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Chapter one

Luna





On the flight to Paris, my best friend Jade’s life mantra flowed through my head on repeat: You don’t have to be everyone’s cup of tea. Be gasoline. Set shit on fire.

I could practically feel the gasoline bubbling up through my pores, but I couldn’t set shit on fire just yet. Not at 40,000 feet in the air.

I'd been staring out the window for several hours, ever since Damien had told me about the timed device on the bottom of the plane he’d found that was meant to kill us all. Never had anyone brought so much danger and heartache into my life as he did, and now I was even more pissed at him.

I watched clouds drift past like slow-moving ghosts while pretending he didn't exist in the seat beside me. A valiant effort, considering his presence filled the cabin like smoke—impossible to ignore, harder still to escape.

The ginger tea Roman, a flight attendant, had brought sat half empty and forgotten on my tray table. My stomach had finally settled, though whether from the tea, one of Dr. Felix’s pills Damien had brought, or sheer force of will, I couldn't say. 

What I could say was that the moss creeping across the soles of my feet itched like a bitch, and I'd rather chew glass than acknowledge it in front of the vampire who'd somehow knocked me up despite the biological impossibility of such a thing.

"We need to discuss logistics," Damien said, pocketing his cell phone and breaking the silence with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer.

I kept my gaze fixed on the window. "Do we?"

"Paris isn't neutral territory, Luna. There are protocols—"

"Protocols," I repeated flatly. "Right. Like the protocol where the vampires are already trying to kill us before we land in their territory? Or like the protocol where you mention being engaged to someone else before you fuck your fake fiancée?"

The air between us crackled with tension. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his jaw tighten, that muscle beneath his skin flexing in a way that would've been attractive if I weren't currently fantasizing about stabbing him with the butter knife from my untouched lunch tray.

"You’re not being fair," he said quietly.

"Oh, I'm sorry." I finally turned to face him, offering my sweetest smile. "Was I supposed to be fair about finding out my vampire partner has another woman waiting for him in Paris? My bad. I'll work on my etiquette."

Those impossibly blue eyes held mine with an intensity that made my pulse stutter despite my stabby thoughts. "Vivienne is a political arrangement. You know this."

"What I know," I said, my voice dropping to match his, "is that you had plenty of opportunities to mention this little detail. Like maybe before you put your family heirloom on my finger, which now won’t come off. Or before you put something inside me that shouldn't be biologically possible."

A flash of something—pain? regret?—crossed his features before his expression smoothed into that infuriating vampire mask of composure. "I should have told you. I've already said as much. And you should have told me about the dangerous moss on your feet."

"Yeah, well, 'should have' doesn't really cut it when I'm the one who gets to meet your other fiancée while carrying your baby and wearing your cursed engagement ring."

As if on cue, the immovable ring pulsed against my skin with a warmth that spread through my hand like liquid honey. I jerked away from him, tucking my hand against my stomach.

Damien noticed. Of course he did. The bastard noticed everything.

"How are you feeling?" he asked, his tone shifting to something gentler.

"Peachy," I lied. "Never better. Love being pregnant with a vampire baby while my feet slowly turn into a garden."

His eyes narrowed. "Yes, well…speaking of which."

Before I could process his words, he moved. One second I was sitting upright in my seat; the next I lay flat on my back across both our extra-large, extra-lux seats, my wrists pinned above my head by one of his hands while his other produced—

"Are those handcuffs?" I stared at the gleaming metal, then up at his face. "Are you fucking kidding me right now?"

"I want to see your feet," he said calmly, as if this were a perfectly reasonable request.

"Then ask like a normal person!" I struggled against his grip, which was about as effective as struggling against a mountain. 

Vampire strength was such bullshit.

"Would you have let me look if I'd asked nicely?"

"Definitely not," I admitted through gritted teeth.

"Exactly."

The cuffs clicked around my wrists, securing me to the metal part of the armrest. Then he produced ankle cuffs, because apparently he'd come prepared for this level of absurdity, and secured my feet to the other armrest before I could even attempt to kick him in his stupidly handsome face.

"This is assault," I informed him.

"This is an examination," he corrected, already reaching for my left boot.

"I have a great idea," I said brightly, making my voice saccharine sweet. "Why don't you subscribe to my OnlyFans like Dr. Felix did? I’m charging fifty bucks a month for the privilege of seeing this moss and my pretty feet, and then we can avoid this whole kidnapping-and-restraints situation."

He paused, one eyebrow raised. "OnlyFans? You seriously signed up for that?"

"I’m gonna make bank with these babies.” I wiggled my feet as he took my boots off. “Supernatural garden enthusiasts will eat this shit up."

"I see what you’re doing. You’re deflecting with humor and sarcasm because you're uncomfortable," he observed, removing my socks.

"Your face deflects when you're an asshole," I shot back. "Oh wait, my mistake. That's just your regular face."

He huffed what might have been a laugh, or possibly just exasperation. The socks came off, revealing the luminescent orange moss that had spread across my soles like a constellation. In the dim cabin lighting, it glowed faintly, beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.

