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Chapter one

Luna





While I dangled upside down thirty feet above an ancient stone floor, suspended by a reinforced cable that felt entirely too flimsy for my peace of mind, I realized that I really should have peed first. 

Below me, an intricate mosaic depicted some ancient goddess with way too many arms and not enough mercy in her expression. As I slowly lowered farther, the gems embedded in the pattern winked at me in the beam of my headlamp.

“Oh no,” I muttered. “I think my bladder’s going to explode.”

Jade snorted in my earpiece. “You didn’t go before? Rookie mistake.”

I adjusted my harness, feeling the blood rushing to my head. “I’m just saying, you’d think I’d learn to stop tempting fate with a full bladder. But here I am, dangling like a piñata in a death temple about to explode. Some life choices might need revisiting.”

Jade hissed. “At least you’re not squeezing through a tunnel with needle-sharp rocks sloughing off all your skin.”

“Yikes. You okay?” As I continued to make my descent, I unclipped the specialized tools from my belt.

“Sure,” Jade groaned. “Who really needs skin anyway?”

“Just think of it as a nice sugar scrub you got at a fancy spa.”

“Do sugar scrubs normally have bird shit all over them?”

“Touche. Okay, I’m going in to get the thing. Wish me luck?”

“Like you need it, Ghost. If you see any extra skin down there, get it for me.”

“Gross. No way.”

She laughed in that slightly whistly way of hers that always made me smile.

I concentrated on the artifact below me. The Temple of Sakhatra held many treasures, but only one would fetch the price I needed: the Blood Ruby. Smaller than my fist, it sat nestled in the stone goddess’s palm like a drop of crystallized sunset.

According to my research, touching the floor would trigger a series of nasty surprises involving poisoned darts, collapsing ceilings, and if the legends weren’t exaggerating, some kind of ancient fire trap that would turn the oxygen in the chamber into a brief but spectacular fireball. Hence, the dangling. The Ghost didn’t trip alarms.

Usually.

I sucked in a breath, trying to ignore the musty scent of decay and the faint metallic tang that always lingered in places with old magic. 

“Just between us, I’m thinking of charging Theo extra for this one,” I said. “Upside-down extraction definitely deserves a danger bonus. So does a skinless Jade.”

“Agreed. Hey, I’m turning myself off for a second to conserve my earpiece battery. Stay alive, okay?”

“Yeah. You too.”

I lowered myself two more feet, checking the tension on my line. Just as I extended my specialized extraction tool toward the ruby, my earpiece crackled with a gruff voice.

“Ghost, status update?”

Theo. My boss.

I nearly dropped my tool, my heart rattling against my ribs. “Sweet merciful goddess, Theo! A little warning next time? I’m in the middle of something delicate here.”

“You’ve been in there forty-three minutes. Extraction window’s closing.”

“I’m looking at the prize right now. Two minutes. Maybe three if I decide to admire the view.”

“Make it one. And Ghost? Your new partner’s waiting at the extraction point.”

The cable swayed as I jerked in surprise. “My what now?”

But Theo had already disconnected, leaving me swinging in the temple’s still air, cursing under my breath in three languages.

New partner? Since when did I need a partner? The whole point of being “The Ghost” was working alone. No team, no liabilities, no one else to worry about.

Except Jade, on the other side of the world.

I clenched my jaw. This conversation with Theo wasn’t over by a long shot.

Focus, Luna. Argue later. Steal shiny treasure now.

I refocused on the ruby, pushing away the irritation bubbling in my chest. The extraction tool extended to its full length, allowing me to slide a specially designed silicon cup over the gem. The cup conformed to the ruby’s shape, creating an airtight seal before deploying a network of hair-thin needles that slid between the gem and its current location.

“Easy does it,” I whispered, activating the tool’s vibration function.

The ruby loosened almost imperceptibly.

That’s when I noticed the hairline cracks spreading across the goddess’s palm.

“Oh, come on. Seriously?” I groaned.

I had approximately three seconds before the entire hand crumbled and triggered whatever unpleasantness awaited. Abandoning finesse, I gave the tool a sharp twist and yanked.

The ruby came free just as the stone hand disintegrated. A low rumble echoed through the chamber as ancient gears ground against each other somewhere in the walls. The temple was waking up, and it wasn’t happy about my jewelry-shopping spree.

“Time to go, time to go, time to go,” I chanted, securing the ruby in my padded pouch and hitting the retraction button on my harness.

The cable zipped upward, yanking me toward the narrow opening in the temple ceiling. Below me, the first wave of darts hissed through the air, embedding themselves in the opposite wall with alarming force. 

And how could I forget the boulders hailing down from above?

I twisted mid-ascent, narrowly avoiding a falling stone block that would have turned me into purée.

“Not today, ancient death trap,” I muttered, contorting my body to avoid another volley of projectiles and falling missiles.

Thirty seconds later, I hauled myself onto the temple’s exterior roof, breathing hard but grinning despite myself. The ruby’s weight against my hip felt like victory. No fire had erupted from the temple, at least not yet, but if it did, I didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

I clambered down the outside of the temple, and my earpiece crackled.

“Did you pee yet?” Jade asked.

“No, but I did get in and out with minimal property damage.” When I hit solid ground, I disconnected my cable and tucked it away, then I patted the pouch containing the ruby. “This little beauty should buy us some more time.”

