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      Talon looked wrecked. Dark stubble shadowed his jaw, his curly hair a wild mess, his olive skin washed out.

      He needed to feed, but nothing, not even the blood thirst, was prying him from his mate Eden and their newborn spawn.

      Something twisted in my chest, jagged and raw.

      My best friend—hell, my brother in everything but DNA—had a son now, and I was standing there like some idiot kid with his nose pressed to the glass.

      I knuckled my sternum, trying to rub the ache away.

      Pathetic. I should be happy for him.

      I’d been wearing a track in the stone floor outside Castle Leclerc’s birthing suite since midnight, wishing I could do something to help. Around three in the morning, Brien, our syndicate primus and the third man in our band of brothers, had joined me. We were seated against the wall, passing a bottle of blood-whiskey back and forth, when a loud cry sounded on the other side of the thick door.

      We exchanged a look and scrambled to our feet just as Eden’s parents, who’d been waiting in the castle above, hurried up.

      “Talon told them to get us,” Gigi told Brien. “What’s going on?”

      Before he could reply, Talon yanked open the door, grinning from ear to ear. “It’s a boy.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I—we have a son.”

      With a happy cry, Gigi brushed past us to hug him.

      Eden’s father, a weathered lobsterman named Wes, eyed Talon over his wife’s blond head. “They’re okay?”

      “Yeah. He’s pissed off at the world and Eden…she was fucking awesome. Olivia says they’re both doing great.”

      “Thank the Dark Goddess,” Brien murmured, as Gigi and Wes released Talon to go to their daughter.

      I nodded, unable to speak. All I could do was pound Talon on the back.

      Then we were all in the suite. Talon returned to Eden’s side, but I hung back while the others crowded around the bed, oohing and aahing over the kid. The midwife tidied up, her rubber-soled shoes soundless on the tile floor.

      Eventually, things settled down and I got a closer look at Jude Talon Montgomery Esposito.

      Talon grinned up at me, one hand on the tiny dhampir’s head.

      I gave him a thumbs-up and mouthed, “You did good.”

      He ran a fingertip over the kid’s dark tuft of hair. The tang of disinfectant mingled with the musk of sweat and blood. Underneath was the smell of baby Jude, all soft, sweet innocence.

      The jagged thing in me screwed deeper.

      Talon’s gaze locked on Eden, cradling their spawn to her breast. Like Talon, she looked like she’d been through a war. Her golden hair clung to her damp skin, and smudges shadowed her blue eyes. But at Talon’s smile, she bit her lip, then smiled back—bright, unguarded.

      He pressed a kiss to her cheek, and together, they looked down at the kid. He was red-faced and crumpled but you could tell they thought he was the most beautiful baby in the world.

      Envy burned low in my chest, and I hated myself for it.

      I could count my friends on one hand and still have fingers left over. And Talon? He was at the top of the list, above everyone, even Brien.

      The man had my back. Always. We’d been turned to vampire the same night, had sworn the same oath of loyalty to Brien, shared the title of Maritime Syndicate lieutenants.

      Talon and Brien were my brothers, but Talon had been the first, the guy who’d saved me from the hell that had been my homelife even though he’d only been a kid himself.

      But now, Talon had Eden, too. A mate.

      I slipped my lucky metal from beneath my sweater, thumb tracing the worn engraving. I only wore it when I needed the odds bent in my favor. Tonight, I’d worn it for Talon.

      The jagged ache increased. My fingers clenched on the cold steel disc.

      He’s still your friend, you idiot.

      Eden wasn’t good enough for him, but hell, what woman would be? She was head-over-ass in love with him, and that was what mattered. And now they’d mated, losing her would gut him. That made her my people, too.

      Twilight, Brien’s mate, slid between me and Brien and jabbed me in the ribcage. When I scowled at her, she angled her head at Brien.

      “Wake up, dude,” she said in an undertone. “He’s making a toast.”

      Resisting the urge to rub my side—the woman had bony elbows—I took a glass of the blood-champagne that someone had passed me and joined Brien and the others in congratulating the new parents.

      Jude gave a tiny, very Talon-like growl. A chuckle ran around the room.

      Then it was my turn. I saluted the new family with my glass.

      “To my oldest friend and his beautiful mate. May Lilith bless you both.” I met Eden’s eyes. “I hope you’ll allow me the honor of sponsoring Jude at his naming ceremony.”

      Talon was already nodding, but she was the kid’s mom. We exchanged a long look—she knew damn well I’d urged Talon to cut her loose, but she also knew I’d had a good reason—then raised her orange juice to me. “Of course.”

