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Chapter One

 


I made love to shadows, drifting in a sea of silvery mist, with
great, swan-like wings cradling me. Gloved hands caressed my bare
skin, sending cool shivers of pleasure through me as they
carefully, reverently explored my body. My sighs were inaudible
over the rush of the nearby ocean, but my lover felt them, I knew.
I knew it from the fine shaking in his fingers as he slid his hands
from my throat to my thighs, taking the time to learn every curve
on the way.

Shadow and mist hid him
from me. His wings obscured his face, and although I longed to see
it with a yearning that made me feel weak and desperate, I knew if
I gave in to my urges and pushed those glorious, cloud-soft wings
aside, he’d leave me.

And that would break me.

So I let him hide the truth
from me as he gently and deliberately stirred my body to exquisite
ecstasy. He used those leather gloves to teach me new sensations,
raising my nipples to aching peaks and bringing a hot, sweet ache
to my core. I whimpered and begged, writhing in our dream bed, cool
air whispering over my skin to contrast deliciously with the heat
he created in me.

I stroked his wings,
marveling at the satiny softness of his feathers. They were the
most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and the sight of them saddened
me because they meant this was just a dream. In reality, he didn’t
have wings. I wasn’t sure if he ever had. But here in this liminal
space where we hung, weightless, timeless, and limitless, he could
have wings. Graceful, angelic wings that filled me with both joy
and melancholy.

This wasn’t real. No matter how much I
wanted it, no matter how much I felt it, it was an illusion.

“This is real, Evanna,” he
told me, his voice like velvet across my senses, drawing fresh
shivers from me. Just with his damn voice. “This is as real as
anything else we’ve done together.”

God, I wanted that to be true.

“It is true,” he said, and
as if to prove it, he dipped his wingtip down between my
legs.

I gasped, shocked and
entranced by the feeling. It was almost unbearable, that lightest
of touches flicking across my throbbing clit. For a long, white-hot
second, I forgot everything except that feeling. The rest of the
world was just phantoms.

But it wasn’t enough.
Nothing he could do would be enough as long as he hid himself from
me. I needed more. I needed everything he was, everything he could
give, and more than that, I needed honesty. I had it from all my
other lovers. Why did Rahab have to be the one to hold
back?

Suddenly, this dream was
too much. My body was overwhelmed, my mind clouded. I could never
think straight around Rahab, and this … this sensual, sexual
interlude had me reeling, thoughtless and raw.

“Stop,” I said as he
brushed his wings over my breasts, sending lightning bolts through
my bloodstream. “Please stop.”

 He froze. Silence fell between us, crystal and cold as the
ocean. I twisted in the mists that cushioned me, suddenly desperate
to feel earth under my feet. A horrible sense of vertigo filled me,
and I imagined myself plunging hundreds of feet to crash into the
rolling waves of the sea, sucked under and lost in the black depths
in the blink of an eye.

“Evanna, I would never let
you fall.”

Rahab’s wings encircled me,
soft as a wish and as strong as iron, but I couldn’t relax now. My
arousal was all gone, replaced by a shrieking anxiety.

“I need to go,” I said, my
voice as hoarse as though I’d been screaming for hours. “I need to
go. Please let me go, please, please, please…”

“You have never been my
prisoner,” he said, his voice brimming with something. Regret?
“Close your eyes, Evanna.”

I squeezed them shut,
trembling from head to toe, unable to shake the visions of falling,
drowning. Could vampires even drown?

Shit, I wished I hadn’t
thought that, because now
all I could see was myself trapped at the bottom
of a lightless ocean, endlessly suffocating, bones crushed, flesh
nibbled away, but not dead, never dead, oh God, oh God, oh
God…

The shadows swallowed me whole and the smell
of saltwater assaulted me. Then there was nothing but darkness.

****

I jerked awake with a
silent scream on my lips and grabbed the person nearest to me. Bee
frowned at me and pried her arm free of my claw-like grip. “Are you
going to be sick?” the ber-serkr
asked me with her usual pragmatism.

I stared at her for a
second, wild-eyed and dry-mouthed, trying to get my bearings.
Reality dripped back in. I was on a plane, on my way to Paris. I
was not with Rahab, the man who had turned me into a vampire. I was
not drowning. Everything that had happened, every caress and
whisper exchanged, had happened in my mind. Or in our minds. I
hadn’t really put much thought into the dream-physics of my
encounters with Rahab. They just happened.

They weren’t usually that
erotic though. I felt a hot flush spread over my cheeks as I stared
dumbly at Bee. She raised an eyebrow and handed me a paper sick
bag.