“Thanks, Luna.”

I could hear the smile in her voice, which warmed my heart.

“Of course. Hey, do you know anything about a new partner? Theo said I have one.”

“Ew.”

“I know. I’ll talk to you in a bit when I figure out what kind of nonsense is going on.”

“Just tell Theo you’re allergic.”

My stomach clenched because she wasn’t wrong. “Yeah… Talk later.”

I hit the off button on my earpiece and surveyed the view. The Japanese forest spread out around the temple, a sea of vibrant green under the midday sun. Birds called to each other overhead, and the sweet-rot smell of vegetation hung heavily in the humid air. My extraction point was northeast, about a quarter-mile trek.

And apparently, I had company waiting there.

My bladder would have to wait. My curiosity was sufficiently piqued.

I secured my gear and headed toward the rendezvous, moving with the silent efficiency that had earned me my nickname. As I traveled, my mind cycled through possibilities, each less appealing than the last. Theo knew I worked alone, had respected that boundary since I’d made it clear that group expeditions were off the table.

So who was this “partner,” and why now? More importantly, would they get in my way? I didn’t have time for hand-holding or, worse, managing some thrill-seeking amateur with money and connections.

By the time I reached the small clearing where the helicopter was meant to meet me, my irritation had crystallized into a hard knot beneath my ribs. The clearing appeared empty at first glance, but as I approached, I noticed a figure—a man—kneeling beside a small flowering plant at the edge, examining it with an intensity that seemed almost reverent.

Even from behind, everything about him screamed money and privilege. The tailored expedition gear that had clearly never seen an actual expedition. The too-perfect posture. The air of someone accustomed to being in charge rather than scraping by on wits and skill and bull-headedness.

Great. A trust-fund tomb raider. Just what my day needed.

How did he get here anyway? We were in the middle of a forest.

I stepped on a twig as I approached, not wanting to sneak up on and startle someone who might be jumpy and might be armed. “You my new babysitting assignment?”

“Nilgiri kurinji,“ he said without turning. “It blooms once every twelve years. This particular specimen shouldn’t be here. Its native range is over three thousand miles away in Southern India.”

He turned, rising to his full height with a grace that set off warning bells in the primal part of my brain that recognized predators. 

The man was gorgeous in that infuriating, symmetrical way that usually indicated someone was about to make your life difficult. Raven-black curls that fell to his shoulders, sharp cheekbones, and eyes so intensely blue they seemed almost luminous against his unnaturally pale skin. 

But it was the cold assessment in those eyes that really registered, like I was a specimen under glass rather than an actual person.

“Yet here it grows,” he continued, gesturing to the plant, “thriving where it has no business being, having adapted to survive against impossible odds. Rather like yourself, Ms. Rookwood.”

I kept my expression neutral. “Uh-huh…”

“Damien Cross.” He inclined his head before his gaze dropped to the pouch at my hip. “You were successful, I take it?”

“Always am.” I patted the pouch containing the ruby protectively. “Welp, Mr. Cross, I don’t know what Theo told you, but I work alone. It’s kind of my whole brand. The Ghost, not The Ghost and the Indiana Jones wannabe.”

The corner of his mouth quirked. “I’ve made arrangements with your employer that I believe will interest you.”

“I doubt that.” I crossed my arms. “I’m not really in the market for a partner, especially one who looks like he stepped out of GQ instead of actual fieldwork.”

The distant sound of helicopter blades thudded through the air.

“Right on time.” Cross consulted his watch and gestured to the ruby pouch. “Perhaps you could verify that artifact’s condition while we wait?”

The casual command in his tone grated against my already frayed nerves. Who did this guy think he was?

My guard instantly went up. “I’m not showing you shit. Explain why you’re here and who you are. Or we can stand here exchanging thinly veiled hostilities until the helicopter arrives. I’m flexible.”

This time, the twitch of his lips might have been a genuine smile, though it vanished so quickly I couldn’t be sure. 

“Fair enough.” He stepped closer so I’d hear him over the approaching helicopter. “I’m interested in acquiring a certain specialized artifact. An item with properties beyond the ordinary. Your reputation as an extractor of difficult-to-obtain items preceded you.”

“So you’re a middleman.”

“I prefer ‘specialist.’”

“And I prefer rocky road ice cream to mint chocolate chip, but that doesn’t make it relevant to this conversation, so get to the point.” I narrowed my eyes. “What kind of ‘specialized’ artifact are we talking about?”

His gaze softened slightly. “The kind that might help with conditions modern medicine can’t address. Magical ailments, for instance.”

My heart stuttered, but I kept my face blank. He was fishing, and I wasn’t about to bite without knowing where the hook led.

The growing thrum of helicopter blades saved me from having to respond. As the sound grew louder, Cross stepped closer, his expression shifting to something more serious.

“Ms. Rookwood, I’m prepared to offer you an exclusive contract for a job that would pay more than your current assignment. Enough to cover your expenses for at least a year, possibly more.”

“What makes you think I have expenses?”

Not my most thought-out question ever. Everyone who’d ever lived had expenses, but mine were high. Extraordinarily high.

His gaze was steady, those too-blue eyes seeming to look straight through my practiced nonchalance. “I think you know which expenses I’m talking about.”

