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      Has he fallen for a succubus?

      Cole can’t deny the truth any longer, not when he sees it before his very eyes. He won’t let Maddie deceive him. He can’t let her hurt anyone else—despite how he feels about her.

      The hunt is on. But who will be hunter and who will be prey?

      Will anyone survive this game of dark desire?

      Complete the action-packed, final part of the Art of Darkness trilogy!
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        “Now this is the point. You fancy me a mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should have seen me. You should have seen how wisely I proceeded...”

        ~ Edgar Allan Poe, The Tell-Tale Heart

      

      

      COLE

      My hand shook as I held the blade to Maddie’s throat. Do it!

      I’d already nicked her. A rivulet of crimson blood rolled down her sleek throat, pale beneath the moonlight in the graveyard. As she stared at me with resignation, the sounds of downtown Boston at night surrounded us, muted in the background. Cars drove past and people walked by the cemetery gates engrossed in conversation. Although we were in the middle of the city, we seemed dozens of miles away from it back here, almost in another world. The trees cloaked the gravestones, casting eerie shadows. The dank soil smelled of recent rain and rotting potted plants. If someone stared hard enough, they might see us here in the darkness, but most people avoided cemeteries at night.

      When I’d set out to follow Maddie tonight, I never imagined we’d end up in an old graveyard, surrounded by decaying corpses from centuries past. And I never thought I’d have a need for this dagger, but it all sort of happened as I pursued her and realized that what Raphael had been telling could be true.

      I didn’t believe it was possible until I saw her in action at the hotel. Or I didn’t want to believe it. But I couldn’t deny the truth when it stared me in the face. She’d lied to me about where she was when I’d called her. She’d then gone out to seduce someone else. I saw her go up to a room in a hotel with a man and leave soon after without him. Where was he now? Out cold, the way I’d been with for hours, if not days, after sleeping with Maddie? Or worse—dead?

      The sting of betrayal cut as sharp as the tip of my blade at her throat. Maddie’s beautiful blue eyes, ones that had looked at me with warmth and desire in the past, now pleaded with me. For what—to carry out my threat to kill her?

      She admitted her guilt. She’s a monster, no better than what killed Taline.

      Wasn’t that why I’d gone to the club the night I met Maddie—looking for more information on who or what could have killed my sister? Yes, and apparently, I’d stumbled right into a dark creature but with a different manner of destruction. She didn’t deny draining me or others. She didn’t deny anything. In fact, she admitted she was a monster and didn’t deserve to live.

      But the torment in her gaze warred with that description. A monster would fight me. Lash out. Do anything to survive.

      The incongruence didn’t fit. I was missing a vital piece of this puzzle, which planted doubt.

      Don’t be a fool. She’s playing you. You know what she did to you. You’re lucky you’re alive. How many others weren’t as lucky?

      I turned the dagger so that the flat part pressed against her neck, an unmistakable threat.

      Her eyes moistened as she stared at me. Watching. Waiting.

      Would I do it?

      Could I do it?

      I’d killed before in battle. I shouldn’t hesitate. I should finish the task now.

      Fuck. I lowered the blade to my side. I stepped away from her. “Why, Maddie? Why?” What was I asking?

      She blinked at me, the horror in her eyes replaced by confusion. “Why what?”

      Good question. I had questions about—everything. “Why do you want me to carry it out? Why did you ask me to kill you?”

      She turned her head away with a sharp snap and stared at the ground. “Because I know I’m dangerous.”

      See? She admitted what you suspected. Why are you holding back? By killing her, you’d be saving others.

      I would. But not without my questions answered first. “What makes you dangerous?”

      Her hands trembled as she raised them to her temples. “I—I—don’t exactly know what happened to me.” Her voice quavered.

      “Are you playing me?”

      She raised her gaze to meet mine. “No, Cole. I made a mistake. A terrible one that I wish I could undo.” She swallowed and edged her chin up a centimeter. “I’ve tried, but I don’t know if there’s a way out.”

      I stared at her. Her vulnerability stirred unexpected sympathy in me. I stepped forward to comfort her before common sense slapped it out of me.

      You fool. You’re letting her mess with your head. She has power over you, an influence over every man she’s drained to survive.

      My emotions warred in a battle with no clear victor. How could I not want to soothe her when she appeared so distressed?

      Because I’d be stupid. A fool walking right into her trap. Presenting myself as putty for her to manipulate.