Damien went very quiet as he stared. His cool fingers traced the edges of the moss with a gentleness that made my throat tight. The touch should have tickled, but instead it sent shivers up my leg that had nothing to do with temperature and everything to do with the fact that despite everything—the lies, the secrets, the pregnancy—my body still responded to him like a moth to a flame.

Fucking biology. Or magic. Or whatever supernatural bullshit was currently ruining my life.

"Does it hurt?" he asked.

"No," I admitted. "Just itches. Like a really persistent rash, but prettier. And more potentially fatal."

He examined my other foot with the same careful attention, his expression unreadable. The plane hit a pocket of turbulence, jostling us both, and his hand instinctively moved to steady himself against my calf.

The ring flared warm again.

He must’ve felt it too. His eyes snapped to mine, and for a moment, the anger and hurt and confusion between us crystallized into something else—something that made my breath catch and my pulse race despite my best efforts to remain detached.

"This thing is getting really annoying," I muttered, wriggling my ring finger.

Damien made a noncommittal sound deep in his throat and left his hand on my leg.

Another moment of charged silence passed. Then he seemed to shake himself, carefully replacing my socks and boots and moving to uncuff me. I sat up, rubbing my wrists even though he hadn't hurt me. The gesture was more about establishing personal space than actual discomfort.

He settled back into his seat, his expression grave. "Your progression is slower than Aria and Jade’s. Significantly so."

"Yeah," I said softly, gritting my teeth against the worry for my young daughter and best friend.

"Why is that?"

I shrugged. “You’ve got me there.”

He rubbed his chin. "I just hope we have enough time to find the other Shadow Fang pieces."

"I hope so, too." I drew my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms around them.

"Tell me about the protocols in Paris." 

"Vivienne will honor our arrangement," Damien said with certainty.

"Your arrangement to marry her?"

"Our arrangement regarding the Shadow Fang," he corrected. "Vivienne's motivations are her own, but she understands the value of what we're seeking. Her cooperation is guaranteed."

"For a price."

"Everything has a price, Luna. You know this better than most."

He wasn't wrong. I'd built my entire career on understanding the transactional nature of the supernatural world. Treasure for money. Risk for reward. Trust for betrayal. It was all just commerce when you stripped away the pretty words.

Still, knowing Damien had bartered some kind of deal with his vampire ex—or current? Future? Whatever Vivienne was to him—left a sour taste in my mouth that had nothing to do with morning sickness.

"What does she get out of this?" I asked.

"Access to the Shadow Fang's power, once we've assembled it."

I stared at him. "You're going to share the artifact with her?"

"Temporarily, after we cure Elliot and your family." He shrugged. "The specifics remain negotiable."

"Negotiable," I repeated. "That's a fancy way of saying you haven't decided if you're going to screw her over yet."

"I prefer to keep my options open."

"Of course you do."

The cabin pressure shifted as the plane began its descent. My ears popped, and I swallowed against the discomfort. Through the window, I could see we were dropping through the cloud layer, the sprawling cityscape of Paris emerging below like something from a postcard. The Eiffel Tower stood sentinel in the distance, and the Seine wound through the city like a silver ribbon.

Beautiful. Romantic. And completely hostile territory for a disgraced ex-shifter with a death wish and a vampire with too many secrets.

"When we land," Damien continued, shifting into business mode, "Vivienne's driver will meet us. He'll escort us to her estate on the Left Bank. We'll have time to rest and prepare before—"

"Before I say hello again to the woman you're actually engaged to while wearing your ring and carrying your baby." I nodded. "Yeah, looking forward to that. Should I curtsy? Bring a gift? What's the protocol for meeting your partner's other fiancée?"

He opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. "I don’t really know."

The unflappable Damien Cross looked absolutely flapped, so I decided to cut him a break. A little one.

"I'm kidding," I said, though not really. "I'll be the picture of professionalism. The Ghost, remember? I can play any role you need."

Something flickered across his face, but it was gone too quickly for me to recognize.

The plane dropped lower. I could make out individual buildings now, the architectural grandeur of Paris spreading out beneath us like a promise and a threat all at once.

"There's something else," Damien said quietly.

"Oh, good. Of course there is." I laughed without humor. "Hit me. What fresh hell awaits?"

"Obviously Vivienne doesn't know about the baby."

I turned to face him slowly. "And you don’t think we should tell her?"

“Not now. Not yet.” His jaw hardened. “It will only complicate matters."

"Uh-huh, right," I said, my voice dangerously soft. "You know what else is complicated? Her finding out anyway while we’re trying to steal an artifact from vampire-controlled catacombs. She could throw a tizzy and seal us in."

"I'm aware of the challenges."

"Are you?" I leaned toward him. "Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like you're collecting fiancées and secrets like some kind of fucked-up supernatural hobby. What's next? You got a troll girlfriend in Prague? A fairy princess in Tokyo?"

"There is no one else," he said, his voice carrying an edge I rarely heard when he addressed me. "Just you, and a political arrangement made centuries before we met that I never agreed to and has only recently been put into motion."

"Because of me?" I realized the world didn’t revolve around me, but had my presence in Damien’s life exploded Vivienne’s brain so much that she wanted to marry him right now to drive me away?