Ice slid down my spine, settling in a cold knot at the base. How did he know? That wasn’t information I shared with anyone, and Theo knew better than to open his big fat mouth.

The helicopter appeared above the tree line, drowning out any response I might have made. As it descended, whipping the clearing into a frenzy of dust and leaves, Cross leaned close enough that I could smell the subtle, expensive scent of his spicy cologne and cold mountain air.

“Think about it, Ms. Rookwood. One job. The resources you need. No more scrambling for whatever scraps Theo throws your way.”

The helicopter touched down, its side door sliding open to reveal Theo’s assistant, a nervous dude who probably should have chosen a less stressful career path.

I should tell Cross to go to hell. Should hand over the ruby to Theo, collect my payment, and never see Cross again. That would be the smart play. Every instinct honed by years of navigating deadly traps told me to run, not walk, in the opposite direction.

But then I thought about the latest update back home—that we might be running out of time.

As we walked to the helicopter, I made a decision I hoped wouldn’t be my latest in a long series of mistakes.

“One hour,” I said, loud enough to be heard over the rotors. “You get one hour to make your pitch. If I’m not impressed, I walk.”

Cross nodded once and gestured for me to board first.

I shook my head. “First, I pee.”

He grimaced. “Thanks for the info.”

I turned my back on him to look for privacy sans poison ivy or a wild animal who might bite my ass.

Whatever game he was playing, I was about to find out the rules. And if there was one thing that my years of tomb raiding had taught me, it was that games with mysterious, too-handsome strangers rarely ended well for anyone involved.

Especially when they knew more about you than they should.

And especially when they might be your only hope.








  
  

Chapter two

Luna





I hated it when impossibly attractive people ordered me coffee exactly how I liked it. 

The café Damien had chosen for us to meet sat on the edge of the French Quarter—just touristy enough to avoid attention, just off the beaten path enough to avoid eavesdroppers. I’d arrived home from Japan an hour ago and changed from my expedition gear into jeans and a torn AC-DC T-shirt, my version of business casual. My hair was still damp from the world’s fastest shower, pulled back into a messy bun.

Damien, of course, looked like he’d stepped out of some supernatural Esquire issue. Dark tailored slacks, crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled to reveal muscular forearms. Not a single loose curl out of place despite the Louisiana humidity that turned most people into walking frizz disasters. I resented him for that alone.

“I took the liberty of ordering,” he said as I settled into the chair across from him.

A steaming cup of coffee—black, no sugar or cream—sat waiting.

I narrowed my eyes. “Let me guess. Theo told you how I take my coffee?”

One corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “Would you believe intuition?”

“I would not.” I took a deliberate sip, maintaining eye contact over the rim. Damn him, it was perfect. Still hot, too. “So, Mr. Cross, your hour starts now. Impress me with this job offer that’s supposedly worth my exclusive attention.”

Around us, the café hummed with lazy afternoon energy. A few tourists clutched beignet bags, two locals typed on laptops, and soft jazz drifted in from a street performer outside. Nobody paid attention to the strange pair in the corner—the too-perfect man and the woman with an earpiece who kept one hand near the concealed knife in her boot.

Damien leaned back, studying me with those unnervingly blue eyes. “What do you know about the Shadow Fang?”

I kept my expression blank to avoid revealing all my cards. The Shadow Fang belonged more to legend than history—a supernatural artifact mentioned in ancient texts but never confirmed to exist.

“I know it’s a bedtime story shifter parents tell their cubs,” I replied, watching him for reactions. “A magical artifact supposedly created by the first Alpha Queen that could allegedly cure any supernatural ailment or curse. About as real as unicorns or honest politicians if you ask me.”

“And if I told you it was real?”

I set my coffee down, giving him my full attention now. “I’d say you’re either lying, delusional, or about to ask me to retrieve something dangerous that’s probably guarded by ancient curses and supernatural booby traps.”

“The latter,” he said without a hint of humor. “Though I’ll be accompanying you.”

“Of course you will,” I muttered. “Look, I appreciate dramatic reveals as much as the next tomb raider, but could we skip ahead to the part where you tell me why you need this make-believe artifact and what’s in it for me? My hour is ticking away, and unlike some people at this table, I actually look like I’ve had a long day.”

One of the waitstaff approached, but Damien dismissed him with a barely perceptible gesture that somehow communicated “leave now” without seeming rude. He nodded and backed away without a word.

Interesting. That kind of subtle command usually came with significant supernatural status, like dukes and kings and people much more important than me.

Damien reached into an expensive leather bag, removed a slim folder, and slid it across the table. Inside were photographs of ancient tablets covered in a language I recognized instantly—proto-Lycan, the oldest known written language of werewolves.

My heartbeat quickened. Proto-Lycan texts were rare. Most had been destroyed during the Great Purge centuries ago when vampires declared war on wolf shifters. These looked authentic.

“These tablets describe the creation of the Shadow Fang by the Wolf Queen,” Damien explained. “According to the text, she created the Shadow Fang to heal her mate from a mysterious illness that no healer could cure.”

I traced the symbols with my finger, translating mentally. My dad had insisted I learn our ancestral language, one of the few useful things he’d ever done.

“It says the Fang was forged from...’moonlight captured in shadow’?” I frowned. “That’s poetic, but not exactly a crafting manual.”

“Continue reading,” Damien encouraged, his eyes never leaving my face.

