said, exasperated, “I love her. I need her to be alive. I need her in my life. She’s changing me, and I need her to continue to do that. I need her.”

      Narcissa snarled, as if my admission was still not good enough for her. 

      “You need her? Is that right? That’s a shame, then, since it seems she doesn’t want you anymore,” and I watched as she lowered her head and latched onto Cecelia’s neck, two perfect fangs sinking into her flesh. Cecelia let out a small whimper of pain, and I watched, unable to move, as she sucked the life out of her. 

      Turning a vampire isn’t an easy feat. Merely drinking and blood sharing isn’t enough. A vampire must pump into the wound on their own will. They must have the intent to let the parasite multiply and find another host. Narcissa eyed me as she continued to drink, and I let out a roar as I stumbled forward, grabbing for her as she swallowed each gulp. Kill her, or turn her, I could see the battle wrestling in her mind. What would hurt me worse?

      My approach hastened her decision, and she continued to suck until I shoved her out of the way, hearing the thump as Cece hit the floor. Her body writhed and spasmed, and I watched as she started to die. 

      Narcissa clawed at my eyes and I dodged just barely, throwing her to the ground and rolling around. We were a tangled mess of limbs, so much like we were when we’d once been in bed. This time, though, I kicked and scratched without abandon, pulling at her hair and finding any open patch of skin that I could to bite.

      My fangs found her arm and she screeched in pain as I dragged down. Her wound bled, and blood scattered onto the floor. It had become a bloody mess of a scene, and I found it hard to differentiate what mess belonged to who.

      Narcissa used my momentary paralysis to find a sensitive spot on my ribs. She grabbed a hold of me and latched on like a leech, tearing the skin from my bones. 

      I screamed in agony, and that was the last thing I felt. My world went numb as I sent at long last a fleeting glance towards Cecelia on the ground. I couldn’t tell if she was breathing or not. Maybe she was dead. 

      If she was, I wish Narcissa would end me too. I wasn’t sure there was a world where I could live, and Cece could not. 

      Kill me now, Narcissa, I repeated to myself over and over again, as her fangs pricked my skin.
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      Everything burned. 

      My body was fire and pain and a torment I couldn’t escape. I was consumed with the flames of hell and I would burn until there was nothing left of me. 

      I was a phoenix with no hope of rising from the ashes. 
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        * * *

      

      Narcissa had sunk her fangs into me and sucked the life out of me. I had felt my body go limp as she hunched over me, taking everything I was from me until I was a lifeless husk. That’s what it felt like, at least. 

      I didn’t know how long ago that was. Minutes? Hours? Days? 

      It didn’t matter. Whatever she had done to me, I was now in a void with only pain to fill my consciousness. I wanted to scream but my mouth opened and only silence came out. I was in a prison of my own mind, held in a grasp of flaming venom flooding my system. 

      I had no option but to succumb, begging for it to be over soon. 
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        * * *

      

      There were voices around me. And screaming. So much screaming. I could hear them but whatever they were saying sounded like buzzing in my ears. 

      Somebody had hold of my body, whispering nonsensical words into my ear. 

      I’m not dead yet, I thought to myself. 

      I tried to move but my body was paralyzed. I felt like I was in one of those weird dreams, only I wasn’t floating over myself. 

      My body wasn’t mine anymore, and my mind was fighting to break free. 
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        * * *

      

      I was being consumed; mind, body, soul. I wasn’t alive or dead, or even anything in between. I didn’t know what was happening to me, only that I was. I was something, nothing, everything all at once. 

      There was something bad I knew I should remember, something that would hurt more than whatever was happening. But I couldn’t remember, and I couldn’t feel anything else either. 

      I was cold and warm, fire and ice, dead and alive. 

      My body was changing around me, something eating its way through my system and turning me into something else entirely. But what, I didn’t know. 

      I was disappearing into the shadows and I could only hope I would find whatever I had lost there.
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      It had been many years since my heart last beat inside my chest, and yet I could have sworn that it was pounding as I sprinted through the compound. I banged on whatever doors I could to alert our coven of possible intruders, before checking the perimeter for Carlisle and his crew of dickheads. 

      That stupid, jealous little whore had Cece and it was all I could think about. For as long as my heart hadn’t been beating, it had been equally as long since I had friendship to call mine. I had Mercy, but she was family and business rolled into one. We didn’t gossip or discuss trivial matters at length, and I had found a kinship in Cece. If Narcissa was responsible for her death, I would burn the world down just to see her panic as I hunted her. 

      “Boss, there’s nobody here,” one of the younger vamps stated, running alongside me as I checked the borders of the grounds. 

      I seethed when I realized what it meant. That stupid bitch was trying to trick us and we had fallen for it; Mercy had fallen for it. Cissa wouldn’t miss an opportunity to make us pay. 

      “Check again, then again. I want to make sure this entire place is fucking locked down, okay? Make sure everyone is clear on what’s happening, and get someone stationed around every exit. If anyone enters this compound, I will personally tear all of you apart, bit by bit. Clear?”

      The baby bloodsucker nodded and I left him, making my way into the building in a manner I believed the humans referred to as a raging bull. I had been compared to worse in my time. 

      I rushed to the weaponry, unlocking the door as quickly as I could with fumbling hands. I despised the way I was suddenly losing control, allowing my emotions to cloud the calming fury I normally had masking my persona. It was foolish to believe that I was anything close to human, but Cece had shown us all that we were not the monsters we thought ourselves to be. We were beautiful, vicious beasts – but we weren’t evil. We felt, even if we pretended not to. 

      And all I could feel was terror that someone I loved, cared about, was going to die. 

      A growl ripped through me as I burst into the door finally, grabbing whatever weapons I could and stuffing them on my person. There were some nasty-looking stakes up on the wall, their entire length dipped in pure silver, and I grabbed them, knowing that I would be torturing Cissa painfully slow using them. 

      Vampires were silent creatures when we moved, every footstep like we were floating on air. Yet, all I could hear was the thump of my feet as I raced back to Mercy and Cece, hoping that I wasn’t too late. Mercy was strong, but she had shown weakness when it came to Narcissa previously, and I wasn’t willing to let her deal with this alone. If she needed someone to take that final blow for her, I would. With pleasure and satisfaction. 

      The sound of an altercation was clear as I made my way back into the room, hearing Mercy and Cissa attack each other before I saw them. Cecelia was lying in a heap in the corner, bleeding and forgotten as the two lovers fought. My mouth twitched involuntarily at the pool of crimson beneath Cece’s body, my fangs aching to taste the sweetness of her blood. I yearned to go over and make sure she was okay, but I would protect her from all danger right now – even if that danger was me. 

      Narcissa was too busy trying to sink her fangs into Mercy to see me come up behind her, grabbing her hair and yanking her off my queen. Mercy tumbled to the floor, bites covering any exposed skin, and glared at the wriggling Known in my grasp. 

      Hissing like the demonic snake she was, Narcissa kicked out and tried to escape my hold on her. I reached behind me, grabbing the hilt of the stake into my hand, and ramming the spike through her back until it protruded through the front of her stomach. I heard her gasp before she slumped in my grip, her limbs slowly stopping their fight for freedom as the silver soaked into her already weakened system. 

      Twisting it just to be sure, I left the stake in her before dropping her to the floor and turning to Mercy, who looked paler than usual. 

      “Princess, are you okay? Tell me what you need!” 

      The desperation in my voice was quickly overshadowed by the sheer heartache in her eyes as she looked towards Cece. Gritting her teeth, she crawled towards her, holding a palm against her side. 

      I almost thought she hadn’t heard me in her grief, but as she reached Cece and touched her cooling skin, she looked up at me with blind fury. 

      “GET HER OUT OF HERE!” The command in her voice was enough to make me want to quiver in submission. “Take her downstairs and show her what happens to people that betray us. But leave her alive, Warren. Because I want her to see the hatred in my eyes when I pull her heart from her body and eat it while she dies.”

       Mercy’s voice was cold, the voice of a queen… the voice of the person I had met many years ago and watched as she slaughtered her way to the top. I would not disobey her. 

      Shoving my fist into her hair, I began to pull Narcissa down to rooms below. Her body was heavy and slack as I cuffed the chains on her wrists and neck, sure to click them as tight as I could to ensure the metal would be biting into her skin and would rub if she moved. I wanted her to beg for us to end it by the time I was done with her. 

      Only when I was sure she was secure did I yank the stake from her gut. Then, with disgust filling every part of my body, I allowed a few drops of my blood to drip into her mouth until she regained consciousness. 

      The moment realization dawned on her face was something I would cherish forever. For just a moment, her bitch persona faltered and I saw the terror in her eyes. I had always known that Narcissa feared me, knowing she would never be able to control me— even if she was Mercy’s Second. No, I was the one person who had always saw her for the poisonous little bitch she was, and I was going to make her pay for everything she had ever done to betray Mercy and hurt Cecelia. 

      “What a good little pet you are,” she grunted, sneering at me through bloodied lips. “Did Mercy send you down here to do her dirty work like always?”

      My responding laugh was empty and bitter. She was a street rat, a nobody, and she thought she was better than me? 

      My fist flew into her face with such force that I heard her jawbone snap beneath my knuckles. Before she had any time to recover, I pulled back and threw my anger into hard punches until her face was broken and bloody. Her vicious laugh only infuriated me more, and soon I was carving into her with anything I could get my hands on, letting the wounds close before repeating the same patterns over and over. 

      At each hiss from her mouth, I thought of Cece’s broken body, and inflicted more pain with the next strike or slice. I didn’t stop until her skin was covered in drying blood, the venom in her body struggling to heal with the amount of wounds on her. The moment her smile fell and her face was barely visible beneath the grime and gore of my abuse was the moment I dropped my tools and exited the room, barely making it back up the stairs before I collapsed against a wall and allowed myself a moment of despair. 

      The wracking sob that left my chest was so powerful that one might have believed I had been burying it for centuries of this undead life.
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      My body was in agony and I could feel nothing but pain. This was worse than the sun damage, worse than anything I had ever felt. Where before I was fortunate to have Narcissa’s strength as my Second, I was now feeling the dangerous aftereffects of being on the opposite end of her blow. I looked as bad as I felt, beat to shit and with large wounds and teeth shaped bruises that peppered my arms and legs. Narcissa’s blood was furiously attacking my own need, and I was spitting desperately across my hands and applying saliva against my wounds as fast as I was able. Some were sealing quickly, but there wasn’t enough of it to cure all of the aches and pains. Vampire venom could be fatal if left untreated. My own saliva would combat it, but it would be a few weeks before I was back to my normal self again. Physically, anyway. I wasn’t really sure where I stood mentally anymore.

      Once the worst of the pain was gone and my brain was no longer screaming at me to end it all, I knelt besides Cecelia, cradling her body within my battered arms. My heart was literally beating outside of my ribcage, seeing her so close to the edge of death as she was. She was so still, the rise and fall of her chest was becoming too far in between. I knew her time was coming to an end, I could see it as clearly as if I was looking at the last piece of sand falling from her hourglass. A sob escaped my body as I hovered over her, shielding her from whatever harm could befall her still. 

      Her face was smooth and serene, eyes flickering back and forth behind her eyelids. Yet despite her calm demeanor, I could practically feel the pain behind those peaceful features. I knew firsthand the horror that was awaiting her. The burning, the pain. It was like you were lying flat on your back paralyzed, unable to do anything to release the fucking torment that was overcoming you. The more you pushed your limbs to move, the more stubborn they were. 

      Cecelia was dying a torturous death by vampire, and it was breaking me. She should have never come to Ambrosia, she was right. Even just remembering the last words she spoke to me, and me to her, it made me crumble in defeat. There was no favor or action on earth that I could do for her that would change the hell I put her through in just a few short weeks of being in my circle. Ambrosia was the reason Laura died, and why she was dragged into this mess I created. 

      I was the monster that caused this chaos. At least I didn’t surprise myself, I warned her what I was. How could I be at fault, when she was the one that stayed?

      It was, though.

      All of this was my fault, and I couldn’t even be bothered to deny it. 

      There was very little I could do for her now, unless I changed her. 

      My blood from pleasures and Narcissa’s venom from pain were not enough to start her change. Cecelia still needed more of it for the parasite to find her beating heart. Without it, the virus would wander through her body, just passing through; it would attack her organs and her nervous system. The parasite would move like a deadly predator, stealing all the life away from her. It would do what it was created to do, to kill all living things.

      I needed to give her more blood for her to survive. But was it surviving?

      I wouldn’t call this life ideal. Immortality was a double-edged sword, and while she was aware of some of the hardships I faced in my own life, I had only just begun to start opening the door to my past. She’d seen a lot of awful, cruel parts of me, and I was shocked she’d still come to bed with me in spite of it all. There were still darker corners left unexplored, moments and memories in my life that I didn’t want her to experience. There were acts of selfishness that all vampires faced, and these moments were to be an inevitable outcome for her if Cecelia changed. 