      I swallowed. That was okay, then. I’d been forgiven—or at least, she was willing to give me another chance.

      The impromptu party continued—Talon even gave Eden a ring—but I’d had my fill of sparkles and happiness. When they called for another round of champagne, I made my excuses, then raised my fist to Talon, a ritual that went back to when we were both kids.

      Always our left fists, the hand that had once born the mark of our blood brother pact. The scar had disappeared after we were turned, but I still felt its phantom burn. I knew he did, too.

      He solemnly bumped my knuckles with his own. “When will you be back?”

      When I have Nazaire by the balls.

      I shrugged. “Can’t say.”

      Brien and I were keeping the details of this operation from Talon. He might insist on coming, and right now, he belonged here with Jude and Eden.

      Talon’s eyes narrowed. Then Eden yawned and shifted uncomfortably on the bed, and whatever he’d been about to say died. He rushed back to her side. “You’re tired, sweetheart.” He glanced around the room, voice commanding. “Okay, everyone. She needs to rest.”

      That was my cue. I nodded at Brien and headed for the door.

      He followed, catching me in the hall. “You sure you don’t need backup?”

      “Too risky.” I jiggled my leg, eager to get going. “I don’t wanna spook my contact.”

      “About this contact⁠—”

      “Don’t ask.”

      His pale green eyes frosted. “I could order you to tell me.”

      My hackles raised. Brien didn’t usually play the primus card with me. “Or you could trust me.”

      “At least take someone with you—Adrian, for example.”

      I pretended to consider his suggestion. The young dhampir was smart, tech-savvy, hungry to prove himself. But I couldn’t risk him finding out who my contact was.

      “No,” I said. “I go alone. It’s the only way I can get what I need.”

      “Damn it, Cain.”

      I met his eyes. Brien wasn’t just my alpha, he was my friend, and he was in danger, too. But I knew he didn’t give a rat’s ass about that, so I went for his weak spot. “You want them to come for Twilight again? Or Eden and the baby?”

      “You know I don’t. It’s the only reason I’m allowing this.” Brien dragged a hand over his wheat-colored hair. “Check in every few days, understand? Or I’m coming after you myself. I won’t lose you over this.”

      “Chill, would you? I can handle myself. I’ve saved your skin a time or two, haven’t I?”

      Didn’t he know my life didn’t matter? The only people I cared about were in this room, and I’d gladly take a stake to the heart for any one of them.

      Brien just shook his head and stepped back into the birthing suite. I took a last look at Talon. The guy’s happiness was almost indecent, the kind of joy that didn’t leave room for anything else.

      He’s still your best friend. Your blood brother.

      Nothing could erase that. But things had changed, and we both knew it. Eden and the baby were his whole world now. They came first. They should.

      And I was okay with that.

      Or I would be. Eventually.

      What I couldn’t stomach—what had me wanting to chew nails, in fact—was a rival enforcer kidnapping a pregnant Eden to strike at the syndicate. She’d nearly died, Talon’s spawn along with her. As it was, we’d almost lost them both to blood slavery.

      I headed for my quarters, jaw tight. Time to end this. Nazaire had been behind Eden’s kidnapping, and we all knew it. The same Nazaire who’d tried to buy Twilight at an illegal blood-slave auction.

      The man was a fucking thorn in our side. Every time trouble crawled out of the shadows in the past few years, the Quebec City Syndicate enforcer was either lurking nearby or pulling strings from a distance.

      But going after another syndicate’s women? That was gutter‑level even for him.

      Still, without proof, we couldn’t take him out. Not unless we wanted a blood feud with the QCS.

      So I intended to get that proof.
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      A lead-filled balloon sloshed around in my insides.

      My first major show—and it was in Paris.

      I pressed my hands to my stomach, eyeing myself in the hotel suite’s floor-to-ceiling mirror. My eyes were wide and uncertain, my mouth pulled into a worried line.

      “What were you thinking?” I asked myself.

      The elite of the European vampire syndicates would be in the gallery tonight. Sure, I’d sold a dozen paintings in the past couple of years, but all had been handled privately through my gallery rep.

      Tonight was different. This was Paris, the beating heart of the vampire art world—and it was judgment night for the mysterious artist who’d exploded onto the scene a few years ago. The one who never appeared in public and signed her work, “The Haunt.” Not even my gallery rep knew the name I was born with.

      The lead-filled balloon expanded. Pressed against my lungs.

      I didn’t have to go to the opening. No one knew I was the artist. I could stay tucked inside this candy box of a hotel, sipping blood-champagne and eating handmade chocolates and calling it self-care. Hiding somewhere pretty enough that I could pretend it wasn’t hiding.