I scanned the next section, my fingers tingling where they touched the photographs, as if some remnant of the tablets’ power had transferred to the images.

“The Wolf Queen and her mate infused it with their own life forces, creating a weapon that could ‘draw illness from flesh and spirit alike,’” I translated aloud. “The final lines claim the Fang could ‘restore what was lost’ and ‘awaken what sleeps.’”

My throat tightened. Could it really—?

I shut that whole thought process down. I’d allowed myself to hope too many times, and every single time I’d ended up disappointed.

When I looked up, Damien was watching me with unsettling intensity, those electric-blue eyes seeming to catalog my every micro-expression.

“Even if this artifact exists,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady, “why come to me? There are other tomb raiders with more resources, better connections.”

“None with your specific expertise in shifter artifacts,” he replied. “And none with your…motivation.”

“You’ve been investigating me?” My voice cooled several degrees.

His gaze was direct, almost challenging. “I prefer to know who I’m working with. And before you ask, no, Theo didn’t tell me the details of your personal situation.”

“Then how—“

“The supernatural medical community is small,” Damien interrupted. “Rumors circulate about unusual cases.”

“So you know an awful lot about me.” I shrugged, but his digging into my past scraped underneath my skin. “But who exactly are you, Mr. Cross?”

A slight smile curved his lips. “A collector with resources and connections. Beyond that, does it matter?”

“It matters when I’m considering spending significant time with someone in potentially deadly situations.” I studied him—the unnatural stillness, the way he hadn’t touched the tea in front of him, not even for show. “I prefer to know what might be trying to kill me. Or who.”

“I assure you, my presence will be an asset, not a liability,” he said. “I have certain abilities that complement your skills.”

I snorted. “How wonderfully vague.”

“Says the woman who calls herself ‘The Ghost.’” There was that almost-smile again, like he found me amusing despite himself.

I sighed and returned to the photographs, ignoring the way his gaze made my skin prickle with awareness. “Let’s say, hypothetically, I believe this Shadow Fang exists and can do what the legends claim. Where is it, and why hasn’t someone already retrieved it?”

“Because it’s likely hidden in a location most consider inaccessible. And protected by safeguards designed specifically to keep out those who would misuse it.”

“Which means?”

Damien tapped the edge of the table once, twice, then proceeded carefully. “Our first step would be to obtain a more precise location. I know the Shadow Fang exists, but its exact whereabouts are…complicated.”

“Complicated how?”

“The information is fragmented, deliberately so.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice, though nobody was near enough to hear. “The Wolf Queen didn’t want just anyone finding her creation. We need to do a bit more digging to acquire the next piece of the puzzle.”

I leaned back, crossing my arms. “So you don’t actually know where it is.”

“I know more than anyone else who’s searching for it,” he countered. “And many are searching, believe me.”

That tracked. For as long as I’d been in this line of work, whispers swirled among supernatural treasure hunters about the elusive Shadow Fang. It would be a major find. Especially for me.

I sipped my coffee, my mind whirring.

“Your compensation,” Damien continued, sliding another document across the table. “Half up front, half upon successful retrieval.”

I glanced down and nearly choked on my coffee. The figure had enough zeros to cover my expenses, of which there were a lot, for several years, with enough left over to live somewhere with real walls instead of the converted storage closet at Dr. Felix’s place I currently called home.

“This is…substantial,” I said, my heart racing.

“The Shadow Fang is worth substantially more,” he replied.

I tapped my fingers against the table, thinking. Everything about this screamed “too good to be true.” People didn’t just offer that kind of money without severe strings attached. And Damien Cross definitely wasn’t telling me something, and that something made the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand up whenever he looked at me too long.

But then I thought about yesterday, before I’d left for the temple job in Japan. How the moss had spread to the corner of her eye, giving her the appearance of crying blue tears.

“I want to know what you’re not telling me,” I said finally, meeting his gaze. “You don’t strike me as the philanthropic type, Mr. Cross. What’s your real interest in the Shadow Fang?”

For a moment, something genuine flickered across his face, a flash of vulnerability quickly masked.

“I have someone important to me who is ill,” he said, his voice rougher than before. “Conventional treatments have failed. Time is running out.”

He was telling the truth, or at least part of it. My instincts for deception, honed through years of dealing with shady clients, told me that much. It was also hard to fake heartache.

But who important to him was ill? A wife? A girlfriend?

“And?” I pressed.

“And that’s all you need to know.”

I snorted. “Yeah, that’s not how this works. I need to know everything. No surprises, no hidden agendas. Full disclosure on what we’re looking for and what obstacles we might face.”

“I see…” He canted his head, still studying me. “Perhaps I’ll tell you later, then.”

“I work my way,“ I continued. “If I say we back off, we back off. If I say a trap is too dangerous, we find another approach.”

“Within reason,” he said.

“And I want the contract to specify that I get to use the Shadow Fang before you take it,” I added, watching his reaction. “Then I’ll give it back.”

Something complex passed behind his eyes—calculation, perhaps, or conflict—before he nodded. “Fine, as long as I can come with you when you use it.”

That confirmed my suspicion that he wanted the artifact for more than just helping his mysterious ill friend. The Shadow Fang, if real, would be worth a fortune to the right buyer, or it could be a powerful bargaining chip in supernatural politics.