      Being a part of the Known was not a life I wanted for her, no matter if it meant I would get to keep her.

      Maybe it was the right thing for me to do, to let her die. She’s already suffered so much at my hands, and I could make the argument that she’d be better off if this was the place where it all ended. After all, how could she go on, knowing the closest person in her orbit had also died so tragically? And by the hands of the vampire she’d found intimacy with?

      “Mercy, what are you doing?!” I could hear the panic that carried through Warren’s voice as he sprinted towards us. His feet clattered against the floor with each step from the hallway in which he left, and even without looking at him, I turned my head to face him just as he was a mere foot from my face. His eyes widened as he took in my face fully, tears staining my cheeks and blood and grime caked into my pores. I stared at him with a sort of uncharacteristic deadness in my own eyes, and his hands grabbed ahold of my shoulders. With each violent shake I released another cry, Cecelia’s body rocking with my own. 

      “Snap out of it, Mercy!” He screamed at me, “Mercy, you have to do something!”

      He tried to tear me from her but his attempts to push me off were coming up fruitless. Warren looked at me like I was a wounded animal waiting to break. He was lost in a sea of his own grief, torn between his deferring to my command and taking Cecelia and saving her himself. 

      But she was mine. The choice was mine. 

      I bared my teeth at him, hissing in warning. His hands stopped trying to pry me away from her, but he didn’t move them from my skin. Warren could see the choice was already made, but he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. 

      “Warren, heel!” I commanded. He refused to listen to me, a hard steely look overcoming him. 

      “Fuck off Mercy,” he growled, “Save her!” His hands still tried to pull her from me, but I resisted. 

      “I can’t!” I screamed. Couldn’t he see that I was just as pained as he was? I was losing her, I was going to watch her die. “Warren, leave! Let her die in peace,”

      “You think she’s dying peacefully? Don’t be dense, you know she’s suffering—Gods, we can’t let her be in as much pain as she’s in! Mercy, she's going to die!”

      He didn’t need to hear my response. I shielded Cecelia from him, a low grumble coming from the inhuman place in my heart. His responding guttural cry made the hairs rise across my arms. 

      “We can’t change her, Warren,” I begged him to see the torment at war in my mind, an overwhelming collection of weaknesses on display for all to see, “We can’t make that decision for her.”

      His gaze softened, and his rough hands turned into a gentle caress that ran down the side of my face. He lowered his head to my shoulder and fisted each hand. 

      “Mercy,” his voice was as soft as a whisper now, “Please don’t let her die.”

      “I didn’t get the choice, Warren. You know that.”

      “But look at you now,” he pushed.

      “A monster? A chaos demon worth little more than the rats of a gutter?”

      “A lover. A friend. A queen.”

      “I am no queen.”

      Warren grabbed a hold of my chin and turned it to face him. It was the roughest he’d ever been with me. I watched as a myriad of emotions crossed his irises before he settled on an impatient plea.

      “You are nothing, you’re right. You are nothing without her. We need her.”

      “Have you ever thought about whether she needs us, Warren? Cecelia has been through so much trauma, all at the hands of our coven. How can you even think to make this choice for her, knowing what we’ve done to her?”

      His tongue rolled in his mouth, and he didn’t even try to wipe at the drool that was falling down his chin. We were nothing more than a bunch of rabid animals. Cece twitched in my arms, and the movement was enough for the both of us to turn sharply towards her. 

      “We don’t have much time,” I said solemnly. My voice found the uncertain waver in it again. 

      Warren’s voice raised an octave in reply, “We are selfish creatures, Merc. Just do it. Prove to yourself that you are the woman I promised myself to. A woman capable of moving mountains. You wanted to be a queen? Prove it and take your consort. ”

      I hesitated, my onyx hair dangling over Cecelia’s corpse. 

      “You didn’t get the choice, Mercy. Those men didn’t give you the chance to choose your destiny. I know it feels like you’re repeating their sins, but she is different. I can almost guarantee that Cecelia would choose to live. She would choose you too.”

      He was grasping at any string he could, and it was in his favor that the string he tugged on was the one that connected directly to my wild heart. 

      “This isn’t just your choice,” he added quietly. There was a whimper of hurt laced into his words, “she’s my friend. I can’t watch her die.”

      All the faith, all the rage, all the pain inside of me bubbled in the pit of my stomach. I let go and dropped Cecelia gently to the ground. Warren sobbed as he watched me, it was as if I was lowering her to rest. Her chest was practically still now, and her limbs were stiffening up in preparation for rigor mortis. I grabbed onto her wrist and brought it up to my lips in a kiss. It was a featherlight touch, enough of a farewell that Warren turned his back on me. 

      My kiss turned into something far more deadly. 

      I let my fangs slide into the vein that lined her arm, and moaned in quiet satisfaction as the sweetness of her blood met the back of my throat. Careful not to drink, I lapped at the wound, letting more and more of the venom seep from me and into her. The stiffness of her muscles spasmed as my parasite infiltrated her body. I didn’t know when to stop, and so I kept going. I had changed too many willing souls to the life of immortality. All were complicit, but each was different. Without Cecelia awake to help me gage, I was unsure if I was even too late to save her. So still I sat with her wrist against my mouth, hating every moment of my teeth connected to her skin.

      There was something erotic about our positioning, and the power I felt holding her life in my hands. I hated myself for the choice that I was making. Warren had known what words to say to make me save her, but it would be at the cost of what little faith I had left in myself. 

      I draped over her as I finished, panting from the exhaustion that overwhelmed me. 

      “You did it,” Warren said, with the nerve to sound thoroughly shocked. 

      “As if you gave me a choice.” I murmured, glancing back to Cecelia’s face. I stood up and dusted my slacks, almost stumbling from the blood now rushing to my head. Warren attended to Cece quickly, sealing up her remaining wounds and picking her up effortlessly into his arms. I watched as he cradled her. 

      “Now we wait,” he said almost wistfully. I could feel the weight of his gratefulness heavy in those words, and did nothing but nod. He didn’t take offense to my silence, instead barreling past it as if it never happened. 

      “I’ll get her set up in your bed. She’ll be more comfortable there. I can move her belongings there too, if you’d like—”

      “Do what you wish,” I answered with a plain, disappointed tone. He looked at me and narrowed his eyes, “I’d like to be alone now, Warren. I have to clean up this mess that I made.” Although that mess could be any number of things I orchestrated tonight. 

      His sigh was loud and full of regret. I could see him shifting on either foot uncomfortably. 

      “You did the right thing for us,” he said as if he was trying to convince himself of that. He would get over it the minute she opened her eyes. He never would have to live with the decision to push venom into her veins, to make her a creature of the night against her will. No, that feeling would always and forever more be mine to keep. 

      “Yes, I suppose I did,” I mused, “But I don’t know if we did the right thing for her.”

      We were selfish, but I almost felt a wave of relief roll through me as Warren scoffed before carrying our girl down the hall toward one of the bedrooms to rest. Cecelia would live. She would have every reason to be cruel and every right to be upset. She could leave us, she could kill us. 

      But at least I didn’t have to see her die. It might have almost been worth it, at the end of it all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            42

          

          
            CECELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Something had changed. 

      The blinding fire inside me had begun to slow, my body being wrapped up in a blanket of weightlessness. The end had been coming for me, a final darkness calling my name from the end of whatever tunnel I was trapped in. 

      But then it stopped. 

      For a moment, everything stopped. I prayed that it was the end, the torture of my pitiful human life finally coming to its conclusion. 

      And then.. Everything. 

      Everything was happening all at once. 

      Like someone had lit a match and dropped it on my kerosene soaked body, I was nothing but flames and fury. I screamed against the prison I was being held in, throwing my mind against the bars of my own thoughts and letting myself rage. 

      I became a bodily manifestation of ferocity as I fought against the frenzy taking hold of my body. 

      I fought.

      And fought. 

      And fought. 

      But my screams remained silent and my body was a husk of what it was. I was nothing but a consciousness in a fiery hell. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Time meant nothing to me. I had once counted down the days, minutes, years, of my life like the clock of my life was ticking away and I was standing still. I felt like every turn of the hand, every grain of sand emptying my hourglass, meant the end of a life I hadn’t even begun living. 

      It was so stupidly, humanly naive of me. 

      Time only ran out when you had vampire venom in your veins, replacing the blood that once pumped there. Time was nothing compared to a parasite eating you alive, draining your existence until you were nothing but a puppet. 

      Time… What a crazy, human concept. 
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        * * *

      

      I was being claimed. I could feel it in my soul, the very core of my being; the parasite was working its way to my heart, which had stopped beating minutes ago. 

      Venom, previously a flaming inferno I couldn’t escape, now coated my system like ice, freezing my body in time. 

      Vampires didn’t need time because they didn’t age…

      I didn’t need time anymore either.
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      Everything was so fucking bright. 

      I groaned and closed my eyes, trying to sit up. From the feel of the sheets below me, I was in Mercy’s grand bed. I tried to search for the reason why and how I had gotten there, but my mind came up blank. All I could focus on was the buzzing of the lightbulbs, and the way my head throbbed in response. 

      “Easy,” a familiar voice said from beside me. 

      I winced, the sound too loud for my ears. “Jesus, don’t shout.”

      Warren helped me to sit up, his hands light against my body like I was a delicate doll he didn’t want to break. Slowly, painfully slow, I opened my eyes before having to snap them shut again. 

      It took me three more tries before I could look at my friend again, and I gasped when I did. 

      “Warren, why do you look…”

      “Ravishing? Handsome? Drop-dead gorgeous?” He joked, but stopped when I didn’t laugh. “Different?”

      I nodded, the movement stiff and sore. 

      “You don’t remember anything?”

      I shook my head, looking around the room. Everything seemed hyper-focused, like I had been seeing everything through blurry lenses before now. Warren, who had always been handsome, now looked so devastatingly beautiful that it was hard to look at him. I could see the threads of colors in his eyes, the different tones hiding beneath his skin, the way his body stayed still a second or two longer than a human’s before he breathed. 

      He sat down beside me on the bed, extending his long legs out across the duvet. A part of me felt weird about it, knowing what Mercy and I had done together on this bed, and I was tempted to ask him to help me move somewhere else. But my body felt like I had been put through a meat grinder and then pieced back together; the idea of moving anywhere wasn’t very pleasant. 

      “Narcissa came to the compound a few days ago and shit got out of hand really fucking fast.”

      I furrowed my brows, trying to remember. “Why? Where’s Mercy? Is she okay?”

      Warren waved me off and pushed me back against the pillows. “Mercy’s… she’s fine. Just a little stressed.”

      “Warren, tell me what the fuck’s going on. Why can’t I remember anything and why do I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck, reversed over, and drove over again?”

      “I, uh, damn it. I wish I wasn’t the one telling you this. I fucking told her you’d want her here…”

      I smacked Warren’s arm as hard as I could to stop his rambling. He flinched and recoiled, rubbing his arm. Examining my hand like it was a foreign object, I tried to understand why I had just been able to hurt a vampire. 

      A twisted thought entered my mind and made my stomach twist, vomit threatening to rise up my throat. I shook my head and looked at Warren, imploring him to tell me I was wrong. The look in his eyes was enough to send me into a spiral, and I ran towards Mercy’s ensuite, barely making it to the toilet before I spewed. 

      There was nothing in my stomach, so I threw up bile until my throat ached. Warren flushed and scooped me into his arms, lifting me back to bed. I struggled to make eye contact with him, piecing together parts of the story he wasn’t telling me. 

      “Tell me the whole story right now, Warren. Otherwise, I will tear this entire place apart until I find her.”
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        * * *

      

      Somehow, the truth still hurt worse than I thought it would. 

      I could feel the tears streaming down my cheeks but I wasn’t sad— I was furious. 

      Warren reached out to take my hand but I pulled away from him, climbing out the bed and speeding to the wall. I felt my stomach lurch at the quickness, my own body giving me whiplash. 

      “Cece, please…” 

      I shook my head, throwing whatever object was closest at hand—which turned out to be a vase that looked really expensive, especially when it smashed off his chest and pieces flew across the bedroom floor. 

      “Don’t come near me.”

      Warren dodged the next item I threw at him, ducking his head past the flying stilettos targeting his head. “You need to let me explain. We didn’t have a choice!”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Choice? You really want to talk about choice, Warren? You and the fucking Queen of Sin City took my choice from me. You ended my fucking life! Why would I want to hear you explain your bullshit reasons for doing that?”

      My voice broke and I slid down the wall, sobbing into my hands. I was so angry, but I was hurt. Mercy had promised me that I would always have a choice with her. She had told me just how much she hated that she had never been allowed to choose, and yet she had done the same to me. 

      The worst part was how much it broke my heart because I knew, I fucking knew, just how much she would have hated making that decision. She turned into the person she hated most, and I was sitting heartbroken because I felt sad for her. 