Damien didn’t answer, and I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

The landing gear deployed with a mechanical groan. We were minutes from touchdown, minutes from stepping into a world where Damien's past and present collided in ways I couldn't begin to prepare for.

I pressed my forehead against the cool window, watching the ground rush up to meet us. The airport sprawled below, and beyond it…

I froze. "Damien?"

"Yes?"

"Why is there a motorcade on the tarmac?"

He leaned over to look, his body brushing against mine in the confined space. The ring pulsed again, insistent and annoying.

"That's...unexpected," he said carefully.

"Unexpected how? Like 'oops, wrong airport' unexpected, or 'oh shit, we're about to be murdered' unexpected?"

The motorcade was impossible to miss. The black vehicles were flanked by security, and draped across several of them were elaborate purple banners that rippled in the wind. Even from this distance, I could make out intricate designs embroidered in silver thread.

"Those are Vivienne's colors," Damien said, something close to alarm creeping into his voice. "But this level of ceremony is unusual. She said she’d send her driver only."

"Define unusual."

"She's treating this like a state visit." His jaw tightened. "She's making a statement."

"What kind of statement?"

"The kind that declares her territory and her claim." His eyes met mine, electric blue and unreadable. "On me."

Gross. That was the only word that came to mind. This level of pettiness and narcissism was just…gross.

The plane touched down with a slight bounce on the runway. The motorcade began to move, vehicles peeling off in precise formation to flank our approach.

"Well," I said, my voice steady considering my heart was trying to escape through my rib cage, "this should be fun."

Damien's hand found mine—the one with his ring—and squeezed once. A gesture of solidarity, or maybe apology, or possibly both.

The plane taxied toward the waiting motorcade, toward Vivienne and whatever game she was playing, toward the next piece of the Shadow Fang and all the danger that came with it.

I was pregnant with a vampire fae’s child, marked by a mysterious moss, bound by an enchanted ring, and about to see my fake fiancé's real fiancée on hostile vampire ground.

Fun.

Through the window, I caught my first clear glimpse of the banners as we rolled closer. The silver embroidery formed words in elegant French script that I couldn't quite make out yet.

"Damien?" I said, watching his face as he read the banners. "What do they say?"

His expression went carefully blank, which was never a good sign.

"Hello? Earth to Damien."

"They say," he replied slowly, "Welcome to the House of Beaumont. Long live the bride and groom."

I sighed. So gross.

The plane came to a complete stop. Outside, car doors opened in synchronized precision, and figures in dark suits began to emerge.

And at the center of it all, stepping out of the largest vehicle with the grace of someone who owned the very air she breathed, was Vivienne.

Even from a distance, she was striking—tall, elegant, with hair so pale it was nearly white, and a smile that promised either salvation or destruction, depending on which side of her you landed on.

She was looking directly at our plane. Directly at me.

And she was still smiling, a victorious one like she’d just won a war.

"So," I said conversationally, my hand tightening around Damien's despite myself, "ready for the complete shitshow?"

"We don’t have a choice." Damien firmed his lips.

The cabin door opened, and Roman appeared, his professional smile in place. "Mr. Cross, Ms. Rookwood, welcome to Paris."

I stood, smoothing down my wrinkled black Metallica T-shirt and black jeans. Damien rose beside me, his hand steady on my lower back as we moved toward the exit.

At the top of the stairs, the Paris air hit me—cool, crisp, carrying the scent of distant rain and old stone and vampire magic so thick I could taste it. The motorcade waited below, all black leather and purple silk and barely concealed threat.

And there, at the bottom of the stairs, stood Vivienne.

She looked even more formidable than she had at Madame Selene’s masquerade ball. Her eyes—a pale, luminous violet, almost colorless—tracked our descent with predatory interest. She wore a pristine purple suit and jewels that caught the light like captured stars.

But it was her smile that made my skin crawl. It was too perfect, too knowing.

Too hungry.

“Showtime,” I muttered.

Damien squeezed my hand tighter.

"Damien," she purred in accented English, her voice like aged wine and broken glass. "How lovely to see you again."

She stepped forward and kissed Damien, one to each cheek, and her flowery perfume rolled my stomach.

"Vivienne," he said with a nod. "You're looking well."

"Flatterer." She smiled so hard that I wanted to punch her. "Though I must say, you've kept yourself quite busy since I last saw you at the ball."

Her gaze slid to me, taking in every detail like she was conducting an autopsy.

"Luna," she said, her smile never wavering.

I returned her smile with one of my own, all teeth and no warmth.

"Lovely to see you again, other fiancée," I replied sweetly. 

Beside me, Damien tensed.

Yeah.

This was definitely going to be a complete shitshow.








  
  

Chapter two

Damien





Vivienne. 

Even her name tasted like Blood Truth wine on my tongue—a flavor I'd been trying to forget and unable to escape.

A memory hit me unbidden as I stood at the top of the airplane stairs: Paris, 1893. The Belle Époque in full swing. Vivienne in emerald silk, laughing at something I'd said while blood—not hers—dried on her pristine white gloves. She'd just eliminated a rival vampire house, and she'd celebrated by inviting me to the opera afterward, those stained gloves a private joke between us.