“One last thing,” I said. “I work alone for a reason. I don’t want anyone else involved or at risk. Just you and me. And just this once.”

“Agreed.” Damien extended his hand across the table. “Do we have a deal, Ms. Rookwood?”

I studied him for a long moment, taking in the perfect composure, the careful neutrality of his expression, the subtle but unmistakable aura of power that surrounded him. Everything about Damien Cross screamed danger, not the obvious kind, but the insidious sort that pulled you in before you realized you were drowning.

But desperation made for strange bedfellows.

I-I mean…what? Not bedfellows. Partners.

I took his hand. That unmistakable sensation hit me again, recognition of something inhuman and powerful, in the cool glide of his fingers.

“Deal,” I said. “But I swear, if you’re playing me, you’ll discover why they call me ‘The Ghost.’ I can disappear with your money and make sure you never find me.”

For the first time since we’d met, Damien smiled fully. A predator’s smile.

“I would expect nothing less,” he said, his fingers lingering against mine a moment too long. “Shall we begin researching tomorrow? There’s much to prepare.”

As he released my hand, I couldn’t shake the feeling I’d just made a deal with something far more dangerous than I understood. But for something like the Shadow Fang, I’d dance with the devil himself.

And looking into those blue eyes, I had a feeling I might have just done exactly that.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I’m staying at the Repository…but you probably already know that.”

“I hear the Repository has quite an extensive medical library in the basement. Perhaps Dr. Felix will let us start there.” He stood and took his jacket from the back of his chair. “I’ll have the contracts drawn up and delivered to your residence this evening. Be ready to begin tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll be ready,” I said, remaining seated as he gathered his things. “But Damien? Don’t think for a second that being a ‘collector’ gives you any advantage here. I’ve dealt with your kind before.”

He paused, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “No,” he said softly, “you haven’t dealt with anyone like me before.”

With that, he turned and walked away, moving with that fluid grace unique to the very dangerous. As the café door closed behind him, I let out a breath.

What the hell had I just gotten myself into?

“Jade,” I whispered into my earpiece. “Did you hear all of that?”

“Of course.”

“Remember when you said my impulsiveness would get me killed someday? I think I might have just proven you right.”

“Well, at least he sounds hot. Is he hot?”

“Not helping,” I muttered, gathering my things and leaving a tip that made the waiter’s eyes widen.

What the hell, right? Whether we found the Shadow Fang or not, I was about to be rich.

Or dead.

Or both.








  
  

Chapter three

Luna





Dr. Felix Morgan’s library was what might happen if a Victorian bibliophile’s collection had a passionate affair with a supernatural archive and produced highly disorganized offspring. 

Books covered every vertical surface from floor to cathedral ceiling. Leather-bound tomes nestled against digital tablets displayed ancient texts, next to scrolls so old they shimmered with preservation spells. The air smelled of old paper, coffee, Felix’s pipe tobacco, and that distinctive tang of magic that always made my nose and the bottoms of my feet itch.

“I can practically hear you judging the organization system,” I told Damien as I led him through the maze of knowledge. “And yes, before you ask, those books are floating.”

Near the ceiling, several ancient volumes drifted in lazy circles, occasionally bumping into each other like bumper cars.

“I wasn’t judging,” Damien replied with unexpected humor lighting his eyes. “I’m merely wondering how Dr. Felix locates anything specific without summoning demons.”

I blinked at what almost sounded like a joke. “He has a system. It makes perfect sense if you’re a mad genius who categorizes knowledge by ‘vibrational resonance’ rather than, say, the alphabet.”

On cue, Dr. Felix himself emerged from behind a towering stack of manuscripts that should have been impossible to navigate. Today his wild silver hair seemed to be defying not just gravity but several other fundamental laws of physics. His round spectacles sat askew on his nose, and he wore frayed red suspenders that had seen better decades, paired with a T-shirt that read Necromancers Do It With Dead Bodies.

Yes, he’s a real doctor, not just some madman I found on the streets.

“Luna!” he exclaimed, arms wide for a hug that smelled like peppermint and tobacco. Then he spotted Damien, and his smile dimmed like someone had turned down a light switch. “And…company. I see you weren’t exaggerating about your new association.”

I’d called ahead to warn Felix about my research partner, but still, the temperature in the room seemed to drop several degrees.

“Dr. Felix Morgan.” Damien bowed slightly. Not the stiff formal nod I’d expected, but a gesture of genuine respect. “Your collection is remarkable, and it surprised me that it’s not all medical. I particularly admire the Codex Umbrae on your east wall. The Leipzig copy was destroyed during the bombings of 1943. I haven’t seen a complete copy in a long time.”

Felix’s bushy eyebrows shot up so high they nearly merged with his hairline. “You know the Codex? Most scholars believe it’s a legend.”

“Legend tends to be history wearing a more flattering costume,” Damien replied with a small smile. “The debates about containing the Black Plague’s supernatural variants documented in those pages likely saved thousands of lives.”

Felix’s hostility thawed as he assessed Damien with new interest. “You’re a historian?”

“Among other things,” Damien said with a small shrug. “In another life, perhaps I would have been satisfied with academia alone.”

I glanced between them, feeling like I’d missed several pages of the conversation. The Damien before me—passionate about ancient texts, almost charming—was at odds with the secretive, calculating man who’d admitted to stalking me.