“I’m not
going to be sick,” I said, although my stomach was churning. I
glanced past her, taking in the rest of the plane’s passengers—or
at least as many as I could see. Adrian was out of sight, probably
still in the cockpit with the pilot where he’d been since we took
off from England. Kaito sat across the aisle from me, apparently
asleep, as was Keir, the other ber-serkr Carson had sent along with
us for this mission to Paris. Hyacinth, the Parisian vampire
accompanying us, was out of my line of sight, but Femi, the very
human member of our strange party, was awake and glaring at me and
Bee from his seat next to Keir.

I glared back, forgetting
my vow to be nice to him, and turned to the window. True night had
fallen while I slept, and all around us there was only fathomless
darkness. I shivered, hugging myself.

“How long have we been
flying?” I asked Bee.

“Almost an hour,” she said.
“We should be landing soon.”

I gazed down at the book in
my lap, my sense of time completely distorted. I was actually
surprised I’d managed to fall asleep with the revelation about
Rahab’s past with Divina Lux spinning in my head.

If it even was a
revelation.

I stared down at the old
book, A Treatise on the Abilities and
Capabilities of the Vampir, dread worming
through me. I re-read the passages about the Crusades and Divina
Lux, about the Hermit of Saint Honoré. Divina Lux were a group of
fanatical vampire hunters, obsessed with wiping us out—and shifters
too, if they got the chance. The Hermit, for a while, had simply
been the name Divina Lux had given to their vampire ally, one of
our own who was feeding them information about us.

But now I knew the Hermit
was something—someone—more. The Hermit of Saint Honoré had been a
vampire hunter himself, remade into a vampire during the Crusades.
The book I was holding detailed it all, and although Rahab’s name
wasn’t mentioned, my gut feeling hadn’t changed: the Hermit of
Saint Honoré was Rahab, my maker, my secret obsession. A vampire
slayer. Our enemy.

How the hell had I fallen
asleep with that swarming around my brain? I frowned, nerves
skittering. Had he pulled me into that dream on purpose? Chewing my
lip, I tried to reach out to him. It was all instinct. I had no
real idea of how the bond between a fledgling and a maker worked,
since my maker had been noticeably absent from my un-life so far. I
just knew that the bond was there, an intangible but irresistible
connection we could use to meet in a dream-like limbo.

Rahab had turned me into a
vampire on the streets of Ravenstone, then left me to other
people’s care. He’d left me with nothing but questions nobody else
could answer, and dream encounters that simply left me wanting so
much more.

But in all our previous
encounters, he’d kept me at arm’s length, even when I pushed for
more. This dream… I shivered, a hot, feathery fluttering filling
me. This dream had been something else entirely. That was not the
Rahab I’d come to know.

Had it just been a regular
dream? Something born of my conflicted feelings, and not real at
all?

“You still look like you
might be sick,” Bee said. “You’re not hungry, are you?”

She meant hungry for blood,
and I considered it for a second before shaking my head. The
cramped aching in my jaw and gut wasn’t there. “I just had a weird
dream,” I said. I’d talk about it with Kaito and Adrian later, I
decided. They were both endlessly sensible, in very different ways,
and if I was just being paranoid, they’d tell me.

Right now, there were more
immediate issues. We were about to land in Paris to meet with a
bunch of vampires who, based on Adrian and Hyacinth’s accounts,
might be about to descend into civil war. Their leader, Cyprien,
was missing, possibly killed in the Maybury fire, an attack on the
hotel I’d worked at when I was still just a naïve and happy
student. It had been the site of the Conclave, a great gathering of
vampires who had, ironically, gotten together to discuss how to
handle Divina Lux’s attacks. Was that ironic? Or just very tragic?
Cyprien was one of many vampires who seemingly hadn’t escaped the
devastating fire.

Hyacinth didn’t believe he
was dead, but he had predicted in-fighting over who should lead in
Cyprien’s absence. Given what I’d already experienced of vampire
society, I was picturing a literal blood bath. I wasn’t really sure
what we were supposed to do about that, but it was secondary for us
anyway.

Thanks to Femi, our
kidnapped Divina Lux soldier, we thought Adrian’s maker, Nousha,
had been brought here. We didn’t know why the hunters wanted her,
but it surely wasn’t going to be for anything good. Finding her was
the real reason Adrian was here, I suspected. I thought my newest,
most difficult lover saw every other reason as a distant
second.

But thanks to the Blood
Oracle, the snake-like vampire living in the Ovidiu Library in
Whitechapel, I thought Rahab might be somewhere in France, too. The
Oracle had exchanged that precious information for a drink of my
blood, and I was going to carry the scars of that trade forever.
But it had been worth it.