Beautiful. Ruthless. Absolutely lethal.

Nothing had changed.

She stood at the base of the stairs now, centuries later, still devastatingly lovely in that way only the truly ancient vampires achieved. Beauty so perfect it circled back to uncanny. Her retinue flanked her in precise formation, twelve vampires in dark suits with the Beaumont crest displayed prominently. A show of force dressed up as a welcoming committee.

The political mask I'd perfected over three centuries slid into place like a second skin. My expression smoothed, my posture shifted subtly—less predator, more diplomat. It was a performance I'd given countless times, but never with quite so much at stake.

Luna's hand remained in mine, her pulse thrumming against my palm where our skin touched. The ring on her finger pulsed in response, warm and insistent. A complication I couldn't afford to acknowledge, not here, not now.

I began our descent, acutely aware of every micro-expression on Vivienne's face, every shift in her guards' positioning, every potential threat in this carefully orchestrated reception.

"Showtime," Luna murmured beside me, so quietly only I could hear.

Indeed.

By the time we reached the tarmac, Vivienne's guards had closed ranks around us, not overtly threatening, but the implication was clear. We were surrounded. Contained. At her mercy, should she choose to exercise it.

"Damien," Vivienne said, her accent carrying that particular Parisian lilt she'd cultivated over the centuries. "How lovely to see you again."

She stepped forward, and my body moved on autopilot through the expected greeting—a kiss to each cheek, her winter rose perfume washing over me.

"Vivienne." I kept my voice neutral, pleasant. "You're looking well."

"Flatterer." Her smile could have cut glass. "Though I must say, you've kept yourself quite busy since I last saw you at the ball."

Her gaze slid past me to Luna, and every muscle in my body coiled with tension. Vivienne was many things but never, ever careless in her assessments. Whatever she was about to say or do, it would be deliberate.

"Luna," Vivienne said, her eyes cataloging every detail of Luna with predatory precision.

Luna's smile in response was pure weaponized charm. "Lovely to see you again, other fiancée."

The air temperature seemed to drop several degrees. Vivienne's smile never wavered, but something darker flickered behind her pale-violet eyes. Amusement, perhaps, or the vampire equivalent of throwing down a gauntlet.

"How delightfully direct," Vivienne said. "Just like at Selene’s ball. You haven’t changed a bit."

"Eh, I do what I can," Luna replied sweetly.

The subtle power play in their exchange would have been entertaining under different circumstances. As it was, I was acutely aware of twelve vampire guards, an armed motorcade, and the fact that we were standing in the middle of Vivienne's territory with nowhere to run and everything to lose.

"You'll be my guests, of course," Vivienne told her, her tone making it clear this wasn't actually a question. "I insist. My estate on the Left Bank has been prepared for your arrival. You must be exhausted from your journey."

"We could just stay—" Luna started.

"I wasn't asking, chérie." Vivienne's smile sharpened. "You're in Paris now. My Paris. And in my city, certain conventions must be observed. For everyone's safety."

The threat landed with accuracy. Luna's hand tightened imperceptibly in mine—a warning, or possibly the only thing keeping her from doing something spectacularly unwise.

"Of course," I interjected smoothly. "We're grateful for your hospitality, Vivienne. As always, your generosity is unmatched."

"As is your diplomacy." Vivienne's gaze returned to me, something unreadable flickering in those ancient eyes. "Though I confess, when you contacted me about requiring access to the catacombs, I didn't quite anticipate you'd come so soon."

Movement in my peripheral vision made my jaw clench. A figure emerged from one of the motorcade vehicles—tall, silver-haired despite his relatively young age for a human, wearing an expression of smug satisfaction I wanted desperately to remove via blunt-force trauma.

Marcel fucking Deveraux. Luna called him a dick weasel for good reason.

Every violent impulse I'd carefully controlled since landing threatened to break free. This was the man who'd tried to kill us in the Darién Gap to get his hands on the first Shadow Fang piece. Who'd nearly succeeded. Who'd put Luna in danger and seemed perfectly comfortable continuing to breathe in my presence.

The question was why? Because Vivienne told him to? Then that would mean they already knew where the other three Shadow Fang pieces were if they didn’t need us alive to find them.

Regardless, the urge to cross the tarmac and rip his throat out was so strong that my fangs actually began to descend before I caught myself.

Luna's fingers squeezed mine in a clear message: Don't.

She was right, of course. Attacking Marcel here, surrounded by Vivienne's guards in the middle of her carefully orchestrated welcome, would be stupid. But watching him stand there, smirking while crossing to Vivienne's side, sent blistering fire coursing through me in waves.

"Marcel," Vivienne said, not even glancing at him. "Say hello to our guests."

He approached with that insufferable swagger and stopped just outside striking distance. Smart man. "Cross. Ms. Rookwood. What a pleasant surprise to see you both again."

"Then why do you sound so disappointed?" Luna asked, her voice dripping honey and poison in equal measure.

"I’m merely impressed." His smile was all teeth. "The Darién Gap has a nasty reputation. Not many make it out intact."

"We're nothing if not resilient," I said flatly.

"So I've noticed." His gaze dropped pointedly to where Luna's and my hands remained joined. 