      I roared, letting all my pent-up emotions free. My scream echoed around us and Warren covered his ears, turning away from me slightly. I didn’t stop though, letting my voice become sore and hoarse as I screeched. 

      Hatred and love and betrayal mixed around inside me, threatening to swallow me whole. I could feel the anger swelling, my hands curling into fists as I looked at Warren. He was part of this – he had told her to do this to me, and yet he was looking at me like a wounded animal. 

      “Queenie–”

      I growled, cutting him off as I stood, stalking towards him. I thought I saw genuine fear in his eyes as he stepped back, pressing himself up against the wall. “You did this. Look at me, Warren.”

      “Cece, you need to calm down. Your anger will be out of control until you feed.”

      Feed. 

      I was going to have to feed like them, and sustain myself on the blood of my people. No, they weren’t my people anymore. I was a thing, a creature, a monster. And they had created me, decided for me that I was to become this. 

      And I could feel it. The parasite, the hunger, the thirst. I was one of them in every way and I could feel it consume me. 

      The thirst was a dry, burning ache in the back of my throat. I pictured walking up to an unsuspecting human and pressing them against the wall, enjoying the scent of their fear as I pressed my mouth to their neck before ripping their throat out and drinking them dry. 

      That thought, the darkness in me, was what made me take a step back. Warren visibly deflated, his breath slowing from the erratic pace I had caused it to be. I hated myself for that; hated seeing the look in his eyes that told me I was no longer the person I was before. 

      My thoughts went from hunger, to sadness, to anger; a constant loop playing in my mind and making me feel like I was crazy. Perhaps I was unstable, after everything my body had endured. It was like my mind wasn’t my own and instead I was being puppeteered by this thing inside me. 

      “Where is she, Warren?”

      Warren winced at the venom in my voice as I said his name, the friendliness and compassion no longer present. He stepped towards me but stopped moving when I growled at him, an instinctual response that I didn’t know how to get used to.

      “She’s trying to deal with things, Cece. You don’t want to see her while you’re–” he motioned towards me, “like this. Let me get you some blood first.”

      The patronization in his voice infuriated me and I leaped forward, grabbing him by the throat. I got in his face, my mouth practically frothing. “If you don’t get your boss here immediately, I will make sure the only blood I drink is yours. Tell Mercy I want to see her, now.”

      Warren was wrong. I wanted Mercy to see me exactly like this. I wanted her to look at me and see exactly what she created; no longer her human pet, but a bloodthirsty demon. 

      They had broken my humanity and they would have to be the ones to deal with the consequences. 

      Cecelia Blake was dead. And Mercy Petrova had murdered her. 
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      I was pacing in my office, a small, lonely room that was situated between hallways. An inconspicuous place where I’d liked to hide, a place where I could think without interruption. It was my own sanctuary, although it hadn’t felt like it in days. The minute I walked in and came face to face with the scattered bits of wall and destruction left in the wake of the altercation between Narcissa and I, the little peace I’d felt was shattered. It felt like such a long time ago now, and the more it settled in my soul the more frustrated I became with myself.

      I’d become so distracted in my attempts to manage my life and my royalty that I’d failed to see what was right in front of me. Narcissa told me where she stood with me, and I was too blind to see it. I kicked a piece of rubble and it bounced off the floors, landing in the satisfied heap of the mess I’d inevitably had to clean up later, for good this time. 

      I sat at my desk, spinning in slow circles in the chair. Narcissa was no longer a threat, chained dozens of feet below me in one of the cells I so frequently had her occupying for incredibly different reasons, and the irony of it did not escape me. 

      While Narcissa was not a threat, there was still the matter of Carlisle, and even the stupid cops that kept visiting Ambrosia, despite my visit to the precinct. Maybe I was not threatening enough any longer, maybe I didn’t have the power I once held. Maybe Cecelia’s effect on me was no longer something that expanded as far as my inner circle. It had become something that everyone could see now.

      Still spinning idly, I refocused my attention and cut mid-twirl when I came face to face with the hole in the wall that Narcissa and I’d created. It was gaping, and I felt like it was growing with each passing moment. I took in a deep breath and let the air slide past my lips, closing my eyes. 

      Carlisle would be the problem. He was a component I wasn’t even sure I could pin down properly. Narcissa claimed that he sent her after Cecelia. With that knowledge, true or not, he could not be allowed to live. But the murder of a High Lord as powerful as he would not be something easily accomplished. And if it was, it would not be something I could escape from, my own death would be swift, quick, and not too far behind. 

      He seemed to be genuine when we’d spoken last, if genuine was a word that could be uttered in the same breath as Carlisle. There were too many variables now that were outside of my control, and my hands curled into fists from frustration.

      Maybe I should kill him, his threat alone would make it worth it, even if he wasn’t planning on killing Cecelia or betraying my secrets about Nathaniel Tusker. It would be a fitting end to the horrors I’ve caused with my own two hands as well, and the trauma I’ve inflicted upon Cece. 

      It was hard to plan their demise when I was thinking about her. I should have been there when she woke up. 

      Another insult to rub into the horrendous wound that was this entire week. I’d done bad things before, but this was the first time I’ve ever allowed guilt to infiltrate my body. She was opening her eyes for the first time as a vampire, and I would not be there for her. I turned her, and I wasn’t there to atone for that crime. She would be furious with me. She should be. I was avoiding it for as long as I could.  

      I’d made sure Warren was available at least, as if he wouldn’t move to hell and back to be there on his own accord. I didn’t realize the extent of his own love for her. It was his words that made me choose, in the end. That and my selfishness. 

      My hands unclenched and I reached for a pen, now clicking it on and off until I was too frustrated with the noise. 

      As if I wouldn’t get much work done anyway, I felt the familiar buzz in my pocket. I almost ignored it, assuming it was Warren telling me to get my ass over there. Ultimately, I resisted the temptation and pulled it out, frowning when I didn’t recognize the number on the caller ID. 

      “Hello?” I asked into the receiver as I raised it to my ear.

      “Mercy?” it was an unfamiliar, husky voice on the other end. It wasn’t Carlisle, nor anyone else I’d known. 

      “Who’s calling?”

      There was silence at the other end, as if my caller didn’t want to reveal himself. Finally, I heard the faintest sounds of his sigh. There also were hushed sounds of music and laughter. Or fighting, I couldn’t decipher it.  

      “My name is Henrik,”

      That was a name I knew well, a name I’d learned and mastered during my years of research. Henrik, one of Carlisle’s men. I let out a low hiss and went to hang up the phone.

      “Wait!” He was practically yelling, “Don’t hang up!”

      “Why the fuck are you calling me?”

      “I have a message I’d like to give you!”

      “Carlisle can call me himself if he wants to tell me something. I’m no longer Tusker’s bitch. Now—run along to your little leader and leave me the fuck al-”

      “I can help you!”

      The plea in his voice made me waver. I pressed the phone firmly to my ear and closed my eyes. Henrik, why was Henrik calling?

      “Speak fast, bloodsucker.”

      “Carlisle was not the one who sent Narcissa. The bitch sent herself.”

      “Your time is running short,” I hissed.

      “He didn’t send Narcissa, but he is dangerous.  He has plans, Mercy, and you don’t line up with his plans!”

      I don’t remember when I had stood up and started pacing, but my feet were making scuff marks across the floors. He needed to get to the point quickly, I was losing patience. He kept talking despite my silence. 

      “Mercy, he plans on killing you, Warren, and everyone else.”

      “He can try— I already have wards placed,”

      “Your wards mean nothing to him, Mercy!” He said, exasperated, “He’s going to kill everyone, and you know he has the means. He planted Wade in your club. He planned all of this, before you even knew. He’s five steps ahead of all of you.”

      “Wade?”

      “The bartender you hired. He wasn’t loyal to you, he was loyal to Carlisle, and Carlisle alone. He was spying, Mercy, you have to believe me!”

      “And what would make me believe you?” I snapped, “Why would you tell me this?”

      “Because I love him,” Henrik said with certainty, “I love him and I don’t want to see him die.”

      I didn’t know how to answer that. My jaw went slack and our silence hung in the air.

      “I have to go now, Mercy.” There was a click at the other end, and the line went dead. 
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        * * *

      

      I slapped her again, hard. 

      “Tell me the truth!” I screamed.

      Narcissa was bloodied and bruised, and she spat towards me, her blood scattering against my face.

      “He. Didn’t. Send. Me.” She said finally, her breathing coming in fast and heavy. I hit her again for good measure. 

      “Your stupid bitch. She’s the reason I left.”

      “And the reason you came back,”

      Narcissa smiled then, her fangs glittering from the fluorescents.

      “Ah yes, and the reason why she’s dead.” There was a wicked cackle that escaped her. 

      “Dead?”

      “Dead as a doornail. Now we can get back to how it used to be. You don’t get to be weak anymore, Mercy. Not without your cunt being worshiped by someone worthy of you.”

      I took a step back, crossing my arms and glaring at her. 

      “You think she’s dead?” I said, a small smile finding my face, “She’s alive. Woke up this morning.”

      Narcissa stared at me, blood trailing down her lip. Realization dawned across her face.

      “You changed her,” she said, surprised, “You fucking bitch, you changed her!”

      Narcissa’s screams were all that I could hear. They echoed off of each wall, encasing us in a sea of wailing. I stepped further and further back, escaping her cell and pressed my back against the cool stone. 

      I heard footsteps coming in my direction. I could scent him before I saw him emerge from the darkness, his face solemn. 

      “Warren,” I said, despite the yowling coming from Narcissa’s cell. He nodded towards me, grabbing my hand and pulling me towards him. 

      “Why are you down here?” he asked, incredulously, “You need to go upstairs.”

      “What, so Cecelia can scream at me? Kill me herself?”

      “Yes!” He said, humor dancing behind his eyes, “But also, so you can talk to her. Communicate. The devil knows you just need to talk to one another.”

      I looked up at him and had to refrain from slapping him, too. 

      “Stop being stupid, Merc,” he said, and an open palm left marks hard and fast against his skin. He put a hand to his cheek and shrugged.

      “Well, someone's got to tell you when you’re being an idiot,” and then, as if he was stating an afterthought, he added, “She needs you.” He knew exactly what to say to make me move. I scowled, and walked past him through the darkness. Like a loyal dog, Warren followed, bouncing behind me. 
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        * * *

      

      She looked like she was full of rage. 

      I hadn’t seen such hatred cross her features before, and as she stood cross-armed at me, with daggers in her eyes, I wondered if she would actually be the last thing I saw before I died, again. 

      “Cecelia,” I said softly. I watched as her shoulders moved as her name exited my lips, but she stood still. She made no move towards me, no indication that she was happy to see me. Warren was wrong, there was no reason why she would need me here. I ruined her, and there was nothing I could say or do that would change her mind. 

      She was so beautiful, more graceful and poised than she had been in her human life. Immortality suited her, but I did not dare voice it out loud. Her hair was glossier, her skin clear and bright. I could even see the way her eyes flicked back and forth, taking in the new clarity she was experiencing. And the thirst, the thirst that she couldn’t ignore for very much longer. 

      Cecelia was going to kill me, and she should.

      “You need to feed,” I said slowly, reaching out towards her. Cece took a large step backward. 

      “What I need is my life back,” she seethed. The harshness in her voice made me wince. 

      “I know, I’m sorry—”

      “You’re sorry? That’s all  I get? That’s all you can say to me?”

      “Cecelia, please, let me explain,”

      “I don’t need you to explain anything to me! You took my life away from me, Mercy. You took away my choice! You told me you would never do that to me, that I was different. You’re just like the rest of them, those men that hurt you.”

      Her words were meant to hurt, and they touched a deep part of me that made me recoil. 

      “I couldn’t let you die Cecelia!” Warren stood behind me, unable or unwilling to speak. 

      “I wish I was dead. Anything would be better than this,” her hands went to her throat as if she was cradling it. 

      “You need to feed, baby,” I said, “feed from me. Then we can talk, I promise.”

      “Don’t patronize me, Mercy.”

      I took steps towards her. She didn’t back away again, which gave me hope. 

      “Cece you need to get rid of the thirst. The need drives you, your emotions. Feed from me and then we’ll be able to get you human blood. It’ll allow us to talk.”

      The mention of her thirst again made her stumble. She looked at me with uncertainty and crossed the distance between us. I opened my neck to her, allowing Cecelia’s newly pointed fangs to gain access to it. 

      When they pierced my skin I heard her moan. It was involuntary, and as she latched onto my neck I let my eyes roll back, my head falling to the side.

      Pleasure washed through me.
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      Euphoric. 

      That was the only way to describe what it felt like to feed from her. Her tainted blood ran through my system, soothing the burning need to rip anyone in my wake apart for only a taste from them. 

      As the rage calmed, my mind started to churn with self-loathing. I hated that I needed her for this. I hated that she had done this to me. And I hated, above everything, the fact that it felt so fucking good having her like this. I wanted to taste her and destroy her at the same time, and my brain was unable to cope with that. 