Hyacinth knew of the town
the Blood Oracle had told us about, the tower by the sea where
Rahab supposedly lived in splendid isolation, and had offered to
take us there if we helped him find Cyprien.

I wanted to find Nousha, I
truly did. I’d been in the hands of Divina Lux and I wouldn’t leave
anyone else there if I could save them. But finding Rahab, learning
the truth of who and what he was… Well, everything else was a
distant second to that for me.

I leaned back in the
scratchy plastic chair with a sigh. We all had different
priorities, and we probably all thought ours was the most
important. This was going to be a mess. But my life had been a mess
from the second I woke up in the Maybury hotel after Adrian
attacked me and Rahab turned me. I was sort of getting used to the
chaos now. And there were benefits.

My eyes slid back to Kaito.
Awake, he was ultra-competent, a trait I found a hell of a lot
sexier than I’d ever expected. Asleep, he was softer, his stern
face relaxed. His long legs were stretched out under the seat in
front of him, his tattooed arms folded across his chest. I had no
doubt that if anyone so much as twitched in his vicinity, he’d be
up like a shot, probably with a weapon in hand. He’d been at my
side more or less constantly since I became a vampire, and it was
already impossible to imagine my life without his calm, controlled
presence.

He was a striking contrast
to Adrian. Sardonic, occasionally cruel, gleefully chaotic Adrian.
Although he wasn’t my maker, he was the reason I was a vampire. And
although I had every reason to hate him, I was drawn to him like a
compass needle to the North, shaking but sure.

The third member of my
strange trio was Carson, a ber-serkr king currently on his way
to Scotland, where he’d try to rouse the shapeshifters against
Divina Lux. So far, we hadn’t had much luck with that. Shifters and
vampires weren’t natural friends, I’d discovered. Not even the
threat of destruction by the fanatical vampire-slaying cult could
overcome that antipathy. Or at least not so far. I was hoping
Carson, along with Iona, a lynx shifter I’d befriended, would be
able to shake the shifters out of their apathy. Divina Lux were
ramping up their attacks, and we were all at risk now, vampires,
bears, wolves … everyone.

At a time like this, I
didn’t need to be harboring doubts about Rahab. But, at a time like
this, trust was in short supply.

“Have you ever been to
Paris?” I asked Bee, desperate for a distraction. I could think
myself into a pit of gloom all too easily.

She nodded. “I studied here
for a year at the Paris-Sorbonne,” she said casually, like it
wasn’t a huge deal that she’d studied at one of the first
universities in the world.

“What did you study?” I
asked, academic envy brewing in me. I was also curious in a more
general sense—I’d met Bee at Faulkner Park, Carson’s fancy estate,
and had been under the vague impression she worked there as a
cleaner.

“English language and
literature.” She shrugged. “My parents made me do it. They said it
would be useful in the real world.” She rolled her eyes.

“What did you want to
do?”

She shrugged again. “I
don’t really know. I like it at Faulkner Park, but I don’t want to
polish antique mirrors for the rest of my life. Maybe I could be a
tour guide,” she mused.

“You’re a monster,” Femi
said suddenly, startling us both. “You can’t sit there and talk
about university and career paths like you’re just … just
anybody!”

There was true venom in his
voice, but Bee was unruffled. She leaned across the aisle toward
him, expression thoughtful. “What is it you think we do? You think
that just because I turn into a bear I don’t have to pay my phone
bill or buy groceries? Being a monster is just as mundane as being
a human most of the time.”

Femi scowled and said
nothing, and a soft silence filled the plane as we started to
descend. I stared out the window, watching a thousand glimmering
lights appear below, growing closer and brighter with every second.
I could do with some mundanity, I thought, fingers absently
stroking the leatherbound book. Unfortunately, I had a feeling that
was a long way off yet.


Chapter Two

 


We landed outside of Paris
in a tiny, overgrown stretch of mud the pilot generously called a
private airfield. There was nothing in it except for a rough dirt
track and a small Portacabin, which just reinforced my original
impression that Adrian’s “friend” was a drug smuggler.

The night air was cool and
crisp, perfumed with the scent of wet grass, and even though we’d
only been on the plane for just over an hour, I felt exhilarated to
be off it and outside again. Possibly because the damn thing looked
and sounded like it might explode mid-flight. I dropped my case and
stretched my arms and legs while the others got off, scanning the
dark horizon for signs of life. A string of lights in the distance
had to be Paris itself, but I had no idea how far away we were, or
how we were getting to the city.