“We need access to your shifter archives,” I said, not wanting to get sidetracked by supernatural historical society hour. “Specifically anything related to the Wolf Queen and the Shadow Fang.”

Felix’s eyes widened behind his glasses. “The Shadow Fang? Luna, what have you gotten yourself into now?”

“Potentially? Just a job.”

He shot another glance at Damien. “And your interest in this artifact, Mr. Cross?”

A flash of raw emotion flickered across Damien’s face. “Someone I care about deeply is dying,” he said. “The Shadow Fang may be their only hope.”

The simple honesty in his voice caught me off guard. This wasn’t the smooth, diplomatic answer I’d expected.

Felix studied him for a long moment, his head tilted like a curious bird. “The Shadow Fang is more legend than fact, you know. Like searching for Excalibur or the Holy Grail.”

“People said the same about the Moonstone of Lycaon,” I said with a shrug, “until I pulled it from that temple in Greece two years ago.”

“Fair point,” Felix said. “Well, if you’re determined to chase shadows, you might as well have the best information available.” He gestured toward the western corner of the library. “The shifter archives are over there. The oldest texts are under preservation spells. You’ll need these to handle them.”

He pulled two pairs of silvery gloves from his pocket that seemed to ripple like liquid metal when they caught the light.

“I have patients to attend to upstairs.” He turned to Damien with narrowed eyes, then he pointed the same warning look my way. “Do be careful with the manuscripts from the First Convergence period. They’re irreplaceable, and I would take it quite personally if anything happened to them.”

The threat was subtle but unmistakable.

I raised my hands innocently.

After Felix shuffled away, I led Damien to the western corner, where the oldest shifter records were kept. Unlike the rest of the chaotic library, this section was meticulously organized, with each volume in a protective case lined with symbols I recognized as preservation runes.

“Felix is a shifter, in case you didn’t know, and he doesn’t just catalog shifter history,” I explained as I pulled out the first volume with gloved hands. “He preserves it. After the Great Purge, when vampires declared war on us and so many records were destroyed, collections like this became our only connection to our origins.”

Damien’s shoulders tensed. “The systematic destruction of shifter historical documents is one of supernatural history’s greatest tragedies.” 

He handled an ancient scroll with unexpected reverence, his fingers tracing the preservation runes with something like regret.

“You sound personally affected,” I said. “But you’re not a shifter.”

His electric-blue eyes met mine, and for a moment I glimpsed something wounded in them before his expression smoothed over. “History lost is everyone’s loss, regardless of species. Knowledge destroyed can never be truly recovered.” 

“That’s…surprisingly enlightened.”

“I’m full of surprises,” he replied with a faint smile. “Shall we begin our research?”

I opened the oldest volume with careful hands, the gloves cool against my skin.

The pages smelled of time and magic, that distinctive scent of knowledge preserved beyond its natural lifespan. The text was written in proto-Lycan.

For the next several hours, we worked in relative silence, each developing our own approach. I flipped through texts rapidly, scanning for keywords and following intuitive connections between different sources. Damien worked methodically through one document at a time.

“This would go faster if you weren’t treating each page like it might contain the secrets of the universe,” I finally said, after he’d spent ten full minutes on a single paragraph.

He looked up, genuine enjoyment lighting his features. “Perhaps it does. Each page is a conversation with someone long gone.” 

I stared at him, momentarily speechless. “So you’ve always been a nerd, or…?”

“You’re the one who invited me here, so who’s really the nerd?” 

“I’m not waxing poetic while drooling, but yes, books put a little extra sparkle in my dumpster fire.”

With a devastating smile that I had no right staring at, he turned the book so I could see and pointed to a faded illustration. “This passage speaks of the Wolf Queen’s hiding places, created to protect her most valuable creations from those who would misuse them. These symbols indicate trials designed to test the character of those seeking her treasures. Not merely puzzles, but moral challenges.”

Deadly mystical traps. My favorite.

“Great,” I muttered. “Another tomb raiding job with bonus murder puzzles. Just what I was hoping for.”

Damien raised an eyebrow, but his eyes crinkled at the corners. “I thought this was precisely the type of challenge you specialized in?”

“Oh, it is. Doesn’t mean I can’t complain about it while doing it spectacularly well.” I squinted at the text surrounding the illustration. “Wait, this says something about ‘the Queen’s judgment falls hardest on those of tainted blood.’ What does that mean?”

“I believe it refers to intent,” Damien explained, his expression sobering. “The Wolf Queen was known for her ability to sense deception and malice. Her protective magic would respond to the seeker’s purpose, harshly to those seeking power for its own sake, but guiding those seeking healing.”

“So the traps get extra murder-y if you’re there for the wrong reasons?” I frowned. “What counts as the ‘right’ reasons, then?”

“Healing,” he said simply. “The Wolf Queen created the Shadow Fang primarily as a healing tool, though legends also speak of its power as a weapon.”

“And you’re after it for healing only, right? Not the weapon part?”

Pain, raw and human, hardened his expression. “As I said before, yes.”

“Yes to which part?”

Before he could form a response, my stomach growled loud enough that Damien actually looked startled.

My whole face flushed as I bowed my head toward the table I sat at. “Sorry. Jesus. How embarrassing.”

“No need to apologize,” he said with an unexpected hint of humor. “Perhaps a break would help. You’ve been working for nearly five hours without stopping.”