      I groaned around my hold on her neck, my mouth salivating and begging for more. At the sound of my enjoyment, Mercy relaxed into me, her curves pressing against mine. We fit so perfectly together and I couldn’t decide if that was some sort of twisted karma, or an even more perverted sense of fate. 

      “That’s it, baby,” Mercy cooed into my ear. “Take what you need.” 

      I growled. “Don’t call me that.”

      Mercy’s answering chuckle only infuriated me more. “Why not, little flower? How does it make you feel?”

      “Like I want to hurt you.”

      I pulled back, looking into her eyes as she smiled smugly. “And?”

      “And like I want to fuck you until I forget why I despise you so much right now.”

      The expectation would have been for her to storm off at my confession, but it was silly of me to forget who Mercy was. She knew what hate-fucking was, had mastered it. And she knew, even if I wasn’t ready to admit it to myself, that I didn’t hate her quite as much as I wanted to. 

      She raised one of her perfectly sculpted brows at me, a challenge and a question. My weakness, and my unquenchable thirst, won out and I slammed her against the wall, attaching my fangs back into her throat as I slipped my hand into her thong and felt the heat from her dripping pussy. If she touched me—and God, I hoped she would— then she would feel that I was soaked for her, too. 

      Mercy had once explained to me that sex with a vampire was a different experience, heightened further if it involved feeding. She had never gotten around, or felt the need, I supposed, to tell me what it was like for two vampires together. I wasn’t vain enough to think I would have been the best she’d ever had, but the thought of anyone else making her lose control like I did absolutely infuriated me, and I was determined to make it unforgettable. 

      My thoughts were a scattered, incoherent thread that I couldn’t keep track of. I knew in my heart that I was hurting, but I also craved the feeling that only Mercy could provide me with. 

      “What do you need, little flower?” Mercy’s voice was a soft contrast to normal, a little breathless and quiet. 

      I worried that I had taken too much from her, but when I went to take my mouth from her, she offered up her arm instead.

      Her pussy tightened around my fingers as I continued to pump into her, taking my pleasure while giving her hers. I used the pad of my thumb to press against her clit, applying enough pressure to make her tremble against me. 

      I pulled my mouth from her and grinned, knowing her blood coated my lips and dripped down my chin. “I want you to come apart on my hand, and then worship me. You took my life from me, Mercy. So, show me why this one could be better.”

      The words were her undoing, her pussy pulsing until she came, soaking my hand with her sweet juices. I brought my hand up, smearing it with the blood on my lips before slowly sucking off my own digits. I moaned at the bittersweet flavors, the taste hitting my tongue in a blissful explosion. My cunt pulsed in anticipation, begging for its own release. 

      Once I was finished with my little display, Mercy grinned viciously and threw me to the floor. Her strength and speed combined with mine, my body barely feeling the impact. I could see the exhilaration in her eyes at the idea of the fun we could have together now that I wasn’t so breakable. I wasn’t going to spend forever here, but I would enjoy the moment anyway. 

      Climbing on top of me where I lay on the carpeted floor, Mercy ripped my clothes from me with an easy tug. The tear of the fabric sent a shiver down my body, my core tingling, waiting for what was to come. 

      “God, you were beautiful before,” Mercy whispered against my skin, sucking my left nipple into her mouth, “but you are breathtaking as one of us.”

      The reverence in her voice tugged at my emotions, but I quickly pushed it aside, falling into the pleasure that Mercy was creating. She moved from breast to breast, paying close attention to each one before making her way down to my exposed and weeping sex. 

      She spread my legs apart until I was wide for her, her palms splayed on my thighs to keep me pressed to the floor. I had to prop myself up on my elbows to watch her as she dove in at a punishing pace, her tongue lapping up my juices before it plunged into my entrance, sending shockwaves through my system. 

      Where Mercy was gently before, worried that she would hurt me or cause me pain, she now went hard and was relentless in her torment. I gasped when two fingers, slick with my wetness and her saliva, replaced her tongue. She pumped her fingers into me, sliding a third in when I was ready for her. It was too much and not enough, and I was panting for whatever else she wanted to give me. 

      “You may not forgive me for what I have done, Cecelia, but allow me to show you what it means to be unbreakable.”

      I stared at her through heavy-lidded eyes, trying to decipher what she meant. I couldn’t comprehend her, my only thought was the imagery of sitting up and riding her hand, impaling myself on her fingers until I felt myself explode. But I should have known better; Mercy Petrova only ever spoke with intent. 

      Right as I was about to beg her for release, I felt a sharpness mirroring pain in my cunt. It should have hurt, but it was laced with a blissful gratification that I would never have thought possible. 

      Mercy’s fangs pierced me deeper, sucking on my clit as her tongue swirled underneath. The combination was dizzying, blinding, and I wanted it to last for eternity. 

      I arched my back, my hands reaching above my head to grab onto the drawers above. My grip was deadly and I screamed Mercy’s name as I came undone, grinding against her face until I was spent. 

      Licking every part of me up like I was the only water in a desert, Mercy continued to give me aftershocks, leaving me a shuddering, naked mess. I finally let go of the drawers, laughing deliriously when a plank of wood came away with it. I chucked the broken wood to my feet, laying back to let my body come down again. 

      Reality hit me cruelly once my orgasm haze lifted. Mercy had propped herself up against the wall and was staring down at me with pursed lips. She looked pained, and it took all of my willpower not to try and comfort her. 

      This was not about her. 

      “Thank you.” 

      My voice was cold and unwavering, so unlike my usual self that it made me feel uncomfortable. Mercy, however, inclined her head sadly, as though she had been expecting such hostility. 

      I sat against the edge of her bed, pulling a blanket onto the floor and wrapping it around me. I leveled her with a cool stare. “It doesn’t change anything, you know.”

      She smiled ruefully. “Don’t mistake me for someone who is brainless, dear Cecelia. I know that unmanageable need and hunger when you first change. I am just glad you allowed it to be me rather than another who was there to… assist you.” 

      “It could only be you, Mercy. And I hate you for it. You made me fall in love with you when you said you couldn’t love me back, and then you broke my heart in the worst way. You took my will away from me.”

      Mercy’s eyes never left mine. “I know. I deserve your hate. But I won’t apologize anymore — you deserve to live, Cecelia.”

      I sighed and gestured at her. “Do you think this is living? It seems like a hellscape to me.”

      “It would have been a life with you,” she said quietly, creating a chasm in my heart that ached more than turning. 

      “Then you should have allowed me the option. I would have chosen you, Mercy. But you didn’t give me the chance.” 

      Mercy stood then, throwing her hands up in the air. “YOU WERE DYING! How could any of us have lived with ourselves if we just let you die over something you should never have been involved in?”

      I stood too, shoving her shoulders so she stumbled back. “It wasn’t your choice to make! You and Warren both chose selfishness over me. You decided you couldn’t live with the pain. That’s not love; it’s just fucking wickedness.”

      A raw scream from the back of my throat was the only way I could adequately express my frustration. Turning my back on her, I wiped away the tears that had started to fall down my cheeks. 

      It was excruciating when the ones you loved were the ones who betrayed you. 

      “Get dressed. I will take you to Ambrosia to have blood from a donor, and then we can discuss things further.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was weird to see the club through the eyes of a vampire. What seemed enchanting now looked ominous, though it could be argued that was now my default state of mind after everything that had happened to me in Ambrosia.

      “Come.” 

      Mercy led me through the empty club and up to her office. I looked around for Warren, even if I was pissed at him. He was a comfort to both my human and immortal soul; I had grown accustomed to him being around. 

      Taking a seat in the plush chair behind her desk, Mercy motioned for me to sit down. I shook my head, declining her offer in favor of staring out her windows, watching her kingdom from above. It sent a chill down my spine to see it look abandoned – even if I knew better. 

      Clicking her pen absentmindedly, Mercy tried to break the silence. “Do you have a preference on what kind of donor you would like to feed from?”

      I threw a glare at her over my shoulder. “I don’t give a fuck. I’m still going to have to feed from them, which is something I never expected myself to be doing. Just pick one.”

      Sighing, Mercy punched in a number on her phone and demanded someone be sent up. Once she had hung up, she walked over to stand beside me. 

      “It’s not what you expected or wanted, but you will have to get used to feeding occasionally. There may not always be prepackaged blood at your disposal. This is your new normal, little flower.” 

      The air was heavy and awkward between us. Our bond, that attraction, had not been severed; but I was resolute in my anger. 

      “I reject that this is my normality now. I refuse.”

      “It’s the only way to survive. You’ll die otherwise.”

      “I know.”

      Mercy spun to face me, horror hidden behind those gorgeous eyes. I could sense her fear, her desperation to change my mind, so I held a hand up to stop her before she even tried. 

      Cupping her cheek, I pressed a soft kiss to her lips. A reminder that my feelings did not cancel the other out; loving her and hating her coincided very easily. 

      “This is not a life I want to be forced into, Mercy. If I am to have any decisions left for myself, then I choose to end it.” Mercy choked on a sob, stepping out of my reach. I wrapped my arms around myself, if only to stop from reaching for her. 

      “I will stand by your side until you reclaim what is yours. I’ll help you take control again, getting rid of Carlisle so you can rule your kingdom as you wish. But when it’s done, Mercy, I want you to help me end it. I won’t be made to live a future that wasn’t intended for me; and I need you to help me do it.”

      “Please…” 

      I shook my head, willing myself to keep strong, despite wanting nothing more than to give into her pleas. Leaving her would devastate me, but living a life where I despised her for my existence would hurt far more. 

      Sensing my desperation, the plea in my eyes, Mercy nodded once. 

      “I need you to know that I don’t want this. My heart has been frozen for a long time, but you managed to love me anyway. So, as much as it pains me, I will not deny you your choice again, Cecelia. If this is what you want, I will help you.”

      My mouth opened to thank her but no words came out. How did you thank someone for agreeing to conditions like that? I knew what I was asking her to do, and I knew it was cruel. It was selfish, just like her decision had been, but it was the only way to go forward. If only one of us could have a semblance of happiness, it should be her. Mercy had clawed her way to the top – she deserved to admire the view. 

      “Ma’am, your O-neg donor is here.”

      Waving the donor inside, Mercy made her way to the door. “Please monitor Miss Blake closely to ensure she stops feeding before our donor dies.” Without turning back, Mercy walked out the door and left me.
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      After leaving Cecelia to her own devices—she was quite taken to her power already—I had little fear that she would hurt herself further after our discussion. I walked out more confidently than I felt, and as I took each step I had already planned out every moment and each decision I would make for the remainder of my un-living days. There would be very few left of those, for that I was certain. My descent from the catwalk that led to my office was calculated, and while those that saw me would witness nothing but a stoic woman leaving her newest Known recruit, they would never be able to see the tormented soul that was living underneath it all. I knew what I had to do.

      I looked for Warren. 

      He was nearby, of course. He always was, and while I could tell he was trying to give us space, he was still bouncing from heel to heel in worry. 

      “It didn’t look like it went well,” he commented as I walked down the steps. I bared my teeth in his direction, making him follow me once my feet hit the ground level. I made a beeline toward the bar-top. 

      “We made a decision for her, and she disapproved,” I said somberly, trying to hold back the sob that wanted to escape my throat. I couldn’t let go here, not with so many eyes watching. It was unbecoming of a queen. “I am not surprised that it did not go well.”

      “But she fed from you—”

      “As you have fed from me, and me from Tusker. Feeding may turn to lust, but it does not equate to love. At least the intimate sort, you know that.”

      I watched as his lips pursed in frustration. 

      “I can make her change her mind.”

      “You most certainly will not,” I hissed. 

      He ignored me, grabbing my shoulder and squeezing it once before taking off up the stairs. I would have turned to stop him, but I couldn’t find the heart to. It wouldn’t matter in the end, anyway. 

      I leaned against the counter of the bar, waiting as long as I could stand it before I reached for the phone in my back pocket. 

      I moved my fingers gracefully across the screen, before a hand wrapped around my wrist. 

      “Excuse me—” I turned to smack my assailant, and almost came close to it until a familiar face came into view. Henrik. 

      “Mercy,” his face was full of pain, and I tore my wrist from his heavy grip, “it’s…good to see you.” It looked as if he was trying to ask me something, but I wasn’t in any mood to be playing any games.

      “Thank you for your information,” I said. I had mentioned it to Warren, who did a deeper dive while I was attending to Cecelia. He was much more thorough than I was initially. Not that it mattered any.

      “Carlisle is here,” his hushed whisper came out almost too low for me to hear. “He’s in one of your VIP rooms. If you have any plans, now would be the time to execute them. He’s awaiting a donor of his own, acting as if he owns the place. He sent me, and is left unguarded.”

      I smirked, though it came out in more of a grimace. 

      “Thank you, Henrik. Warren is upstairs with Cecelia. I don’t know what your future looks like, but I would recommend you go to him. He might need you.”

      Henrik looked at me, confusion forming across his features. He narrowed his brows, but nodded.