Despite the grim and
uncertain reasons for us being here, a tiny part of me was excited.
I’d never been to Paris, but I’d always had a romantic, fanciful
image of it in my head. I’d pictured myself swanning down the
Champs-Élysées, a trendy take-out coffee in one hand and a bag full
of designer clothes in the other, possibly with a poodle or a sexy
French poet in tow. I glanced at Adrian as he approached, wondering
if he knew any poetry. Probably not. He probably knew a few dirty
limericks, though.

He slung his arm around my
shoulder with casual possessiveness, swinging me around with a
dramatic wave of his arm. “Bienvenue à
Paris, mon trésor. It’s not been the same
since the prohibition of absinthe in 1914, but I’m fond of it
nonetheless.”

Amused, I slipped free. “Of
course you’d be an absinthe drinker.”

He gave me his
characteristic smirk, stroking his villainous goatee. “Can’t abide
the stuff,” he said. “But it made such easy pickings of the ladies
at night.”

I was never sure how
seriously to take Adrian, so I didn’t answer. Instead, I reached
for Kaito, who was walking toward us with his bag of weapons over
one shoulder. He took my outstretched hand in his and kissed it,
gracing me with one of his rare smiles.

“How do we get to Paris?”
he asked, directing the question at Hyacinth, who was picking his
way gingerly through the muddy grass to join us.

“I called
one of our sang collé,” he said, and then seeing my blank look added, “a human …
helper.”

Femi made a noise of
disgust somewhere behind him. “A blood slave.” He emerged from the
shadows with Keir’s massive hand clamped firmly on his
shoulder.

“Everybody is compensated
quite well, actually,” Hyacinth said mildly. “It is a fine system.”
He checked his phone. “He should be here soon.”

A few minutes later, I
heard a car engine rumbling nearby, and a long, low shape appeared
in the distance, headlights quickly growing bigger and
brighter.

“Is that a limo?” Keir
asked, sounding faintly disgusted.

Hyacinth lifted his head
and swept toward the car. “Jean-Charles is a limo driver. It’s one
of the reasons we use him. Besides, we’re not all going to fit into
a Ford Fiesta, are we?”

“Vampires always travel in
style,” Adrian said, opening the limo door for me as it rolled to a
stop next to us.

I glanced back at the
rickety deathtrap we’d arrived in and said nothing. Truthfully, I’d
fallen into the lap of luxury with my vampiric re-awakening, but
even so, I was still a little dazed to find myself in an actual
limousine. The blue-gray seats smelled of clean, new leather and
were buttery soft. They were big enough that we could probably all
have stretched out for a nap. There was tasteful lighting overhead,
and a privacy screen to separate us from the driver, who remained
an anonymous shadow on the other side. Classical music, heavy on
pianos, rippled through the car. Everything whispered class, and I
was very aware of my scruffy clothes and muddy shoes.

I finger-combed my hair
self-consciously as the others got in. Kaito and Adrian flanked me.
Keir kept Femi away from the rest of us, near the rear of the limo,
as if mortality might be contagious. Of course, it was for Femi’s
safety, not ours. Adrian had viciously tortured the kid when he
first caught him, a fact that still turned my stomach whenever I
looked at Femi’s hand and the missing fingers there. It was a
disturbing reminder that, despite the trappings of wealth around
me, we were at war. Divina Lux had tortured Adrian. They’d
kidnapped me and Iona, brutally attacked Skye, a fox-shifter, back
in London, and that was just the tip of the iceberg. They were out
to exterminate us, and as much I didn’t have the stomach for the
violence Adrian had inflicted on Femi, I couldn’t forget that Femi
would do the same to any of us in a heartbeat.

The bitterest part of it
for me was suspecting Rahab might be helping Divina Lux. Someone on
our side was.

Kaito shifted a little closer to me as we
drove off, his hand covering mine. “You’re tense.”

“Just wondering what to
expect in Paris,” I said. I didn’t want to say anything about Rahab
until we could talk privately.

“Debauchery, depravity,”
Adrian started.

Hyacinth cut him off. “We
will not go straight to la Maison des Rois,” he said, sounding
appalled at the very idea. “I cannot take the … a…” He fumbled for
a second, looking worried. “The shapeshifters can’t come,” he said
finally, and I guessed he’d been about to use a far less polite
word for Bee and Keir. “Nor the human. He is not
sang collé. He won’t be
allowed in.”

I rolled my eyes. “Is this
another super-secret vampires-only club?” I’d had enough of that at
the Ovidiu Library in Whitechapel. The only reason for it seemed to
be pure snobbery, and we were supposed to be making alliances with
shapeshifters, not shutting them out of our treehouses.