I stretched, feeling my spine pop in several satisfying places. “Five hours? No wonder my eyeballs feel like they’ve been rolled in sand.”

“Your dedication is commendable,” Damien said, returning to his book.

“Yeah, yeah.” As I stood to stretch, something caught my eye in a nearby corner—a glass case I hadn’t noticed before, containing what appeared to be invitations, programs, and other fancy social stuff.

“Felix collects party invitations? That’s…exactly the kind of weird hobby he would have,” I said, already moving toward it.

The case opened at my touch, recognizing me as someone Felix had authorized. Inside, arranged chronologically, were hundreds of elegant cards and papers, some so old they were barely holding together despite preservation spells.

Damien appeared next to me so quickly that I jumped.

“Gah!” I slapped my hand over my heart to keep it contained. “Don’t make me put a bell on you.”

“Sorry. The Wolf Queen’s creations often passed through the hands of collectors before disappearing from history,” he said, excitement lighting his eyes as he studied the collection. “Supernatural social events were—and still are—where such items change hands most frequently.”

“So you think there might be records of the Shadow Fang changing hands at one of these fancy parties in the past?” I asked, sorting through the older items. 

“It’s possible,” he replied, searching with his gloved hands too. “At minimum, we might find connections to those who would know its whereabouts.”

His fingers paused on a particularly elegant invitation, its paper heavy-looking and cream-colored with silver embossing that seemed to shift under the light. Felix’s name was written elegantly at the top.

“Madame Selene’s Equinox Gala,” he read aloud, a note of surprise in his voice.

I moved closer to peer at the invitation. “Happening in…holy shit, three days from now.”

Damien’s shoulder nearly touched mine as we examined the invitation. I caught a hint of his scent, something that reminded me of snowstorms and warm, spicy…spices. I couldn’t tell what it was exactly, but I found myself inhaling until I couldn’t anymore.

“This is fortunate timing,” he said, his voice carefully neutral.

Too carefully neutral.

I turned to face him. “You knew about this already, didn’t you?”

He met my gaze then shook his head with a rueful smile. “Not the invitation specifically, no. But I’d heard rumors about Madame Selene hosting an event. I just didn’t know the exact date.”

“Uh-huh.” I studied his face, trying to read past that expression of mild amusement. “Quite a coincidence.”

“Sometimes the universe aligns in unexpected ways,” he said with a slight shrug.

“If you knew about the event, then why didn’t we just start with the invitation collection?” I asked, my patience wearing dangerously thin.

As soon as I reached the hangry stage, I had about five minutes to feast, or I might go murdery.

“Because I’ve never looked through Dr. Morgan’s collection before.” He looked around in awe once more. “I had no idea that a doctor would have such a variety of texts in his basement. I’d love to talk more with him someday—“

“Sorry, the Bibliophiles Geek Out meeting has been canceled. Get back on track with this Madame Selene. Who is she, and why does she have such expensive taste in invitations?”

“She’s one of the most connected artifact brokers in the supernatural world,” Damien explained, his expression animated in a way I hadn’t seen before. “Her collection rivals museums, but she’s notoriously selective about who gets to see it. 

“She hosts a major event twice a year, not necessarily on the exact date of the equinox, bringing together collectors, hunters, and those with items to sell. It’s very hush-hush and elite. If anyone has information about the Shadow Fang’s current whereabouts, it would be Selene or one of her guests. I’m sure of it.”

I studied the invitation more closely. The venue was a historic mansion outside New Orleans, and the dress code stated Masks and formal attire required.

“So we’d need to secure invitations to this exclusive party, convince this Selene person to share information about an artifact that may not even exist, and do all this without alerting other potential seekers?” I summarized. “Sounds straightforward.”

“Sarcasm noted,” Damien said, his lip curling. “But yes, essentially.”

“So how do we get on this exclusive guest list?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “Pretend we’re both Felix?”

“I have connections who could secure invitations,” he said, absently running a hand through his dark curls. “With some effort. But Selene’s gatherings are closely monitored. Security is supernatural and extremely thorough. We would need ironclad covers to gain access.”

“So even if we do get inside, how do we get information from Madame Selene? I’m guessing she doesn’t just chat about priceless artifacts with anyone who asks nicely over cocktails.”

“No,” Damien said. “But according to recent information…”

He pulled out his phone—a ridiculously expensive model—and showed me a photo. The image was of a carved wooden case with silver inlay. Inside lay what appeared to be an ancient map made of some strange, translucent material that seemed to shimmer with an internal light.

“What am I looking at?” I leaned closer, so close that one of Damien’s curls brushed my cheek.

Silky… I wondered what kind of conditioner he used.

“A skin map,” Damien said. “Created from the hide of a creature sensitive to magical energies. When activated, it reveals the location of whatever it was created to find.”

I wrinkled my nose. “That’s both gross and fascinating. So it’s like magical GPS made out of monster skin?”

Damien laughed, an actual, genuine laugh that transformed his whole face. It was a warm, rich sound that seemed to startle him as much as it did me.

“A crude but not entirely inaccurate comparison,” he said, clearing his throat as if embarrassed by his outburst. “These maps were rare even in ancient times, requiring both considerable power and specific materials to create. The Wolf Queen was said to have made several to help locate her most important creations if they were ever lost or stolen.”