      “Of course, my queen. But what about Carlisle?”

      “No concern of mine, at the moment,” I lied, “but please make sure Warren does not leave Cecelia’s side. She is new to immortality, and I would hate for her to get herself into something that she couldn’t get out of herself. Warren might be the only one she doesn’t absolutely loathe right now, either.”

      I pushed off the bar and made way to my row of rooms hidden behind the dance floor. Humans pulsed and danced below the lights, too drunk to notice me as I pressed against them. The need fought against my every step. 

      “Where are you going?” Henrik called at me. I turned my head and waved him away, swallowing away another heave of a sob. At least Warren will have Henrik. That was more than I could ask for. 

      “Go find Warren!” I yelled back, no longer caring who could hear me in this god forsaken club.
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      “Keep them safe,” I repeated, “and kill me. That is all I ask.”

      Carlisle was not hard to find. He would want nothing less than the best, and I knew the suite he would be demanding. I moved stealthily beneath the lights, sticking close to the walls as I walked past each locked door. Moans of pleasure, and screams of pain came from each room. I would miss this, managing the club. Ambrosia was the one thing I felt I had done right in this second life of mine. I hoped Carlisle wouldn’t run it into the ground, but my expectations were not high. 

      With Henrik, Warren, and Cecelia pent up in another end of the club, I felt comfortable finding Carlisle on my own; to strike up a deal that I was sure he couldn’t refuse. I was not lying to Cece when I told her I would never take away her choice again. Self-loathing filled me, a full feeling sloshing about in my insides that made me so uncomfortable I could vomit. If she wanted to die, I would let her. I would help her, even, if that was what she required of me. It was the least I could do. 

      But it also meant that it was my turn to die, too. 

      “You’re right,” he said after a long pause, twirling his finger into a single strand of hair. It slipped through his grip, and he let the curl bounce, “You don’t deserve this,” he gestured to the room we were in and beyond,  “to be in charge of the City of Sin. This club, these people; you don’t deserve your kingdom. A woman. “Carlisle spat out the last phrase as though it were an insult. To him it was, I suppose.

      “My gender does not define my worth,” I snarled, and Carlisle merely tsked in annoyance. “It must kill you, to have me sitting next to you, as an equal.”

      “We are not equals!” He growled, “Don’t you dare spit those words in my direction again. You are nothing but a child, and I have years on you. You think because you killed your High Lord, that gives you the right to rule? If I was heading the council, I would have killed you just for your sheer messiness. You think that I am the only person who knows what you did?”

      He was lying, he had to be. I was smart with my methods, and Nathaniel’s disposal was something I thought long and hard about. Narcissa, although no longer in my favor, was anything but sloppy. 

      “It is a good thing that you do not head the council, then.” I replied, “The Authority was built to prevent dictatorships like yours.”

      “The Known would be far better under my rule,” Carlisle took this moment to stand, taking big leaps of steps until he was face to face with me. He looked as if he wanted to kiss me, I could feel his breath hot against my cheeks. I stood my ground, my face flushed of all color besides my lips in a bright ruby red paint.

      “Humans would die under your rule,” I amended. 

      “As they should!”

      “And then without them, we will die.”

      “We will finally live, Mercy. This is where you and the Authority fail. But I could educate you, and teach you the way it should be, if you let me.” Carlisle leaned forward on his knees, the bed he was sitting on creaking from the shift in his movement. He eyed me up and down, as if he had never fully seen me before now. His eyes were lit with curiosity.

      “You are cruel and wicked,” he said slowly, “You are a force to be reckoned with, Mercy- hell, I will admit that even for a moment I was worried about you coming into power. You have so much potential.”

      My skin prickled under his praise. I used to once love the attention for my cruelty. Now, the stickiness that was left made my chest hunch uncomfortably from the weight. 

      “But you still have humanity left in you. To feel something for a human pet. Narcissa was right, you know. You failed yourself because of your attachment to human emotions. You can join me. Be my Second, and find the power I know you’ve always wanted. I can train you, Mercy. I can make you everything you wanted to become.”

      A part of me still wanted that. Despite my aversion to Carlisle, I wanted nothing more than to show everyone that I was destined to be in this space. I, no matter my gender, was someone who should be feared. It was there on the tip of my tongue, to accept his offer. Warren would hate me, but I could keep him safe that way. He would be under my protection. 

      It still wouldn’t change Cecelia’s decision, though. The hatred in her eyes flashed in my mind again, and I refrained from physically wincing in pain. I dipped my head. 

      “Carlisle, I’m sick of dancing around the subject. You know my answer already.”

      He pursed his lips and he blew hot air into my face. “Very well,” he sighed, and stepped back to lean against the bed frame. I once loved these rooms, hidden gems that made me feel powerful. It was I who discovered that there were willing humans that would donate their blood for our hunger. It was me that created this place where we could coexist, mutually benefitting one another. I used to love these rooms, but now all they did was make me feel vulnerable. I felt like this was a stage, and I was no longer eager to be on it. 

      “So you want me to kill you.” It was more a statement than a question. I nodded slowly. 

      “You keep Warren and Cecelia safe. And you kill me.”

      “And what purpose does that serve? Warren cannot live as a High Lord. He has to die.”

      “I can convince him to run,” I said definitively. Who knew if he would listen, but I guessed he had enough self preservation to keep himself alive. Maybe he would be good for Cecelia. They could live without the coven and the Authority if he convinced her to live. Or she would die as she wanted and he would live a life as a nomad. Either way, my promises will be kept. “And the girl will not be a problem.”

      “You make a valiant attempt.” Carlisle laughed and tapped his long nails across the black desk, “I’ve never met a vampire so keen on dying.” I chose to stare at him, raising an eyebrow and waiting for his decision. It hurt me to put him in so much power.

      “Very well,” he punctuated the end with the tip of his teeth, “It kills a bird with a stone, so to speak.” I could see myself deflating in relief.

      He misinterpreted my deep breath. “Don’t worry, I’ll give you time to say your goodbyes—”

      I opened my mouth to thank him, of all things. As if on cue, the door to the donor room sprang open, revealing Warren, Cecelia, and Henrik. The sudden interruption made me jump, and Carlisle looked over without fear. He rolled his eyes.

      “Henrik! So happy you brought up our company,” Carlisle was already speaking as if the club was his, and it was infuriating. Truly, I couldn’t wait for him to slice my throat. 

      “Carlisle, you must stop at once,” he warned. He was standing close to Warren, with Cecelia not far behind him. I refused to look in her eyes, fearing what I might see there. We had spared what words were left between us anyway. 

      Carlisle had fire behind his eyes, daring Henrik to defy him again. 

      “Stop what?” He asked, a frown forming from his eyebrows. “Mercy and I have cut a deal.”

      My eyes snapped to Warren, and I could see the hurt and betrayal on his face. He was not used to being in the dark with me, and he knew I sent him upstairs with a lie. 

      “What kind of fucking deal?” Warren growled. His threat did nothing but make Carlisle roar in laughter. 

      “Down, dog,” he smiled, “Mercy has given me her kingdom. But don’t fret! You and your little human pet are safe, for now. I am a man of my word.”

      Cecelia stepped forward then, I could feel her gaze on me as hot as a branding iron. My face stayed stoic, looking between Henrik, Carlisle, and Warren. 

      “What do you mean you’ve given up your kingdom?” She was only talking to me, like we were the only two people in the room. Her voice held so much heat, a reminder of how angry she was with me, but it was less of a burn. It was almost as if she was the Cecelia I had known before all of this. Full of fire, but cooled from curiosity.

      “Oh, not so human anymore, are we?” Carlisle said gleefully as he stared at her. Her fangs were protruding from her thin lips, her stance that of a seasoned Known. There was a new light in his eyes again, and I worried at the joy he found in his voice, “What an honor to have you amongst our ranks, Cecelia. Mercy has told me so much about you. Congratulations on your new immortality.”

      Cecelia ignored him, which made Carlisle’s frown deepen. He was unused to being ignored. Her eyes held steady only for me. 

      “You want to die, Cecelia,” Hearing me say the words out loud was enough to make us both wince. Our conversation from earlier was heavy in the air, and I could feel it weighing down on me like a ton of bricks. “And I cannot live without you. This city will survive…” I looked towards Carlisle, “without me. But I cannot survive without you.”

      “Oh, what a sentiment!” Carlisle was practically bouncing. “Very Romeo and Juliet, or, rather, Julia and Juliet. To die with someone you love, that’s so poetic. Mercy, you never told me you were such a sap, but Narcissa did. Now I’m glad you didn’t take my earlier offer.”

      I glared at him, my rage building, but Henrik stepped in. 

      “Carlisle, they know, sir.” The last bit was tacked on at the end out of habit, and I could see just how much his betrayal was making him nervous. Carlisle didn’t seem to understand yet. His voice was hushed.

      “You are testing my patience, Henrik. Keep your damn mouth shut.”

      “We know what you’re planning,” Warren hissed. 

      “Oh no, I’m shocked,” he raised his hand to his mouth in feign disturbance, “How on Earth will I survive, knowing a soon-to-be-dead vampire and her Second are pretending to think they know what I’m planning?”

      “You’ll be less inclined to patronize us, when you know the police know about your involvement with Wade.”

      “Who the fuck is Wade?” Carlisle narrowed his brows and the words came out as quiet as a whisper. I could see the wheels in his head turning; he knew exactly who we were talking about. 

      Cecelia crossed her arms, a beautifully inhuman smile on her face. 

      “Wade, the bartender that killed my friend? Yeah. The LVPD knows. And they’re ready to bring your crimes to the council.”

      It was such a tiny thing, something Carlisle should never have been afraid of. But I watched as his breath hitched and a bead of sweat crafted on the side of his temple. He couldn’t kill the entire Las Vegas Police Department without the council knowing. And the council knowing about him planting Wade would tie him to Nathaniel. And even without proof, Carlisle couldn’t afford to be tied to that death. His gaze drifted towards Henrik. 

      “They know,” He repeated his guard’s earlier sentiment, his eyes murderous. Henrik shrunk back as he witnessed his High Lord’s realization come to fruition, “How the fuck do they know?”

      Henrik refused to answer. For such a large guy as he was, he was afraid of the man that promised to kill us all. Carlisle took a threatening step toward him. 

      “It’s a good thing Mercy knows the cop,” Cecelia said sweetly. We all turned to face her. That drop dead gorgeous grin was back, and her arms uncrossed to be placed delicately at her sides. She looked powerful, like someone worthy of a throne. 

      “Say more words, girl,” Carlisle hissed. 

      “New deal,” she said, a steely gaze locked onto him. She refused to look at me now— I guess I deserved that, “Mercy will not die today. None of us will die today. And you will go back to wherever the hell you came from, and you leave us alone.”

      “Seems like there’s nothing good for me in that deal,” Carlisle said with a sly grin, “Suppose I just kill the lot of you. Then what?” 

      Cecelia didn’t back down, “Then you kill us. I have a detective waiting in the crowd,” she gestured behind us. Did she really have Luca Forge out there? I cocked an eyebrow at her in question, but nothing about her stance gave me any doubt. I spared a glance towards Warren as well, hoping to get some sort of clarity, but his expression was unreadable. Had they both planned this without me?  “I told him to wait for us. He’d either be going to the precinct with new information to take to the vampire council, to the precinct to report several new Ambrosia murders, or, he’ll be walking away with nothing at all. But I suppose all of that is up to you now, Carlisle.”

      You could tell that her addressing him so casually practically gave him a heart attack. His glower could pierce souls, and yet, Cecelia wasn’t phased by it. 

      “You little witch,” he said through his gritted teeth. 

      “Not a witch, but a filthy bloodsucker just like you. Do we have a deal?”

      Carlisle looked like he wanted to strangle her. I was on edge myself, giving my knees a slight bend to not be caught off guard. I would destroy him if he so much as laid a finger on her. Finally, he dipped his head in recognition. 

      “You have yourself a deal, little princess,” he said. I wouldn’t have believed him, if Henrik had not sighed in relief. I looked toward Henrik, and watched as his stance loosened up significantly, finding myself mimicking him. Warren followed my gaze, but his eyes held only worry. I didn’t know how I had missed his feelings for the man that had so often shared his bed. For the large guard that had saved us in more ways than we could ever express. We would have to watch him, protect him from the repercussions of his actions. I knew Carlisle would not let this go without punishment.

       Could it really be over in so many words?

      Carlisle looked at me with fangs bared, “Mercy, you should keep a better leash on your pet.” I could only laugh at the absurdity of it all. 

      “She is not a pet,” I said confidently, “She is a fucking Queen.”
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      I stormed back into the compound, heading straight to the refrigerator for blood. It didn’t taste as good cold, the bitterness more apparent as it slid down my throat, but my hunger was insatiable and was only perpetuated by the absolute shitshow that was happening in the Petrova coven. 