Vivienne’s gaze followed. For a moment, she froze, but then she laughed—a sound like crystal shattering. "You’re still wearing your family’s heirlooms? I must admit, Damien, your choices have always been rather theatrical."

She looked at me quizzically, and the subtext hung heavily in the air: You're engaged to me. What game are you playing still wearing those family heirlooms?

"Business arrangements can be so complicated," I replied carefully. "Without getting into the particulars of my family’s rings, I'm sure you can understand the necessity of strategic alliances as we search for the Shadow Fang."

"Indeed." Vivienne's smile could have frozen hell itself. "Strategic alliances are my specialty, as you well know. Which is why I've retained Marcel's services. His expertise in artifact acquisition has proven invaluable."

Every word was a calculated move in a game whose rules only Vivienne fully understood. She was telling me something, but the message remained deliberately opaque. Was Marcel working for her? With her? Did she know he’d tried to kill us? Or was this simply a power play to remind me that she held all the cards in Paris?

"How fortunate for you," Luna said, her tone suggesting it was anything but. "Nothing says 'successful partnership' like hiring someone who recently tried to murder your fiancé."

Vivienne's eyes widened, but then her expression blanked once more. 

"An unfortunate misunderstanding, I'm sure," Vivienne replied smoothly. "Professionals in your line of work occasionally find yourselves in precarious, often accidental, situations. I trust there are no hard feelings?"

The question was directed at me, but her gaze never left Luna.

"None whatsoever," I lied through my teeth.

Marcel's smirk widened. Bastard.

"Excellent." Vivienne clapped her hands together once, the sound sharp in the tense air. "Then we're all friends here. How delightful. Now, shall we? The cars are waiting, and I'm sure you're both eager to rest before tonight's festivities."

"Festivities?" Luna and I asked simultaneously.

Vivienne's smile turned absolutely predatory. "Why, yes. Surely you didn't think I'd let your arrival pass without proper celebration? I've arranged a small soirée at my estate. Nothing too elaborate, just a few hundred of Paris's most influential supernatural citizens, eager to celebrate our upcoming nuptials."

She gestured toward me with one pale hand, and my blood ran cold.

"After all," Vivienne continued, "it's not every day that Damien Cross acquires a bride. The political implications alone are worth commemorating, don't you think?"

Fuck.

She was going to parade me in front of Parisian vampire society like a trophy. Display me to every ancient bloodsucker in the city, many of whom would love nothing more than to see me brought down. And she was doing it under the guise of celebration, which meant refusing would be tantamount to an insult I couldn't afford to deliver.

Not before we’d accessed the catacombs.

Vivienne had just trapped us in the most elegant way possible.

"How thoughtful," Luna said, her voice admirably steady. "Though I'm afraid I didn't pack anything appropriate for a vampire soirée."

"Oh, don't worry about that." Vivienne's smile never wavered. "I've taken the liberty of having suitable attire prepared for you both. You'll find everything you need at the estate. I have excellent taste, you'll discover. In clothing and in men."

The emphasis on those last words made my teeth grind together. Luna looked ready to drive a hole straight through Vivienne’s skull.

"Your generosity knows no bounds," I managed.

"Indeed it doesn't." Vivienne turned, her purple suit jacket catching the light and sparkling. "Now come. Paris awaits, and I'm simply dying to hear all about your adventures in Central America. The Darién Gap must have been absolutely treacherous."

She began walking toward the lead vehicle, her guards parting smoothly to let her through. Marcel fell into step beside her, and they exchanged words I couldn't quite hear. His hand touched the small of her back, familiar and proprietary.

Another message. Another move in his and her game.

"This is bad," Luna murmured as guards guided us toward the second vehicle.

"Extremely," I agreed.

"She knows."

"About the pregnancy? Unlikely. But she suspects something with our rings, yes. And Marcel is being used to send a message." I helped her into the car, the guards' presence making any other action impossible. "Though which message, and to whom, remains unclear."

The motorcade began to move, pulling away from the airfield in smooth formation. Through the tinted windows, Paris flowed past, its ancient architecture mixed with modern commerce, centuries of history compressed into stone and steel.

Vivienne's voice came through a speaker in the car's ceiling. "I do hope you'll be comfortable. The drive to the estate is approximately thirty minutes. Feel free to freshen up when we arrive. The soirée begins at eight, which gives you just enough time to prepare."

The speaker clicked off before either of us could respond.

Luna leaned her head back against the seat, closing her eyes. "We're so fucked."

I heaved a sigh. “We’re still alive.”

"She's going to use you as some kind of political statement."

"Almost certainly."

"And there's nothing we can do about it."

"Not if we want access to the catacombs, no."

She turned her head to look at me, her brown eyes sharp despite her obvious exhaustion. "You know what the worst part is?"

"Marcel's presence? Vivienne's transparent power play? The fact that we're trapped in a city where half the vampire population wants me dead?"

"The worst part," Luna said slowly, "is that this party she's throwing? Where she's going to parade you around like a prize stallion? That's tonight. How many more hoops will she make us jump through before we actually get into the catacombs. If we get into the catacombs."

She had a point.