“Those are the rules,”
Hyacinth said, unmovable. “And certainly we cannot show up at la
Maison des Rois with you and Kaito looking so…” He trailed off
again, but his expression spoke volumes, as did his dismissive
hand-flip.

To my surprise, Adrian
leaned forward with an impatient growl. “We didn’t come here to
play dress-up, flower. This is about finding Nousha.”

Hyacinth returned his fiery
glare with an icy one. “You’ve been here before, Adrian. You know
this works. Maybe if Cyprien was here… But of course, that is also
the problem, non?
The mood of the court is fragile. It is best if we play by the
rules.”

Adrian scowled, opening his mouth, but I
squeezed his fingers and he fell silent.

“Fine,” I said, knowing I
was being bold to speak for Bee and Keir as well, but not seeing
what choice we had. We wanted alliances between shifters and
vampires, yes, but we couldn’t start by barging in and breaking the
rules. That would only show us as acting in bad faith, whether we
meant it or not.

Play nice first, then start asking for
favors. I hoped it would work.

Hyacinth relaxed
fractionally. “You still have the clothes Carson bought
you?”

I nodded, patting the case
I’d been lugging around with me since we left Whitechapel. Carson
had gifted both me and Kaito with a new wardrobe back in London. I
suspected Kaito had ditched his in favor of his weapons, but I’d
shoved a random assortment of clothes into my case in a mad panic,
and now I had to hope I could make a fancy enough outfit from it
all to satisfy the sartorially flawless Hyacinth.

Based on his worried
expression, I had a hell of a mountain to climb.

****

Hyacinth didn’t live at la
Maison des Rois, whatever that was. He took us to a beautiful,
spacious apartment at the edge of the city, nestled down a pretty
little street lined with ivy-clad buildings, next door to a
regal-looking church.

“Isn’t that like,
blasphemous?” Femi asked him, nodding toward the golden-bricked
church. “Vampires living so close to God? Don’t you worry about
what’ll happen to you when you die?”

He was sneering in a way
that felt insincere, as if he didn’t fully buy into what he
preached, but Hyacinth dismissed him with a cool laugh.

“If I go to Hell, child,
blasphemy will be the very least of the reasons.”

He led us into his
apartment building and up a winding staircase to the top floor. His
was the only apartment up there, and I wasn’t surprised to find it
was gorgeous inside. Everything was soft white and sharp black,
with purple accents coming from the flowers and curving glass
ornaments lining the windowsills and fireplace. The scent of lilacs
and lavender perfumed the air, with a subtle undertone of
coffee.

“Don’t touch anything,”
Hyacinth said anxiously. “Take off your shoes.”

Once he was certain we
weren’t going to contaminate his beautiful home, Hyacinth seemed to
grow a little, as if being on his home turf gave him strength. He
tossed his silver-blond hair, clapped his hands, and pointed toward
a door on the left side of the front room.

“Guest room,” he said. “The
human can stay in there.”

“Is it secure?” Keir
asked.

He wasn’t touching Femi,
but he lurked so close to the Divina Lux kid that Femi couldn’t
exhale without touching him. It was hard to imagine anywhere in the
world the towering, barrel-chested bear couldn’t make secure with
his sheer presence alone.

Hyacinth turned his nose
up. “It may shock you to learn that I don’t normally hold people
prisoner here. There is a window. It doesn’t have bars, but I trust
it will suffice.”

“I’m not stupid enough to
jump out a five-story window,” Femi said, glowering at
him.

“Je ne
pleurerai pas si c'est le cas,” Hyacinth
said with a shrug, then turned to me, Kaito, and Adrian. “You may
change in my bedroom.” He pointed toward a door in the opposite
wall.

“Are we going straight to
this Maison place now?” I asked.

“Mais
oui, of course. This is all very urgent,
no?” he asked archly. “While you prepare, I will call ahead and
inform the court. Go, please.” He waved us toward his
bedroom.

I should be used to life
moving at a breakneck speed by now, but I still felt a wave of
exhaustion swamp me as we went into his room. It was a sanctuary of
jewel tones and colorful orchids, and the bed was big enough for a
reasonable-sized orgy. I collapsed on it with a groan, covering my
eyes with my arm.

The bed creaked and shifted
as one of the men lay down next to me. A light brush of soft lips
on my forehead told me it was Kaito, and I moved my arm to give him
a rueful smile. “Hyacinth will be scandalized that we’re climbing
all over his bed.”

“I would love to give him
something to be scandalized about,” Kaito said, the tiniest hint of
a purr in his words, “but I don’t think we have time for everything
I’d like to do.”