      Warren and Mercy followed, Henrik slinking in behind them with trepidation. He wasn’t sure where he fit in yet, and it was a feeling I knew was mirrored in my own heart.

      Mercy made her way to the sofa, burying her face in her hands, elbows resting on her knees. She looked defeated and I didn’t like seeing that—Mercy was definitely not weak, and I hated that she didn’t believe that.

      It didn’t stop me from being really fucking pissed at that stunt she had pulled. 

      Henrik sat at the edge of the sofa, watching us with wary eyes. Warren and I stood together at the fireplace, throwing glowery looks like daggers towards Mercy. 

      “So,” Warren said, finally breaking the silence, “You gonna tell us what the actual fuck that was about Mercy? Do you have any idea how shitty that felt?”

      Mercy sighed and dropped her hands, looking at us with teary eyes. “I don’t know, okay? I don’t know what you want, Warren. I don’t know who the hell I am right now and I feel so fucking powerless. All I could think about was living without her,” she said with a glance towards me, “And I couldn’t do it.”

      Warren growled, smacking his hand against the wall. “Bullshit! You are a queen and you’ve dragged yourself through hell to get here. There is nobody with your kind of power and you need to get your shit together. We need you, Merc.”

      He walked around the table and dropped into a seat. His voice broke, “I need you, Mercy. How could you make a deal like that without even telling me? Do you know how it felt to find out you wanted to die?”

      This time, Mercy did meet my eyes and she didn’t try to hide the tears that fell down her cheeks. “Yes, I know how it feels.” 

      “Then you shouldn’t have been so fucking stupid,” I found myself saying. “You have a whole family here, people who love and rely on you. People who serve you and are loyal to you, who look to you to lead them. Giving up on that because of me, for me, is stupid. I am one person; I don’t matter more than them.”

      “You matter more than everyone. That’s why we’re in this mess.”

      “You both are absolute idiots, you know that?” Warren shouted, leaping up from his seat. He pointed for me to sit and, not willing to upset him more, I did as he asked. My thigh brushed Mercy’s, and the contact sent lightning pricks through my leg. I pulled away without looking at her. She didn’t need to know how confused I was about my decision. 

      Henrik coughed, catching our attention. “Warren is right. These decisions were stupid and selfish. You both are too important to die so easily.” 

      Warren looked at him carefully, head tilted in consideration. He opened his mouth to save something but shook it off, turning back to us both. 

      “Ice-man is right. You both are loved, important and needed. This weird fucking suicide pact y’all have going on really needs to end. We have more important things to worry about. Clear?”

      Mercy and I looked at each other, silently communicating that we would house the discussion until a later date. We turned back and nodded in unison at Warren who merely rolled his eyes, unimpressed with our lack of vocality. 

      “Good. Oh, and I should note, if either of you try to leave this planet without at least having the decency to clue me in that my heart is going to shatter, I’ll be eternally pissed. Have some decency, assholes.” 

      Henrik snorted, which was weirdly comical coming from someone who looked like he was born a statue. I couldn’t help but smirk, even if there was a darkness brewing in my mind and under my skin. 

      “Okay!” Warren clapped his hands together loudly, a sound which hurt my still-new and extremely sensitive vampire ears. He grimaced and mouthed sorry when he saw me flinch. “Next order of business; Mercy, you need to kill your little bitch below.”

      Just like that, the darkness washed over me like a storm cloud. Narcissa was a plague, a disease threatening to destroy us all. At the mention of her name, a flip switched in Mercy. She straightened her back and a fire lit behind her eyes. 

      “I don’t take orders from you, Warren.” 

      My stomach sank at her response. She was cold and authoritative – her usual self – and all it took was a threat to Narcissa. That poisonous snake had decades on me, a bond with Mercy that I didn’t understand, not that I wanted to understand, anyway. Was Mercy going to let her away with almost killing me, for the sake of nostalgia? Something more?

      The idea that Mercy still harbored feelings for Cissa left a sour taste in my mouth, and I didn’t want to delve deeper into it, though my mind was playing moments between them on a loop for me. If Mercy forgave Narcissa or let her go, I wouldn’t be able to handle it. 

      Warren laughed. “Good to have you back, princess.”

      Mercy’s growl was nothing short of posturing, a display of power to prove to herself as much as everyone else that she wasn’t weak. It hurt to know she thought she had to prove it; we already knew. 

      “He’s right, though. We do need to deal with her.”

      Mercy looked at me, her demeanor changing to something softer. It took everything in me not to throw myself into her arms and feel the safety of her embrace. Giving into that right now would be dangerous, and I couldn’t afford the weakness of my heart clouding my judgment. We would deal with Narcissa, and then I would decide what was happening next. 

      The thing was, though, I was more conflicted than ever, and pushing my worries aside wouldn’t help me figure anything out. Finding out Mercy was going to kill herself nearly broke me, the hurt burning away most of my anger. I hadn’t forgiven her… but I wasn’t sure hatred was the right word to describe how I felt either. 

      “I know. But it is not for me to dispatch her.”

      I stood then, pacing in frustration. “What? You can’t bring yourself to kill your little love-pet?”

      Mercy leaped from her seat, grabbing me by the throat and pressing me against the fireplace. She leaned in, her breath a hot tingle against my lips as she smiled. I knew everyone would be able to smell the way my body reacted to her being so close, how I had to squeeze my thighs together as she gripped my throat tighter. 

      Mercy was my weakness… Did I really want to give that up?

      “Are you jealous of Narcissa, my little flower?”

      I growled, trying my best to mask just how true her words were. “I told you not to call me that. I’m not your anything.”

      It was playing with fire to let her have hold of me like that. We both knew I could easily get out of her grip, but everything in me screamed to give into her. 

      “Just because you are one of our kind now doesn’t mean that I can’t still scent how you feel. And your jealousy, while incredibly misplaced, is a serious fucking turn-on.”

      I groaned as she pressed her lips against mine, running her tongue along the seam of my mouth. I yearned to press into her, open up for her and let her pick me apart until forgiveness was all I knew. 

      But reality was a bitch, and so was Narcissa. 

      I pushed her off me, putting space between us. Henrik and Warren were watching us, amused smiles on their faces that made me want to scratch their eyes out. 

      Fuck, vampire emotions really were unregulated at the beginning.

      “Why won’t you kill her, Mercy?” I asked, my voice doing little to hide the betrayal I felt. 

      Mercy tutted. “I told you, Cecelia, you have nothing to be jealous of. It’s not that I cannot or will not kill her; I want nothing more than to tear her head from her shoulders and put it on a spike. But alas, her death shouldn’t come from my hands.”

      Warren furrowed his brows. “Then who?”

      “The person she hurt most. If anyone should have the honor of killing her, it should be Cece.”

      “Fuck that!” Warren yelled, curling his lip in fury. “You can’t ask her to do that, Mercy. It’s too much.”

      “She is capable.”

      “She’s also the most compassionate person we’ve ever known. Don’t make her lose that part of herself.”

      “I’m not making her do anything!” Mercy growled, “But I am allowing her the option of deciding if she wants to.”

      Warren backed down at that, understanding what Mercy was trying to do. She turned to me again, closing the distance between us. “Cece?”

      “Hm?” 

      Taking my face in her palms, she kissed me again. Unlike the seduction of before, this was tender and filled with the raw emotion that Mercy hated to display. I could scent the love, the sorrow, on her; I could feel how sorry she was. 

      “I meant what I said, back at Ambrosia. You are a beautiful and powerful force to be reckoned with. You are a queen, Cecelia.” 

      She is not a pet. She is a fucking Queen. 

      Mercy’s words to Carlisle flashed in my mind. Only an hour ago, we had been bursting into a room to find out that she had been planning to kill herself. No, kill wasn’t the right word. 

      Sacrifice. She was going to sacrifice herself for me. 

      The fear I had felt in that moment before my eyes locked on her – it was indescribable. I didn’t even know the extent of how worried I should have been, my only thought was that she was in danger, which was enough to send me spiraling. 

      Mercy portrayed the cold, heartless queen. It was a reputation she had built over decades to earn her throne. But for me? She was willing to give it all up, just to save me. 

      To atone. To apologize. To prove her love. 

      The realization hit me harder than I cared for. I loved her. Even if I hated what she had done, her choices along the way; I still loved her. Mercy had killed me, and saved me. It was crazy and illogical and real. 

      I kissed her back softly, just for a second. Long enough for her to know nothing was decided yet. If she couldn’t bear to live without me, there was no way on earth I would be able to face living without her. We were fucked up and dysfunctional and it made me love her more. 

      “If I’m a queen, I should make it known that I don’t get beaten down so easily. Narcissa wanted me to stop being a weak little human. How do you think she’ll react to seeing my transformation right before I rip her shriveled, black heart out of her chest?”

      I looked around me. Henrik, Warren, and Mercy were all grinning, the latter staring at me with adoration that caught the back of my throat. 

      I would show Narcissa exactly what the consequences were for fucking with a queen and her kingdom. 
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      I was living in a world of blackness. 

      Going in and out of consciousness was not something I particularly enjoyed, but their constant dosing had my head in a never ending fog. I wasn’t sure how many days it had been, or how many hours. I kept time only by counting the soft drips from the ceiling in a corner to my right. 

      We were at drip somewhere after six hundred thousand. 

      I knew these cells as well as I’d known my own bed. At one point in time they were a comfort to me. So many memories of blood and torture. Feeding and sex, and at one point, a weekend’s worth of all of the above. Mercy was keen to let me do as I pleased with the prisoners that we housed here. And oh, they were a delight to torment. The type of people that graced this cold, wet group of cells were all different shapes and sizes, and had incredibly varied reasons for giving me reason for play time.

      At one point, Mercy loved to partake in the bloodshed with me. Before she met that girl, that whore, she made weekends of cutting off limbs and killing the very people we hated together. 

      I sighed and practically felt as my breath echoed and bounced off of the bricks surrounding me. Instantly my body caved in on itself, my arms pulling against the iron chains that held my hands together. The walls closed in around me, I could see their outlines in the dark as they got closer, and closer, and closer still. My breathing came in far shallower pants and I felt like I was running out of air down here. My mind was playing tricks on me, replaying memories like a projection screen in front of me. 
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        * * *

      

      “Baby, baby, keep doing that,” she panted as I dragged my tongue around her areola in slow, sensual circles. They were sharp and pointed, and I always loved how her body responded to mine. We were lying flat on the cool stones, the icy feeling of the rock assisting in turning her on. 

      My fangs lined her sternum and I dragged them towards her neck, playing with a tendril of black hair as I kissed the soft spot near her collarbone. 

      “Fuck, Narcissa, I need to taste you,” she practically begged me. 

      If my queen called for me, I would answer. I covered her eyes with my open palm, and lowered my plump lips to hers. Sucking lightly, I explored her mouth with my tongue, outlining her teeth and breathing in the very air she did. God, I loved this woman more than I loved the blood I fed on. 

      I lifted myself up and positioned us so that her face was nose deep into my cunt, and mine into hers. I lowered myself on top of her, and we sat there for a moment. She could move me if she wanted, but she didn’t. She wanted this, she wanted me. 

      “You smell absolutely mouthwatering,” she whispered into my clitoris, her mouth placed precariously close, her breathing heavy.

      I moaned.
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        * * *

      

      It was the sounds coming from my mouth that brought me back to where I sat. My pussy was aching, wet for the traitor that put me here. If only she let me rule by her, if only Tusker had killed the girl before she got her greedy eyes on her. 

      It was over the minute she saw her face. I could see it, and I warned her. I told her to kill Cecelia before she fell for that dumb, porcelin face, but she didn’t listen to me, she never did. I kicked out my leg, earning a grunt and a ricocheted pebble rolling across the floor. My head leaned back against the wall. 

      Up to drip six hundred thousand, eight hundred.

      My arms were starting to ache from their positioning behind my back. Even though they chained me sitting down, Warren made sure to tighten the things so tight that it caused me discomfort. Fucking ass.

       I curled and uncurled my fingers, remembering just how utilized these chains had been in the past. It was not the first time my hands were trapped within those things, although it was the first time I found myself longing to get away from them.

      The coolness of the stone underneath my bare feet was grounding, at the very least. 
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        * * *

      

      Mercy had my hands tied behind me, the chains roughly wrapped around them. She had the tail end of my rope pulled taut to her chest, and a wicked gleam in her eyes. My face was pushed against the cold stone floor, and my breathing hitched as she slid two fingers inside of me. It caught me by surprise, but soon I was accustomed to the feel of her pumping in and out of me, adding a third finger, and her thumb running up my labia. 

      “Do you like it when I fuck you, Cissy?”

      I didn’t answer her, and I could feel a hard slap against my bare ass. It stung, and I knew I would be able to see the red marks from the strength behind that hit for days to come. I was leaking from the pain. 

      “Fucking answer me,” she snarled. 