      “Tell me everything,” I demanded through clenched teeth.

      I motioned with the dagger for her to sit on the grass. She did so. I remained standing with the dagger clutched at my side and kept wary of any sudden movements. If she wasn’t human, she might move at inhuman speed. I had to be ready.

      She sighed. “It’s going to sound insane. What happened won’t sound believable.”

      “Try me.”

      Maddie wrung her hands on her lap. “I made a terrible, terrible mistake by making a horrible, stupid deal. And the price I’m paying is—unbearable.” She released a shaky sob.

      “Enough with the theatrical introduction.” Despite the draw to her, I had to be hard and not let her sway me with her dramatic flair. “Get to it, Maddie.”

      “I promise I’ll tell you everything. I haven’t told anyone because…” Her gaze drifted off into the distance. “You’re going to judge me harshly.” She placed her hand over her heart. “I judge myself.”

      I ground my teeth. “Stop stalling.”

      She took a deep breath in and exhaled with a shudder. “I went to a fundraiser at the Boston Public Library. It was one of my sister’s gala affairs.” Maddie’s mouth twisted with scorn. “Victoria has everything. She always has. She’s beautiful, and everyone adores her. She’s now married to a rich guy who’s smitten with her, and they live in this amazing house. I was jealous of her. So much. I don’t remember a time when I wasn’t envious of everything she had that I didn’t. She has this—I don’t know—an aura or vibe that attracts people.” She moved her hand in a circular gesture. “They fall over themselves to do things for her. She was the shining star in my parents’ eyes.” Maddie pointed to herself. “And me? I was nothing in comparison. Dull. Easily overlooked. Invisible.”

      I snorted. “Come on, Maddie. Do you expect me to believe that?” I gestured at her with my free hand. “Look at you. You’re gorgeous. Way the fuck out of my league.”

      She chewed her bottom lip and gazed up at me. “That’s the thing, Cole. I didn’t always look like this.”

      I arched my brows. “Meaning?”

      She smoothed her hands over her lap and gazed up at a building in the distance.

      When she didn’t answer right away, I pushed. “So, you had some work done. Big deal. Many people have had cosmetic stuff.”

      She shook her head slowly. “That would’ve been a smarter option.”

      “Don’t dance around the topic,” I snapped. “I’m losing my patience.”

      Maddie raised her hands to her chin. “When I got back to my room that night, I said, ‘Why couldn’t I be the beautiful one?’ A man appeared, like from out of nowhere. He said, ‘I can help you with that wish.’”

      My jaw tensed. I didn’t like where this story was going. The idea of a strange man sneaking into her room like that was unsettling. It evoked a protective streak in me.

      What the fuck? I was here to kill her, not protect her.

      “Who was he?” I demanded.

      “He said he was an artist and that he could make my dreams come true. Make me beautiful. Even more so than my sister.” She choked up with a sob. “I should have known something was wrong. The way he entered my room wasn’t natural, like he slipped through the walls or came through the very air. I don’t know if he did something to me to cloud my common sense and keep me from freaking out, but what he offered intrigued me. I wanted to know more. He said he could perform magic with his art. And that he could paint me into the version of me I craved.”

      I blinked at her. “What?” The story took a sharp turn that made little sense.

      “He said he could create things beyond what I could understand. He invited me to his studio. Over three nights, he’d paint me, and the transformation would slowly take place. I’d become a better version of myself. Not so different that people wouldn’t recognize me, but my beauty would be enhanced.”

      “Like a photo filter?”

      “Right. But through his painting.”

      I shifted my stance and shook my head to clear this nonsense from my brain. “What are you talking about, Maddie? This sounds like complete nonsense.”

      She stared at me with torment. “I wish it was. But I was foolish. And curious. I wanted to learn more. He said there was a cost for his magic—my body or my blood.”

      No. I recoiled. “You’re not serious?”

      “Unfortunately, I am.”

      The idea of her providing either to this stranger repulsed me. “Please tell me you told him to fuck off.” I already knew the answer. We wouldn’t be here in this twisted situation in the graveyard otherwise.

      She glanced at me from haunted eyes. “I wish I had.”

      My eyes bulged wider as I gaped at her. “You agreed to this stranger’s offer? Your body or your blood?” A sour taste coated my tongue. How could anyone agree to that deal?

      “I thought about it. I went over all the arguments for and against,” she explained. “My rationalizations won. Countless people change their appearance. Why shouldn’t I? It was vanity speaking. I pictured myself as being the one people adored, not my sister. Jealousy led me to make the biggest mistake in my life.”