I stared at him. “And you think Selene has a skin map that leads to the Shadow Fang? Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”

“Because until recently, I wasn’t certain the exact skin map we need even existed,” he said, gesturing to the book he’d been reading on the table. “The references there were vague at best. But I’ve heard rumors that Selene acquired a large map collection.”

“So we need to somehow convince Selene to show us this map? Or are you suggesting we steal it?” I asked, already mentally calculating angles and security considerations.

Purely hypothetically, of course.

“I suggest we begin with diplomacy before considering theft,” Damien said with a pointed look, though his eyes held unexpected warmth. “Collectors like Selene usually respond well to interesting trades. If we can identify something she desires…”

“Three days isn’t much time to prepare,” I pointed out, my mind already racing with all we’d need to do. “Especially if we need to establish solid cover identities.”

“Leave that to me,” Damien replied. “I have resources that can expedite such arrangements.”

Of course he did.

“Fine,” I said, making a split-second decision. “We infiltrate Selene’s gala. But you need to be completely transparent with me about what we’re walking into. What kinds of supernatural beings will be there? What kind of security? And most importantly”—I fixed him with a hard stare—“what aren’t you telling me about your interest in the Shadow Fang?”

Damien held my gaze, his blue eyes darkening. “Most high-ranking supernatural factions will be represented—vampire houses, shifter packs, fae courts, witch covens. Security will be a combination of magical wards and trained guards. As for my interest…” He paused, something complex tightening the corners of his mouth. “I told you the truth. Someone important to me is ill.”

“But not the whole truth,” I pressed, stepping closer to him.

A muscle in his jaw twitched as his lips firmed.

I wanted to push further, but something in his expression stopped me. Whatever he was hiding, it was deeply personal—and possibly painful. And right now, I needed his cooperation more than I needed his confession.

“We’ll revisit that later,” I promised, gathering the materials we’d found. “For now, tell me more about how we’re going to convince New Orleans’ supernatural elite that we belong at their fancy party.”

“Actually,” Damien said, “I have a suggestion about that. How do you feel about playing my fiancée?”

My jaw dropped open. “Your what now?”

“My fiancée,” he repeated, a flicker of amusement crossing his face. “A newly engaged couple draws less suspicion than two unrelated individuals. It would give us a plausible reason to stay close throughout the evening and excuse any private conversations.”

“Absolutely not,” I said, heat creeping up my neck that I desperately hoped wasn’t visible. “There has to be another cover that doesn’t involve me pretending to be madly in love with you.”

“I said fiancée, not lovesick adolescent,” he countered, that hint of humor returning to his voice. “We could pose as a business arrangement, a political union between supernatural families. It’s common enough.”

“You’ve thought about this already,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

He shrugged. “I consider multiple scenarios for any operation. It’s simple strategy.”

I ran a hand through my hair, thinking quickly. As much as I hated to admit it, his suggestion made sense. Romantic partners—even those in arranged relationships—would be expected to arrive together, stay close, and have private conversations. It would give us freedom of movement that separate covers might not.

“Fine,” I said. “But we’re an arranged match. Strictly business. Absolutely no lovey-dovey shit.”

“Agreed,” Damien said, looking faintly amused at my vehemence. “Though convincing everyone else might require some basic displays of comfort with each other’s presence.”

Cool, cool. So I’d just signed up to play house with a total stranger.

“We have three days to prepare,” I said, refusing to dwell on the implications. “Let’s focus on learning everything we can about Selene, her guests, and the security we’ll be facing.”

“A sensible approach,” Damien said. “I’d like to also suggest we allocate time for you to learn basic etiquette appropriate to supernatural high society. The wrong fork could give you away faster than any security check.”

I glared at him. “I know which fork to use.”

He shook his head with a rueful smile. “Do you know the proper greeting for an Elder of the Third House of Night? Or how to accept a drink from a Fae Lord without binding yourself to unwanted obligations? Or the correct response when a Crone of the Western Covens offers you her hand?”

My glare intensified. “You have spent too much time at fancy supernatural parties.”

“I’ve spent enough time with those species to know they’re dangerous for the unprepared,” he said, his tone free of condescension. “Breaking social protocols in that world can have consequences far beyond mere embarrassment.”

“Fine. Etiquette lessons,” I conceded with a weary sigh. “But first, I need some sushi. Stat.”

We gathered our things and said goodbye to Felix, with a promise from Damien to reschedule the Bibliophiles Geek Out meeting. Damien’s actual words, to which Felix only blinked at.

I admit that made me laugh.

“See you tomorrow,” I told Damien.

“I’ll accompany you,” he insisted, holding the Repository door open.

“I don’t need a partner for eating,” I said with a shake of my head. “Besides, I eat sushi like a rabid squirrel. Chopsticks optional, dignity nonexistent. No one needs to witness that.”

Damien scratched the back of his neck, his eyebrows raised. “So glad I get to teach you etiquette lessons.”

Smiling, I slapped him on his hard, muscular chest on my way out. “Good luck, big guy.”

As we stepped out into the New Orleans evening, the humid air sticking my clothes to my skin within seconds, I found myself wondering which would be harder—infiltrating Selene’s heavily guarded mansion or convincing anyone that Damien Cross and I could possibly be a couple.

Either way, we had three days to pull off the impossible.

No pressure.