      “I like it, my Queen.”
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        * * *

      

      My thoughts were interrupted by loud footsteps coming towards me. The sound was deafening, and I much preferred the silence I’d been accustomed to down here in the cells. It must have been time for the drugs they were shooting into my system. I felt my face go slack, and my body tightened up beneath me. 

      These feet belonged to someone unknown, and I knew better than to think that meant anything good for me. 

      I dipped my head, pretending to sleep. It wasn’t until she was within the same room as me that I could properly scent her. She was too quick for me, my mouth barely opening in an attempted hiss before I felt her hand connect with my face. 

      The slap was hard and open faced, catching me off guard. 

      “She let you out of your cage, pet?” I sneered, spitting blood from my mouth onto the floor. 

      Cecelia laughed. It was crueler than I last remembered it, more malice showing between the depths of each inhale. 

      “Last I recalled, you were the one down here in a cage, Narcissa.”

      Touché. 

      “When did you become so hostile?” I asked. I could hear her heels as they clacked against the floor to the opposite wall, “You would have been so much more fun then. We could have been great friends,” 

      She flicked on the light. There was nothing but blinding hurt, causing me to shut my eyes and squeeze them tight. 

      “Because you never stopped trying to kill me.”

      “Well, there’s that,” I conceded. 

      “I won’t be long—” she started, and I rolled my eyes and fondled the chains behind me. Reminiscing. 

      “God, you’ve been hanging around Mercy too often. Dearest darling always started her monologues with that phrase. I must warn you, it doesn’t mean much of anything to me anymore. I’d also like to note that this particular visit won’t end like the ones I’d had with Mercy.”

      “Noted,” she deadpanned. 

      “Why did they send you?” I asked her. My face tilted up towards hers, and I smiled wickedly. She looked different, too. More refined, confidence amplified. Cecelia was standing with an assertiveness that I’d never known of her. She almost looked…ethereal. Immortal. 

      “No one sends me anywhere,” she hissed, low and controlled, “No one will ever tell me what I can and cannot do ever again.”

      “Oooh, someone got a life upgrade. Weird, how the parasite makes you feel as though you’re on top of the world, right? I can’t say I’m surprised to see you this way,” that was a lie, I was pissed that she was standing before me, an equal to me, “But you’re wrong. Mercy, your creator, will always tell you where to go, and what to do. You are bound to her, serving her queendom.”

      “She promised she would never take away my choice again,”

      “Mercy is a liar!” I seethed, “She will give you pretty words and then take them from you. It’s the only way she knows how to live.”

      I could see her contemplating my words. She seemed to almost believe them. Oh darling Cecelia, what did Mercy do to cause the waver in your loyalty?

      “So what?” I hedged, “Did she send you here to kill me? Couldn’t bear to do it herself? I’m offended.”

      “She wanted nothing to do with you ever again, Narcissa. You mean nothing to her.”

      “Oh, on the contrary,” I tutted, “I think I mean everything to her. Cecelia, I have loved that woman for most of my immortal life. I will always be a thought in her orbit. You think she sent you to kill me so that you could feel powerful?”

      I could sense that she wanted to answer, but her mouth pressed together in a straight line, and she pursed her lips. 

      “Mercy sent you to kill me because she couldn’t do it herself. I will always mean something to her, Cece. Whenever she is in bed with you, she will be thinking about me.”

      Her face twitched, unwilling and unwanting to show me any emotion, as if I was the cause of her pain, and not the vampire we both fell in love with. The anguish on her face was plain as day, and I knew that no matter where we were, I would always know what to say to her to make her question the loyalty Mercy so freely promised. I almost wished that I had been given more time to speak with her without jealousy clouding my every thought; maybe if she had been like this, we would have been friends after all. 

      “We can’t let you live,” Cecelia said at last. 

      I sighed, tilting my head to rest against the wall again. I realized too late that it exposed my jugular, the neck an open space for her to do as she pleased. I sat there a moment too long, wishing and hoping she would just end it now. 

      “Stop with the dramatics. Of course you have to kill me. I would have been surprised if she let you keep me alive. I was once you, you know. I would do her bidding and kill her enemies. You are becoming nothing more than who I was, before you came along. Somewhere along the way, Mercy will tire of you and find someone new. Maybe you will be the next one in this chair, talking her next lover out of killing you, too.”

      Cecelia frowned at me. 

      “You are an absolutely dreadful, terrible creature,”

      “I hate to tell you this, love. But, you’re one of those dreadful, terrible creatures now, too.”

      I was glad that it was the last thing I would ever say to her. I watched as fury erupted within Cece, rage and pleasure combatting one another as she raised her hand to my chest. I closed my eyes. 

      She dug her hand hard into my chest, breaking bone and wrapping her fingers delicately around my heart. I screamed in pain, it was worse than the turmoil that Mercy and I had been through together. I was taking breath after last passing breath, my eyes flickering as I went in and out of consciousness. 

      “You fucking bitch,” I heard her whisper as she twisted, and tore the organ from my body. If she knew what she was doing she would set my body aflame, crush the heart in her hands and leave me to disintegrate to dust. I had no doubt Mercy and that blood-sucking traitor Warren taught her well enough. 

      Things were fading, and memories shot through me faster than the speed of light. Was this what it was like, when they said your life flashed before your eyes when you were dying?

      Cecelia smiled at me, a soft one that was meant to be between friends. I think we understood each other, in the end. That was what mattered. 

      The world was closing in around me.

      I was living in a world of blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            49

          

          
            MERCY

          

        

      

    

    
      This was taking too long. 

      I shouldn’t have ever sent Cecelia down there to deal with Narcissa herself. She was still so new at this, and I felt as if I was someone else entirely, sending her without a guard. Or me. These decisions were unlike me, I felt like a part of me had been lost and I wasn’t sure how to get it back. Even Warren noticed there was something off, as if the person he had followed for so long was gone, and was replaced by someone he could no longer recognize. 

      He let me pace in the front room, conspiring with Henrik in a room not too far off, bodies too close to be considered just casual. I knew they were whispering about me. They gave me enough space to keep to myself, but didn’t stray too far. I was a wounded animal that was unpredictable. I doubt Warren would trust me to let me go off completely by myself again, from the shit I pulled with Carlisle. Remembering that moment of utter weakness made me wince. I now had an eternal babysitter. 

      It had been an hour before I felt her approach. Familiar footsteps came clicking against the floor. My pacing stopped immediately and I rushed to her as she entered the foyer. Warren was close behind me, leaving Henrik to make himself comfortable on the couch he’d claimed. 

      “Oh thank the devil, there you are!” I said in a relieved whisper. The air was still awkward between us. I wanted more than anything to touch her, to feel her and make sure it was really her standing in my home again. Instead, my approach stopped short, and I reached out pathetically toward her instead. She did me the decency of flinching at my attempted touch, too. 

      The fire behind her eyes was only simmering, now. I guess it was a welcome improvement, but it still couldn’t touch the passion I’d shared with her. This was not us.

      “It’s done,” she said. Her voice was still cold and unfeeling, but I could tell it was masking an emotion I could not touch. She shoved it so far down in her chest that it was unreachable. 

      “Well done, Queenie,” Warren said, walking up to her and embracing her in a familiar hug. She didn’t flinch away from his touch, but she didn’t quite hug him back, either. Warren didn’t seem phased by her lack of warmth, instead he pulled her closer, leaving his arm draped pleasantly across her shoulders, “The bitch is dead, we need to celebrate!”

      “Now’s not exactly the time to celebrate,” I said harshly, narrowing my eyes at him. My gaze flitted towards Cecelia, my heart sinking when she didn’t return it. 

      “Get over it you two,” he growled before turning his head casually over his shoulder, “Henrik!”

      The big lumbering guard smiled sheepishly as he came up behind Warren. Their affection did not surprise me, but it did make me wary. Even though he’d proven himself an ally in his actions against Carlisle, I was still not in the headspace to trust so easily. Warren seemed pleased, at least for now. We would see how long his attention holds. I had the feeling that this one, despite the chaos that surrounded him, was different. But Warren was a slippery man to nail down. 

      Cecelia no longer seemed phased by the speed in which our kind moved about. Another indication that she was adapting to our kind. She looked rather bored, her face set in a neutral position that made me uncomfortable. For someone who had just killed the woman who tried to kill her, we were all acting surprisingly cavalier about it. Sensing my distress, Warren cleared his throat. 

      “Can you just kiss and make up already?” his eyebrows raised as Cecelia sneered in his direction, “or at least talk about it? I’d hate to live in this house with so much tension. You could cut it with a fucking knife.”

      As if he had nothing left to say, Warren started walking toward the stairs to his quarters he’d claimed on another level, dragging Henrik behind him by the front of his shirt. Henrik looked back toward us both and mouthed “I’m sorry!” with a frightened expression. For such a terrifying monster, he was rather dorky. I suppose he’s better to be around when you’re not his enemy. 

      After Warren and Henrik had disappeared to engage in their own intimate activities, I gestured towards the couch they’d occupied moments before.

      “Care to sit?”

      She walked with me, but stood cross armed instead while I enveloped myself into the plush cushions. “Fine, I’ll sit.”

      “I have so much to say to you, but also absolutely nothing at all,” her voice wavered slightly, it was the only indication that she felt as heartbroken about it all as I did. I sighed, dropping my face into my palms again, leaning forward onto my knees. 

      “I don’t blame you,” I said softly. 

      “I’m so fucking angry with you, Mercy.”

      “I already told you that I was sorry! Do you want me to say I would never do it again? Because I can’t promise that. I would die over and over again if it meant I didn’t have to live without you. You have every right to be angry with me, but you must also understand!”

      “Of course I understand!” her voice was an octave higher than it usually was, and the piercing screech of it made me wince, “It’s impossible to imagine a world without you in it, also. This is the problem, though, you just take and take and take, under the guise of promising free will. And then you take that choice away from us, too. You refuse to acknowledge that there are more feelings and opinions at play than yours. You play the part of a hero, but act the part of a villain. Mercy, you cannot be both things!”

      I curled my hands into fists, rolling my tongue in my mouth and waiting for Cecelia to blow. Her anger was back, full of licking flames that made me clench my thighs together. While I knew there was a part of her that was correct in her experiences of me, I couldn’t let her continue. She only truly understood one half of the story. 

      “I never promised to be the hero of your story, Cecelia,” my tone was ice to her fire. We continued staring at one another, and I wondered which side would yield first, “you fell in love with the devil. I have made it very clear what my life looks like.”

      “I didn’t choose your life, Mercy. You did that for me. I didn’t want this!”

      “Bullshit!” I screamed, “You chose this the minute you stepped into bed with me. I will not be held responsible for the choices you made up to your mortal death,” at the mention of death she stepped back, physically affected by the word, “I took you, I housed you as a prisoner. But you had the choice to not fall in between my legs. I am not the only one at fault, sweet little flower. You cannot blame me for falling for the temptress, much as I cannot blame you for falling for the princess.”

      I hated the nickname, but it felt the most accurate to who I was at this moment. I was a princess pretending to be a queen. The tension was thick in the air around us, bordering on sensuality.

      I could witness the confusion in her eyes. She understood, I knew she did, but she desperately wanted not to. She wanted to blame me for the parasite now settling inside her, and wanted to blame me for liking the power she now felt. 

      “You can pretend to still be the sweet unknowing girl who wandered into Ambrosia,” I said to her, “But you stopped being that person a long time ago now. You fucked a vampire. You killed a Known. You died. I did not force you to do those things, I was just the one that brought you back.”

      I turned to walk away from her, although every fiber of my being felt that I couldn’t. I took only two steps until Cecelia was at my back. Her hands wrapped around my throat in half an embrace, half a threat. 

      “You do not walk away from me,” she hissed. I couldn’t help but laugh. 

      “Then you do not die on me again, deal?”

      She let go, putting two rough hands on my shoulders and turning me to face her. There was a sorrow that passed her features, regret, but also acceptance. 

      “You will never make a choice like that for me again.”

      “I swear on my soul,” I promised, “for what it’s worth— I know I am the villain in every story. I know I am a selfish creature. And I am selfish enough to ask you for one more thing.”

      Cecelia closed her eyes, pained, “Please do not ask me for any more. I’m not sure I can take it.”

      “Please don’t die,” I whispered. Vulnerability flooded the words and I couldn’t help but choke on them, “I cannot take another breath if there is no you in the world.”

      She was quiet for a long moment. 

      “I’m still angry.”

      “You have every right to be.”

      “And this doesn’t mean that we’ll be together.” My mouth turned into an incredulous smirk.

      “Of course not. You are free to do as you please, although I do hope you stay in our coven. Someone with this much fire, someone who could kill the nastiest of our kind is worth keeping around.”

      She leaned in close enough to kiss me, but didn’t. Her breath was hot on my mouth. 

      “I will show you just how cruel and wicked I can be, too. You created this demon, you might as well be around to witness the consequences of it.”