"I should have warned you about Vivienne's love of parties," I admitted.

And her dramatic tendencies.

What I couldn't tell her—what the glamour prevented me from saying—was that Vivienne had already extracted every secret from me. Almost every secret. 

The Blood Truth serum she'd used at the masquerade ball had stripped away my defenses, forcing me to confess everything: Elliot's condition, our quest for the Shadow Fang, Luna’s dying daughter, and worst of all, my growing feelings for the woman beside me.

The glamour woven into that confession still sat like iron bands around my thoughts. I wanted to warn Luna that Vivienne likely knew every word we'd spoken in the Darién Gap through Marcel. I wanted to tell her that I couldn't speak against Vivienne, couldn't reveal her manipulation, couldn't even hint at the truth without the compulsion twisting my words into praise.

All I could do was watch and wait for Vivienne to make her next move, while pretending the chains around my tongue didn't exist.

Luna rubbed her temples. “You should have warned me about a lot of things.”

Maybe so, but would she be sitting next to me if I had?

The motorcade turned onto a tree-lined boulevard, elegant mansions visible behind wrought-iron gates. Old money. Old power. Old grudges that never quite died, just evolved into more sophisticated forms of warfare.

"For what it's worth," I said quietly, "I never wanted this."

"Which part exactly? The soirée, or your engagement, or your family ring that won't come off, or the magical baby in my womb, or being in a city controlled by your fiancée who hired the guy who tried to kill us?"

When she put it like that...

"All of it," I said.

With a shuddering sigh, Luna found my hand again, our rings pulsing warmth between us. "Yeah, well. We're in it now. Might as well make the best of it."

I smiled. "I’ve always admired your optimism."

"My optimism is a survival instinct." She squeezed my fingers, her mouth twitching. "But thanks for noticing."

The motorcade slowed, turning through massive gates into a private drive. Through the windows, I caught glimpses of Vivienne's estate—a converted palace from the ancient régime, all white stone and manicured gardens and the kind of wealth that only centuries of careful accumulation could achieve.

I’d been here before plenty of times, but it never failed to inspire awe.

The cars came to a stop in front of the main entrance. Doors opened. Guards positioned themselves to do what they were hired to do.

At the top of the marble stairs, Vivienne waited with that same perfect smile.

"Welcome," she said as we emerged from the car, "to my home. I do hope you'll find your stay memorable."

Luna's hand tightened in mine.

Behind Vivienne, through the open doors, I could see preparations already underway. Staff moved with purposeful efficiency, setting up for the evening's festivities. A celebration that was really an interrogation. A welcome that was actually a trap.

Vivienne descended the stairs with preternatural grace and stopped directly in front of Luna.

"Come," she said, extending one pale hand. "Let me show you to your rooms. We have so much to discuss. After all, we have so very much in common."

Her smile turned sharp as she dropped her gaze to Luna’s engagement ring stuck on her finger.

"We're both engaged to the same man, for instance."

And with that particular grenade lobbed into the conversation, she turned and glided back up the stairs, clearly expecting us to follow. Her cell rang, and she stabbed a manicured finger to the screen to answer it.

Luna looked up at me. 

"Still making the best of it?" I asked.

"Ask me again after I've had a drink," she replied.

"Non-alcoholic, I hope."

Luna threw back her head and groaned softly. "Oh my god, how am I going to make it through this without alcohol?"

I bit my lip on a grin, though it faded quickly.

Together, we climbed the stairs into Vivienne's domain, into whatever game she was playing, into a night that would either forge new alliances or destroy everything we'd built.

I'd faced worse odds.

Though at the moment, I was hard-pressed to remember when.

"Quoi?" Vivienne's shriek echoed through the marble entrance hall, sharp enough to make every vampire in the vicinity freeze. 

Whatever she was hearing from her phone had stripped away every layer of her careful composure.

She spoke in rapid French, but her expression told me everything I needed to know. 

Something was wrong.

Luna tensed beside me, and my hand instinctively moved to the small of her back. 

Vivienne ended the call with a vicious stab of her finger, her pale-violet eyes blazing with fury when they landed on us.

"Change of plans," she announced, her accent thicker now, her control slipping. "We leave. Now."








  
  

Chapter three

Luna





This woman was giving me whiplash. 

"Leave for where?" I asked.

"The catacombs." She was already moving, her heels clicking sharply against the marble as she swept back toward her mansion’s entrance. "Get the cars! Maintenant!"

Damien and I exchanged a glance.

"What happened?" he demanded, following her.

Vivienne spun to face us at the doorway, and for the first time since I’d met her, she looked shaken.

"My advance team," she said. "The vampires I sent into the catacombs at several different access points to make sure it was safe for you… They've stopped responding."

"Stopped responding?" Damien asked, his voice like a growl.

"There’s more I have to tell you about the catacombs, but I thought I’d have more time. We need to move.” She looked from Damien to me and back again. “Now. I’ll cancel my soiree."

Okay, well now this really did sound serious if she was going to cancel tonight’s engagement party.

The motorcade was already pulling around, engines running. Guards materialized from every direction, moving with urgency.

"Wait," I said, my mind racing and jumping over itself. "So your advance team… Are they dead?"