I flushed, heat uncoiling
between my legs. Being the object of Kaito’s sexual attention was a
never-ending delight. His closeness quickened my breath, and even
though I knew he was right, I couldn’t help rolling onto my side to
capture his mouth for a kiss.

He cupped the back of my
head in one hand, fingers tangling in my hair so he could deepen
the kiss to something much darker and bolder than I’d intended. I
lost myself for a second, the heady floral perfume in the room
making me dizzy, Kaito’s touch making me hungry.

The sweet sensation lasted
for all of thirty seconds before Adrian threw a pillow at us. We
broke apart, and I sat up to glare at him, but fell silent at his
expression.

“I’m sure we’d all love to
be ravishing you right now, sweetling, but unfortunately, we do
have more pressing business.” He opened my case and started pulling
clothes out. “La Maison des Rois is a nest of vipers. You thought
the Blood Oracle was bad, Evie, but he’s nothing compared to some
of the creatures there. We can’t afford to be
distracted.”

I touched my neck absently,
rubbing the healing bite the Oracle had left there. Worse than him?
Worse than that ancient, snake-like monster with his collection of
corpses? I swallowed, tasting bile.

Suddenly, Paris didn’t seem
so romantic anymore.


Chapter Three

 


Adrian dressed me in a
floor-grazing black skirt with a lacy hem, and a high-necked black
blouse that looked faintly Victorian in style. It made me a little
nervous that he felt the need to hide my neck. Generally speaking,
vampires couldn’t feed on each other.

Neither Kaito nor Adrian
really had a casual mode. I’d seen Kaito dressed down, but he still
managed to look like an international assassin, just one on
holiday. Adrian, I’d never seen out of a suit, and it was
impossible to imagine him slumming it in jeans and a t-shirt. I
watched him switch out a black scarf for a charcoal gray one with
great deliberation, and I wondered if being a clotheshorse was an
expected part of vampire life.

Adrian caught me watching him and flashed me
one of his more usual leers. “Like the view, sweetness?”

“It’ll do,” I said. “I was
just wondering if you own anything other than suits and fancy
shirts.”

“It’s this or total
nudity,” he informed me, straight-faced. “Want me to
change?”

“I thought we didn’t have
time for this,” Kaito said, arms folded, face stern.

I bit my lip. I hadn’t
quite figured out the logistics of being involved with three men.
It would have been tricky enough if they were all friends, but
Adrian was definitely not Kaito or Carson’s friend.

I was saved from having to
answer by Bee knocking on the door. She stuck her head through,
waving a makeup bag at me, and grinned wickedly when I sank onto
the bed with a groan.

“Bet you didn’t bring any,
did you?” she said, bustling in.

I mumbled something
unintelligible as she sat down next to me and started combing
through the bag. It wasn’t that I hated makeup or anything, but,
added to the expensive clothes and the vampiric politics and
head-games, it made me feel … fake. Evie Bourne, student, had
gotten by with a bit of eye-liner and frayed jeans. Evanna Bourne,
vampire, needed smoky eyes, lacy skirts, and regular donations of
blood. It was just … weird. Everything was so, so weird, and
somehow having Bee do my makeup just compounded the weirdness.
Especially with Kaito and Adrian watching so intently.

“Done,” Bee announced
fifteen minutes later. She sat back, smiling proudly. “You look
presentable.”

“Presentable?” I echoed
with a pout.

“I can only work with what
I’m given,” she teased, poking me in the ribs. “You look fantastic.
I’m jealous. You get to go to all the exciting secret meetings, and
I’m stuck here with a human who thinks I’m going to eat his
skin.”

“And Keir,” I reminded
her, grinning when she flushed. “That’s got to be better than
playing vampire politics.”

It was her turn to mumble
something I couldn’t make out, probably in German, and she fiddled
with the end of her braid, grinning. “Well,” she said finally, “I’m
sure I can endure it for a few hours while you’re off drinking
blood cocktails.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Is that a thing?” I
asked Adrian.

“It’s a filthy rumor
spread by uninformed animals,” he replied. “Blood clots far too
quickly to make a decent cocktail.”

****

Once again, we were
collected by Hyacinth’s limo driver, and this time, we headed into
the heart of Paris. I sat between Kaito and Adrian once more,
nerves tingling as I watched the city lights flash by through the
tinted windows.

If there was one thing I’d
learned so far about vampires, it was to expect the unexpected.
From primal snake-monsters under Whitechapel to bat-shaped spies
lurking in the trees, there were so few rules surrounding them,
what they could do, what they could be, that I couldn’t begin to
imagine what we were walking into now.

“Any last-minute advice
you can give us?” I asked Hyacinth.