      “While the offer is tempting, Cece, I have something I’d like to show you first.”
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      Ambrosia was where this all started, and it felt only right that I brought her here again. It was different this time, having Cecelia stand beside me in the tinted windows of the office about the dance floor, the sound of music rattling the walls. She stood against the pane, arms crossed, gazing at the clientele below. 

      “Were there always so many vampires here?” She asked casually, eyes flitting across the open space. 

      I nodded, “Mortal eyes are accustomed to ignoring what it is they don’t want to see. I’d always been shocked that so many humans come here, with so many of us present. Even the donors, who believe they want the rush, would run in the other direction if they knew.”

      “So Ambrosia is for what? Dancing and killing and feeding?” She winced, and I knew that once again she was thinking about her friend Laura. The pain of her loss would affect her for years to come. I put a comforting hand on her shoulder, and was delighted that she didn’t shrug me away. That was progress. 

      “Ambrosia was created as a means to keep my coven safe, and watched over. I give them pleasures, yes, but ultimately my kingdom is centralized here. I created this place to watch over them.”

      “So you are like their mother,” she laughed. 

      “Of a sort, I guess you could say. But this kingdom needs more than just a watchful eye. They need someone to look out for the humans, too. Sin City and its lustful affairs are quite in need of protection, more than I can give on my own. I need a partner to rule beside me.”

      Cecelia turned to look at me, her brows furrowing at the suggestion, “You want me to be that person?” I nodded. 

      “I think they need you, much like I do.”

      She bit her lip and uncrossed her arms, putting both palms on the glass. I watched as Cecelia contemplated the offer, her eyes a swirling mess of relief, fear, and indecision. 

      “We would need to take this to the council,” I added, “While many High Lords take mates, there are very few that take business partnerships. Someone who has an equal share in the region’s decision-making. You would be my equal, obviously. And I believe that you taking the seat next to mine would help keep Carlisle from making any stupid decisions.”

      She turned to look at me again, her vision becoming clearer. More excitement than anything else. 

      “I cannot guarantee that they will approve of your spot on council, as it’s never been done before. But they are more lenient than one would think. I have been known to be a little…chaotic. Perhaps they’d see it as a way to keep me from ruining this for the rest of them.” I laughed at the thought, before adding, “Plus, they’d know I would make their lives insufferable if they refused.”

      Cecelia’s rumble of a chuckle surprised me, but made the jolt of electricity start in my center again. 

      “And this would mean what?”

      “That you would be a High Lady. The second of our kind. And you would get this,” I gestured towards the throne and my subjects below. 

      “A kingdom,” she breathed. 

      “You would get the entirety of Las Vegas, Cecelia. To do with as you pleased.”

      She mulled it over for a second longer before popping her lips; I took her hand, squeezing gently. Cecelia had told me that her living would not mean that we would be together, but I didn’t believe her. There was a gravitational pull that could not be denied. I would allow her time to pretend otherwise, but we were created for one another, and I knew that she would see that in the end. I might have been the villain, but she loved that part of me.

      She would not refuse me for long, and I would continue in my pursuits until I could have Cecelia’s trust again. My thumb ran idle circles in her grip.

      “What do you say, temptress?” I teased. Her gaze was full of clouded satisfaction and amusement when she finally squeezed my hand back. 

      “I could get used to calling myself a High Lady.”
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      “Well?”

      Warren grinned and took the seat beside me, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “Hey, Queenie.”

      I smiled, squeezing his hand. “Hey, boo.”

      Mercy groaned. “Are y’all done? What’s the intel, Warren?”

      Rolling his eyes, he leaned in conspiratorially to me, whispering loudly. “She’s so dramatic.”

      I chuckled, blowing a kiss to my love to calm her down, hoping she didn’t murder our Second, who happened to be my best friend. 

      Taking the hint, Warren pulled a list from his back pocket, putting it on the table between us. “Okay. Here’s the list of all twelve Elders at the Authority. Besides Carlisle, who doesn’t get an option, everyone agrees that new blood–” he added this part with a wink in my direction, earning a smile from me and a frustrated hiss from Mercy, “–would be good for the council. Rafael and Mattheus took a bit of convincing that the inferior sex wouldn’t tarnish the legacy, or some other misogynistic bullshit. Really, they just sound like assholes. But anyway, twelve out of twelve, y’all.”

      I looked at Mercy. “Does that mean…?” 

      Mercy grinned and pulled me to my feet, crashing our lips together in a messy, hot kiss. Only when Warren cleared his throat did she release me, though her arm slid around my waist to pull me into her. 

      “We did it. We fucking did it. We’re on the council,” Mercy said, unable to hide the excitement from her voice. 

      I looked between them. My best friend and the love of my life. So much darkness and heartache had tainted our journey, but the perseverance was worth it. Mercy had what she had always wanted, and so did I. (Warren was getting there too, with Henrik, even if he wouldn’t admit it. Henrik was giving him the fuck-me eyes whenever they were in the same room). 

      “You got your kingdom, baby,” I cooed, spinning in her arms so that I could see the happiness in her eyes. 

      “We got our kingdom, little flower. There’s no way our request would have been approved or voted on if it weren’t for you agreeing to join me.”

      I scoffed, but Warren hummed his agreement. “She’s right. Your influence on Mercy has been noted by many, Cece. They want you both.”

      A slow grin spread across my face and I felt myself swell with pride. “Then they’ll get us both. But this is our show now.”

      Warren whistled, scooping me up into a hug. “What an adorable, feisty little vamp you make.”

      I swatted at his back, laughing as he finally set me down. “I’ll kick your ass, old man.” 

      Mercy sat on the edge of the table, pulling me close so that my back was flush against her front. I loved it when she wrapped her arms around me. It was a casual, almost human gesture that sent shivers down my spine. She had become more comfortable in the weeks past, relaxing more in front of Warren and, occasionally, Henrik too. 

      He wouldn’t say it out loud, but I knew it meant a lot to Warren, too. While he had been loyal to Mercy for a long time, and considered her family, their relationship had always been hindered by the chain of command and Mercy’s unwillingness to show weakness. Now that she knew her kingdom wouldn’t collapse if she showed some emotion, she finally allowed Warren to see that he meant just as much to her as she did to him. It warmed my undead heart. 

      “What happened with the cops?” Warren asked, referring to the visit we’d had the day before. 

      “They were very understanding of the harassment we’ve been facing from certain officers.”

      “I see. And how were they so easily persuaded?”

      “Our darling Cecelia, it seems, is as utterly terrifying as she is beautiful.”

      I felt my cheeks warm. “Threatening to expose their indulgences and proclivities to their superiors was enough to make them reconsider their attempt at bribery. Offering them the opportunity to be my donors was just an added bonus, even if they decline,” I said with a wink. 

      Warren chuckled, shaking his head. “What indulgences are our dear friends partaking in?”

      “Detective Marx is only too willing to sit in a certain room at Ambrosia under disguise, getting his blissful fix and hoping he isn’t seen. Detectives Peters and Sharpe have been known to have a dalliance or two together. I believe one of our loyal patrons has joined in once or twice. Of course, Mrs Sharpe is at home looking after her two kids during all this overtime.”

      “Damn, Cece. You really are a bad bitch. I love it.”

      I laughed alongside him. It had been a quick process learning just how much knowledge you could get when you were in a position of power. Learning people’s secrets had been far easier than I expected, and it seemed I had a talent for using them to our advantage. 

      “Okay, I’m off. I’ll see y’all at Ambrosia later?”

      Mercy nodded. “We just need to get changed and then we’ll see you there.”

      Saluting, Warren made for the door. “Princess, Queenie. A pleasure as always.”

      “Hey, Warren,” I called out, managing to catch him before he sped off. “I’m curious about something. If you call Mercy Princess, why do you call me Queenie?”

      Warren flashed me his beautiful grin, bowing at the waist. “Mercy was called Princess to humble her, but I always used it as a joke. A term of endearment, if you will, to show I didn’t care about her status. But you, beautiful Cecelia, never saw yourself for who you are. I knew from the moment I met you that you’d be her queen, her equal. I just hoped you’d find the confidence in that along the way.”

      Placing a chaste kiss to my cheek, Warren rushed off, leaving me standing where he left me. 

      “He’s right. You were always going to be my queen, even if none of us were willing to say it aloud.” Mercy came up behind me, resting her chin on my shoulder. Her lips brushed against my neck, a soft kiss that promised more. “I’m glad we were right.”
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      “Are you ready?”

      I huffed, adjusting the straps of my dress again. The gold shimmer detailing on the short mini dress was beautiful, and paired with the crisscross straps across my lower back, I felt like a badass. But I still didn’t see why we were making such a fuss. 

      “Mercy, do we really have to make such a big deal? It’s not like we haven’t been to Ambrosia together before.”

      “I have a surprise, so yes, we have to make it a big deal. Now, come on.”

      Taking me by the hand, Mercy pulled me through the door and down into the club. The music was already loud and bouncing, the lights a colorful haze. I smiled at the patrons we walked past, laughing at the ones who gawked at us. 

      Mercy continued to pull me along, her fingers a tight vice around my hand. I was so busy waving at the familiar faces that I didn’t notice we had stopped just before the steps leading to her throne. 

      Stepping behind me, Mercy pressed her lips to my ear. “Cecelia, look up.”

      Where Mercy’s throne once sat alone atop the dais, now sat two matching wingback chairs; black as night with shining gold accents. I gasped, spinning around to look at her. “You did this?”

      Mercy nodded, her lips finding mine. “We are equals, darling. I will not have anyone treat you less than. You are as much of a queen here as I am, and I wish for everyone to know it.”

        Leading me up the steps, Mercy stood as I took my seat first, delighting in the immediate comfort I found in the soft cushion. I looked to Mercy, wondering why she hadn’t sat yet, but she flashed me a wild grin and got on her knees at my feet. 

      “What are you doing?”

      “You once worshiped me on my throne here, proving something to my kingdom. Let me do the same for you.”

      I felt tears well and I shook my head, holding my hand out. “You don’t have anything to prove.”

      “Yes, I do. I need to prove to you that this kingdom is ours and you will be treated like a queen.”

      She didn’t give me a chance to respond. Instead, she spread my legs and immediately got to work. When it came to Mercy, I was always ready and wanting for her. She ran her delicate fingers through my slick folds, circling my entrance before inserting a finger into me. 

      I let out a low groan, biting on my lip as two more fingers soon followed the first. Using her thumb to work on my clit while she drove and curled her fingers inside me, I threw my head back against the chair and looked out towards the dance floor. People were watching, mouths agape at the public display, while others were too busy in their own journey to ecstasy. 

      Never one to do things by half measures, Mercy soon pressed her lips to my cunt, finding new ways to build pleasure. She used her tongue to lick circles, flicking at my bud every so often to send a shockwave to my system. I shuddered every time, my body craving the next hit against my sensitive area. When her incisors trailed across my pussy, scraping against my walls, I knew I was done for. 

      Mercy chuckled against me as I trembled, coming undone. She continued to pump her fingers into me, letting me ride my orgasm out before drinking my release and licking her fingers clean. 

      I panted, watching the crowds breathlessly. Knowing they had watched me being fucked on a throne, by the person they feared most— it was surreal. And I wanted it to happen again. 

      Flopping into the chair beside me, Mercy beamed and licked her lips, still glossy with my juices. I grabbed her hair and yanked her towards me, pulling her into a rough kiss. It was a messy kiss, with teeth and tongues and blood, but it was the most delicious type of kiss we shared. 

      The night was filled with dancing and drinking and fucking. It was everything, and I couldn’t help but buzz with the excitement of knowing that this was life now. Mercy had shown me love and satisfaction that I never thought possible, and I knew it was only the beginning. 

      Later, we found ourselves back on our thrones. “I love you, you know.”

      Mercy smiled, her eyes lighting up as she looked at me. “I love you too, little flower.”

      I intertwined our fingers, pressing a kiss to the back of her hand, before we relaxed in our chairs. We looked forward, watching the club hum with vitality. People were dancing and drinking and feeding; losing themselves to their vices. 

      Ambrosia was the heart of our kingdom and I knew then, I finally belonged. 

      Mercy had once stolen me, only to bring me home.
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      Stars and Other Monsters

      Icarus only remembers his last life, the many others that Luci stole from him have been lost to time and magic.

      

      He spends his days stuck in the place she created, reliving the same day in limbo and cursed in death. While he dances in this world, each life he lived before plays out in others. He loved Luci in each life, never knowing the true reason for their clandestine rendezvous.

      

      He was a victim of a scorned wife, a serial killer hunting a woman afraid of the dark, a crime boss whose missing son sends him over the edge. He has done many bad things, some worse than her. Soon Luci will return his memories, and when she does, Icarus will be left with an important decision to make; one that will alter every dance, every life, and every future he planned for himself.

      

      Formatted as interconnected short stories, STARS AND OTHER MONSTERS tells the story of infidelity, lost love, and the many lengths we go to seek revenge.﻿

      

      Buy STARS AND OTHER MONSTERS here, or read for it free on Kindle Unlimited.
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