Vivienne's gaze locked onto mine, and in that moment, I understood exactly how she'd survived centuries of vampire politics. There was no warmth in those eyes. No humanity. Just cold, calculated determination.

"Yes," she said simply, and then she walked outside and bent her head toward a guard to speak to him. 

I looked to Damien. “What else is down there other than a bunch of dead people?”

“No idea.” His eyes narrowed at Vivienne’s back. “But she doesn’t know either.”

“And that makes it better…how?” 

He didn’t answer.

The guard who’d been speaking to Vivienne approached us. 

"For your comfort, mademoiselle," the guard said with a smile that didn't reach his eyes, "perhaps you would prefer your own vehicle."

It wasn't a suggestion, but I took it as one anyway.

I stepped closer to Damien’s side. “No thanks. No need to pollute more on my account.”

“I have to insist.” Vivienne waited, her pale hand already extended in invitation toward Damien.

Another guard pressed his hand to Damien’s back and shoved him, and from the ferocious look on Damien’s face, I thought for sure that guard was a goner.

But then Damien must’ve remembered our mission.

As he allowed himself to be led away, our fingers separated, the ring's warmth fading as the distance between us grew.

"Damien…"

"It's fine," he said, his jaw tight. "I'll see you at the catacombs."

The guard's hand on my elbow was gentle but unyielding, steering me toward a different vehicle. Vivienne linked her arm through Damien's, saw them disappear into her car together.

Alone.

My stomach churned, and my hands clenched into fists. What the fuck was she playing at? And why did it feel like we were now attached to her puppet strings?

"Mademoiselle?" The guard waved his hands at the open car door.

I climbed inside with as much dignity as I could muster, which wasn't much. Two women waited inside. Vampires, obviously, with that ageless beauty and predatory stillness. They wore matching skimpy black dresses, and they looked at me like I was something unpleasant they'd found on the bottom of their designer shoes.

Who they were and where they’d come from, I had no idea.

But when the door closed and locked and the motorcade began to move, I started to squirm.

I was alone with two hostile vampires in a moving vehicle in a city where I had no allies and no escape route.

Were we even going to the catacombs? Or was this all some kind of ruse to get rid of me?

The women immediately began speaking in rapid French, their words flowing too fast for my tired brain to catch more than fragments. But I understood enough, and I sure as hell recognized the tone. Contempt.

The blonde, with eyes like chips of ice, glanced at me and said something I didn’t catch that made the other laugh. A cruel sound, sharp and cutting.

I kept my expression neutral, my hands folded in my lap innocently. The Ghost, remember? I could play any role. Even "harmless side piece ex-shifter who definitely doesn't speak French."

Except I did, enough to catch certain words. Putain. Whore. Bâtarde. Bastard. And my personal favorite, delivered with a sneer: La chienne de Cross. Cross's bitch.

So clever.

While they dissed me to my face, my mind raced through scenarios, each worse than the last. What if Vivienne had already decided I was a liability, a complication to be eliminated before the real work began? The driver could take me anywhere. The Seine was right there, dark and deep and perfect for disposing of bodies.

No one except Damien knew exactly which car I was in. And Damien was currently occupied with his vampire fiancée in a different vehicle, probably catching up on old times while I was being driven to my potential execution.

My hands moved to my stomach, a protective gesture I couldn't suppress. Still flat. Still no visible sign of the impossible life growing inside. But real enough that the thought of dying now, of leaving Aria and Jade and this tiny spark of something I hadn't even begun to process, made my throat tight.

I cataloged my resources: one stick of gum in my pocket. My phone, probably useless in a moving car surrounded by lightning-fast vampires. The knife in my boot, which was useless for the same reason. The doors, locked and controlled from the front. Windows, bulletproof. 

Not great odds.

The blonde vampire said something else, and both women laughed. This time, I caught the phrase clearly: "Vivienne et Damien ont toujours été des amants passionnés." 

Vivienne and Damien have always been such passionate lovers.

Classy, though obviously a part of me wondered if that was true. Which made my jealousy spike right into my tear ducts, but I stomped that shit down. I refused to cry, especially here in front of two bullies who’d mentally never left middle school.

The brunette vampire with a cruel mouth I wanted to rearrange added something about "deux siècles ensemble." 

Two centuries together.

And I'd had him for what? Three weeks? A jungle expedition and a few stolen moments that apparently meant nothing compared to two centuries of history?

The blonde glanced at me again, her smile knowing. She'd wanted me to understand exactly how insignificant I was in the grand scheme of Damien's impossibly long life.

Well, mission accomplished, bitch.

Paris blurred past the windows, its ancient architecture bathed in the golden light of late afternoon. The Seine glittered like beaten silver, and couples strolled along the embankments with the casual romance of people who belonged. It looked beautiful and cold and completely alien.

I didn't belong here. Not in this city, not in this world of vampire politics and centuries-old alliances. I was a disgraced shifter with a dying daughter and best friend and a death wish, playing at being someone important enough to matter.

Playing at being with a man I didn’t really know.

The motorcade turned onto a narrow street, the buildings pressing close, and then we stopped. My pulse kicked up. 