He fiddled with his
cufflinks. They looked like black pearls and were striking against
his pristine white suit. The first time I’d seen him, I’d thought
he looked elven, with his silvery hair and androgynous looks. In
his current outfit, he looked more angelic.

“If anybody offers to
introduce you to Nanette, say no. That is the best piece of advice
I can give you. Everything else will depend on who is there, and
what mood they’re in.”

He was nervous too, I
realized. Maybe that wasn’t surprising. Cyprien was his maker, and
Hyacinth had been devastated at the thought of him dead. We didn’t
know for sure, though. Nobody had seen Cyprien since the Conclave
at the Maybury, and honestly, nobody was even totally sure
they had seen him
there. Like Octàvio, the vampire I originally suspected of being
the Hermit, he was missing in action.

Hyacinth had offered to
help us find Rahab in Saint Honoré if we helped him find Cyprien.
The closer we got to la Maison des Rois, the more on edge he
seemed, and I began to wonder if our bargain would fall
through.

“Who’s Nanette?” I asked
to distract myself from that grim train of thought.

He gave an almost shrill
laugh. “Comment expliquer?
Every vampire makes mistakes. Nanette is someone’s
mistake.”

For some reason, his words chilled me, and I
huddled deeper into my seat.

“Just stay with us and
you’ll be fine,” Kaito said, resting his hand on my knee. “We’re
here for information on Nousha and Cyprien, and that’s all. There’s
no need for any concern.”

Adrian gave him a despairing look. “Is that meant to be reassuring,
Ishii?”

“I’m sure there’s always
need for concern in your case, Mercer, but I can protect you too,
if it’s needed,” Kaito told him, deadpan.

I let their bickering wash
over me and fished my phone from the tiny, useless purse Hyacinth
had given me. I fired off a quick text to Carson, telling him we’d
arrived safely. I hadn’t heard from him since he left for Scotland,
and I couldn’t deny the flash of warmth that lit me when I got a
text back almost immediately.

All’s well in Scotland. Bloody miserable
here. Miss you, darlin.

I had a sudden, hot longing
for him, for his vitality and fierceness, his sandalwood scent and
broad Scottish brogue. It didn’t matter that he wouldn’t have been
able to come with us to la Maison des Rois. I felt unbalanced
without him here too.

Not healthy,
Evie, I told myself as I replied. I had to
stand on my own two feet. I knew I was capable of it, it was just
that … well, it wasn’t always nice.

But there were plenty of
things about undead living that weren’t nice, and I had a feeling I
was going to see plenty more before tonight was over.

****

I’d expected a place called
the House of Kings to be … well, a house. It turned out to be a
nightclub in Le Marais, which actually made more sense when I
thought about it. How better to ensure a steady supply of willing
blood donors than to roll out the red carpet, ply them with heady
French wine, and lower their resistance?

I felt my stomach turn as
the limo pulled up outside the club. It was an unassuming red brick
building, the windows blacked out. A neon sign over the door
announced its name, a flashing yellow crown topping the words. It
was tacky, which didn’t seem very vampiric. But the queue ran down
the block, held in check by red velvet ropes and a beefy-looking
bouncer. The men and women in the queue were all well-dressed,
making me feel less awkward about my own outfit. They implied this
wasn’t going to be some dingy dive bar, no matter how tacky the
neon crown was.

Adrian took my arm when we
exited the limo, and Kaito took up position at my back, his hand in
its usual place at the base of my spine. Hyacinth lead the way,
preening at the admiring glances both men and women threw him as he
passed. Some of those looks turned sour when we bypassed the
bouncer and strolled straight in.

Inside, we were hit by a
wall of sound. Liquid drum and bass poured from the massive,
pounding speakers ringing the ceiling. Lights strobed down on the
dance floor in an eye-watering dance of purple, pink, and blue.
Bodies writhed together, the air thick with the musk of pleasure
and lust. I felt my heart rate pick up, thumping as fast as the
music, my senses overwhelmed by the crush.

I hadn’t been around so
many people—living people—since I turned. My chest tightened with
something that was almost panic.

For a flash, I could taste
blood on my tongue. Rich, salty, essential. And the fizz of life
energy I took when I fed, that extra element that gave me the
ability to heal with my own blood. I was surrounded by fountains of
the stuff, ripe and fresh and ready for the taking. Exposed necks,
bare wrists, tantalizing and tormenting and so, so
close…

Breathe,
Evie, I told myself sternly, deepening my
breathing and resisting the urge to cling to Adrian. I didn’t need
to feed. These weren’t bodies, they were people, living human
beings with hopes and problems and rights. I watched the
mesmerizing writhing, let the music flow around me, and told myself
again and again, in time with my heartbeat, that I was in
control.