      Oh God. My stomach roiled. “Which option did you agree to?”

      Which did I prefer she reply? Both repulsed me. I couldn’t bear the idea of someone taking either from her.

      She paused. Her fingers fluttered to her neck. “My blood.”

      I recoiled. A vivid picture of my sister and the puncture wounds in her neck haunted me. I blinked it away. I couldn’t let anything deter me from hearing the rest of Maddie’s explanation.

      A car honked in the distance, reminding me where we were—in a cemetery in the middle of the city. Maddie’s tale was more suitable for a nighttime ghost tour, yet far darker than one designed to entertain tourists.

      “What happened next?” I asked.

      She brought her hands together, clasping her fingers. “I went to meet him in his studio. It appeared legit, as you’d expect one to be. Portraits of people on the walls. Easels and canvases and paint tubes spread around. He had me sit opposite him, and he painted me. Nothing odd about that. When he finished, I didn’t notice much. But after the second time he painted me, the transformation was more apparent. I was becoming more beautiful, desirable. It was like a small light glowed brighter inside me. It was invigorating and empowered me with more confidence. And then after the third time, my payment was due. I was terrified about what I’d agreed to. Repulsed. But he’d held up his end of the bargain, and I had to pay.”

      My stomach churned over itself. “How?”

      “He had fangs. I hadn’t noticed them at first. He appeared so human that I don’t think he showed them until that night. When he opened his mouth, they emerged—sharp, vicious, unnatural teeth. I gasped and stepped back. He held me against the wall and pierced my neck. I screamed and struggled at first. It was so damn terrifying. I thought he would kill me. But then, my fear lessened, like he’d given me a drug to calm me. The experience turned almost sensual.”

      I didn’t want to hear anymore. I didn’t want to hear how she fucked some guy who drank her blood. I didn’t want to hear that true monsters—like the one who drained my sister—existed.

      But I had to.

      I scowled. “Then you fucked him?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “He stuck to the terms of our agreement and only took my blood.” She closed her eyes with a pained expression. “It wasn’t until later that I realized I’d been betrayed.”

      “How?”

      “He didn’t explain all the terms with our arrangement, specifically with what I’d crave. He tricked me. Since I’d chosen blood, he cursed me with this unnatural—lust.” She scowled with distaste. “He turned me into a monster, just like him.”

      What. The. Fuck.

      Could I believe a word she was saying? I gauged everything she’d said so far. It seemed insane. Absolutely unbelievable. Beings like that didn’t exist.

      That’s what I thought before I found my sister murdered. “How do I know you’re not lying?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know how I can prove my story to you.”

      I snorted. “Convenient.”

      “Wait.” She gazed at me. “Can I pull out my phone?”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll show you what I looked like before. You saw me. And you walked right on by. Just like everyone else.”

      “What?” I cocked my head as I tried to follow what she was saying. “I met you in that club Vamps.”

      “No, we met before then.” She pulled out her phone and scrolled through some pictures. “Look familiar?” She handed me her phone.

      After I took it, I stared at the familiar woman on the screen. I sucked in a breath. “Fuck.”
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        “One should never trust a woman who tells one her real age. A woman who would tell one that, would tell one anything.”

        ~ Oscar Wilde,  A Woman of No Importance

      

      

      MADDIE

      Did Cole believe a word I said? I couldn’t decipher his stony expression aside from a hint of conflict in his eyes as he stared at the picture of me on my phone.

      My racing heartbeat slowed a fraction. He didn’t appear as close to murdering me as he had before I told him what had happened. The dagger was no longer at my throat, drawing blood, but lowered to his side. The fury that had been on his face had left no doubt that he knew how to kill and wouldn’t hesitate to do so. It had made him look almost unrecognizable. He’d been a hard second away from ending me, and in that moment, I’d wanted it. Anything to put an end to this unbearable hunger.

      When Cole raised his gaze to meet mine, his eyes widened with astonishment. “You’re the woman I bumped into on the street.”

      The monumental weight that I had been carrying since I’d inflicted myself with this curse lightened an ounce. I hadn’t told anybody about what I’d done. It was my deep, dark secret, one I was too ashamed to admit.

      “Yes,” I admitted with a sigh. “Technically, I bumped into you.” I pointed at my phone. “That’s me. Before.”

      “But…” He
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