So this was the entrance. Well, an entrance, half hidden by modern construction but unmistakable to anyone who'd studied Parisian history.

The blonde’s smile widened. "Why waste time when the artifact awaits, non?"

She said it in English this time. Perfect, unaccented English. 

The brunette pressed a button on her phone. "Let her out."

The doors unlocked with a soft click. 

I opened the door, but before I clambered out, I turned to the two vampire ladies and said in what was most likely broken French, “If you have a problem with me, write the problem on a piece of paper, fold it, and shove it up your skinny asses. I genuinely hope you two have the lives you deserve.”

I smiled politely and stepped out just as Vivienne and Damien emerged from the lead car.

Vivienne held Damien's arm like she owned him. Damien looked like he’d just discovered the seventh level of hell.

"Luna," he said, and the sound of my name in his voice steadied something in me that had been threatening to break. "Are you all right?"

Vivienne's laugh was like wind chimes made of razors. "Such dramatics. Of course she’s all right.”

At my nod of agreement, Damien visibly relaxed.

"So we’re really doing this now?" I asked, gesturing at the catacomb entrance. "Right this second? No rest, no preparation, just straight into the death tunnels?"

“The catacombs are hardly 'death tunnels,' chérie. They're simply efficient storage for Paris's deceased. Six million souls, give or take, all peacefully resting beneath our feet."

"That’s not comforting," I muttered.

"Besides," Vivienne continued, her pale eyes fixed on me with unsettling intensity, "why delay? You want the Shadow Fang piece, and I want to facilitate your success. Time, as they say, is of the essence."

She stepped closer, and every instinct I had screamed at me to run. "After all, we all want the same thing."

"Do we?" I asked.

"Oh yes. You want to save your family. Damien wants to save Elliot. I want access to the Shadow Fang's power. Complementary goals, wouldn't you say?"

Movement caught my eye over her shoulder. Marcel climbed out of another vehicle.

"And Marcel?" I spat. "Where does he fit into this cozy alliance?"

"Marcel is insurance," Vivienne replied. "A reminder that in Paris, I control who succeeds and who doesn't. His presence ensures everyone remembers their place."

A threat, delivered with a smile. How nice.

Damien's hand found mine, and my ring pulsed warmth between us in solidarity. Possibly in solidarity of two people drowning together instead of separately.

"We do this on our terms," Damien said, his voice carrying a sharp edge. "Full access to the catacombs, no interference from you or your guards, and safe passage back to the surface."

"Of course," Vivienne agreed easily. 

So we really were going in now. But what choice did we have? We were in Vivienne's territory, surrounded by her guards, her power, her centuries of accumulated influence.

We could refuse. Demand time to prepare. Risk whatever consequences Vivienne had planned for non-compliance.

Or we could descend into six million dead bodies' worth of darkness and whatever had killed her advance team right now and hope we lived long enough to regret it later.

Marcel whispered something to Vivienne.

"Well," I said to Damien, forcing my voice steady and waving a hand at our black clothes, "at least we're dressed for a funeral."

Damien’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. "See? Always looking on the bright side."

"One of my many charms."

Vivienne clapped her hands together. "Wonderful. Then it's settled. Come, come. The entrance awaits, and dawn arrives quickly in Paris. We really should begin."

“About your advance team though…” I said.

Vivienne gave a reluctant nod. "They went into the catacombs three hours ago and haven't been heard from since. All six of them. Experienced vampires, every one. Just...gone."

The implications settled over me like ice water.

Whatever was down there, it had already killed six vampires.

And we were about to walk right in after them.

"I sent them in to scout," she continued. "To assess the risks before committing more valuable resources. Besides, defensive enchantments grow stronger with age. Guardians become more alert."

It sure sounded like she’d used those six vampires as bait.

Marcel chose that moment to approach, his expression unreadable. Up close, I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his eyes kept darting to Vivienne. Not the cocky tomb raider from the Darién Gap. This was a man on a very short leash.

"The equipment's ready," he said, his tone carefully neutral. "Lights, communication devices, detailed maps of the surveyed sections. Everything you requested."

Vivienne nodded. "See? I'm not sending you into the dark completely unprepared. That would be wasteful." 

I narrowed my eyes with suspicion. I wouldn’t touch a damn thing Marcel had just put his grubbies all over.

“We brought our own equipment on the plane,” I said, but everyone ignored me.

Marcel gestured, and several guards approached carrying sleek black cases. 

"This is modern technology married to old magic,” Vivienne said. “The lights won't fail in supernatural darkness. The communication devices are keyed to bypass most interference enchantments. And the maps…"

She opened one of the cases, revealing what looked like living parchment—lines shifting and reforming as I watched.

"Adaptive cartography," Vivienne explained. "They update in real-time based on your location. Though I should warn you, beyond the third level, you're on your own. That's where the previous team went silent. The magic down there is older. Less cooperative with modern conveniences."

I examined the equipment with a critical eye. Top quality, all of it. Vivienne might be manipulating us, but she wasn't sending us in to fail. At least not immediately.

"There's one more thing," Vivienne said, her hand touching Damien’s arm with familiar intimacy that made my jaw clench. “Marcel’s coming with you.”