I was so busy focusing on
my body’s reactions that I didn’t really notice Adrian drag me
through the club and toward the bar. But I reached out and gripped
the cool bar top on pure instinct, as if it would become a barrier
between me and the crowd with its delicious, bloody perfume. I
forced myself to pay attention to the real world again, noticing
five things about my surroundings. It was an old trick for handling
anxiety or panic attacks, and my brain quickly grabbed on to the
familiar routine. The smoky smell of whiskey from the cocktail the
bartender was stirring. The reassuring pressure of Kaito’s hand on
my back. The silky sensation of Adrian’s scarf brushing my cheek as
he leaned past me. The glow of LCD lights around the bar, slowly
fading from white to blue and back again. The sticky patch on the
bar where someone had spilled their drink.

Real, tangible things that
had nothing to do with blood. I took a couple more deep breaths,
confident now I wasn’t going to freak out, and tuned back in to
what was going on around me. I jumped slightly when Kaito swooped
in and kissed my cheek.

“Well done,” he whispered
in my ear.

I flushed, a little annoyed
my struggle had been that obvious, but pleased I’d muscled through
it alone. I knew the others had been worried about me being in
Paris—a baby vampire with no hunting experience—and it felt good to
know I’d passed a hurdle.

Hyacinth took a seat at the
bar and waited to be noticed. It didn’t take long. One of the bar
staff, a willowy brunette with a brilliant smile, came skipping
over about thirty seconds later. She leaned over the bar to
exchange air kisses with him, and they chatted away in excited
French. More air kisses followed, and then she started mixing
cocktails.

“Drinks first,” Hyacinth
said, looking more relaxed than I’d seen him since we first met in
the Ovidiu Library. “Then we shall retire to the private rooms for
business. Maxime is here tonight, and I’d prefer him to be gone
before we go any further.” He pouted.

“Who’s Maxime?” I
asked.

Kaito’s expression was sour. “Do you know
what an incubus is?”

“Sure. I mean, I thought I
did. They’re sex demons, right?” I hesitated, suddenly nervous
again. “Please don’t tell me demons are real as well. I’m still not
sure I believe in vampires and I am one.”

“All myths start
somewhere, sweetness,” Adrian said. He hopped onto the barstool
next to me and took my hand, lazily running his fingers back and
forth over my knuckles. “Everything was demons in the Middle Ages.
Schizophrenia, bad crops, beautiful girls… It’s a wonder anybody
made it out alive.”

“Yes,” I said, trying not
to get distracted by the sensation of his skin against mine, even
in such a small way. “But are demons real or not?”

“No,” Kaito said. “But the
legend of the incubus was probably partially inspired by vampires
like Maxime. His gift is sexual.”

That didn’t help my nerves
at all. Sounded potentially very rapey. “How?”

“It’s like a pheromone,”
Hyacinth said after stumbling a little for the right English word.
“It makes his bite exceptionally pleasurable.”

“Makes him an exceptionally
lazy lover as well,” Adrian said.

Before I could parse that,
the waitress returned with a tray of narrow shot glasses, filled
with tomato-red liquid. “Four Bloody Mary shots,” she said, giving
us a wink as she set them down.

I took a sip without
thinking, hoping the vodka would steady my nerves, and was shocked
to get a coppery hint of blood on my tongue. I choked on it, caught
off-guard, and glowered at Hyacinth as he laughed at me.

“Maison
spéciale,” he said.

“I thought blood didn’t
make good cocktails,” I said, pushing my glass away.

“Well, that’s why you have
to drink it quickly,” he replied.

I really didn’t want to
think about the logistics of it, not when my self-control was
hanging by a thread anyway. I was worried if that I drank any more,
the humans around me would start looking appetizing again. “Can I
just get some water?” I asked the waitress.

She shrugged and took my
shot glass away, swapping it for iced water. I sipped it
gratefully, half-listening to Adrian and Hyacinth talk while I
dwelled on the idea of sex vampires. When I fed from Carson, there
was inevitably an element of sex to it. He got off on my bite, and
I got off on his arousal. It was a perfect storm. But I’d fed from
Bee without feeling a thing—it had been a purely practical
arrangement. And that, honestly, was how I thought it should be. At
the end of the day, blood was food, and I’d never wanted to take a
pepperoni pizza to bed with me. The thought of a vampire that could
make it sexual, presumably against a person’s will, was
disturbing.

I agreed with Hyacinth. I’d prefer Maxime to
be gone as well.
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