      But that would mean my father was right. The man who had no clue I was The Haunt, yet never missed a chance to call me weak—a mistake, a blemish on his precious bloodline. A dhampir, my human half supposedly dragging me below even the lowest vampire in his syndicate.

      That didn’t stop him from hauling me out when convenient. Even broken tools can be useful if you don’t care how they crack.

      I pushed the thought from my mind and reached for the black velvet choker on my dresser. Its metal studs caught the light like secrets. Cheap, yes—but it meant more to me than all my diamonds and rubies and emeralds combined.

      I rubbed the velvet between my fingers. When a vampire wrapped jewelry around your throat, it wasn’t just decoration, it was a claim. A declaration that you were his. That you were wanted… special.

      Luna, I hoped he’d be at the show. It had been so long since I’d felt his mouth against my skin, heard that cool voice saying my name like it tasted good.

      I blew out a breath, telling myself not to get my hopes up. He didn’t even know I was in France.

      I clasped the choker around my neck anyway—for good luck. And because I couldn’t smother a tiny, reckless hope that he’d somehow find a way to be at the gallery tonight.

      I did a final twirl in my new dress, black fishnet entwined with embroidered bats—on my shoulder above my breast, the opposite arm, my upper left thigh.

      It was short, edgy, bold. The party-girl Nyx I showed the world.

      I lifted my chin and looked myself straight in the eye. “This is what you wanted. What you worked for. So get your butt to the gallery.”

      I stepped into sky-high heels, grabbed the micro-bag that held my invitation and a few necessities, and headed out of the suite.

      My bodyguards met me in the hall, both in severe black suits. The younger of the two, Manny, was a dhampir like me with short dark hair, an ever-present sneer and a way of eyeing you like he was measuring how fast you’d bleed.

      Jerome was much older—close to my father’s age—and a vampire with the pale irises of a shark. I’d never seen him in anything but a severe black suit, his longish brown hair slicked back from his face. He moved with a deliberate precision, no motion wasted, and spoke in clipped, one-word sentences: Allez. Rester. Non. Non. Non.

      Either man would rat me out to my father in a heartbeat.

      Outside the hotel, an SUV with tinted windows waited at the curb. Manny slid behind the wheel and Jerome settled beside me in the back. His shark eyes swept over the fishnet dress and the bare skin beneath, my only covering a bra and a thong. His upper lip curled.

      I gazed back steadily. The dress was camouflage, part of my rich-girl-clubber persona. When people’s eyes are glued to your legs, they tend to forget you have a mind. In my father’s syndicate, that kind of distraction was sometimes the only edge I had.

      And honestly? This outfit was tame compared to what half the women at the gallery would be wearing.

      Manny eased the SUV onto the cobblestones, and I looked out the window. A fine drizzle blurred the glass, turning the city into a watercolor. A pair of women glided past beneath red umbrellas, tulips in motion. Streetlights cast a soft golden glow across the wet pavement, the light catching on puddles and windowpanes until everything seemed to shimmer, as if under an enchanted spell.

      The gallery was a short drive away in a decommissioned Metro station. By the time we reached it, my jitters had turned into excitement.

      My first major show…and it was in Paris. The words tasted unreal, like champagne bubbles on my tongue.

      I’d dreamed of this since—forever. Had worked my butt off to get here—begging my father to hire an artist to tutor me, devouring the masters in hushed museums whenever I could slip away.

      Manny opened my door and I hopped out, ignoring his outstretched hand. The air was tinged with rain and wet stone and possibilities.

      I’d done it. Every sacrifice, every stolen hour had led to this.

      Behind me, Manny returned to the SUV while Jerome followed me into the subway station. A guard was posted at the top of the concrete stairs. Jerome would have to wait here with the other bodyguards.

      I flashed my invitation at the guard in his dark suit. He glanced from the embossed card to me and stood aside. “Welcome, Madam Nyx.”

      “Merci.” I descended toward the gallery, feeling lighter with every step away from Jerome.

      The place was packed.

      I halted on the second-to-last step, drinking it in. The subway platform teemed with vampires and dhampirs—glossy, expensively-dressed men and women who wore power like a second skin. Thralls drifted through the crowd, laughing and flirting. At one end of the platform, a blond singer crooned in smoky French, her fingers caressing the mic like it was a lover’s throat.

      And over it all were my oil paintings, large and lush against the gritty walls.

      My fingers tightened on the steel rail. These jaded, seen-it-all vampires were here for me—Nyx. It was my art that had brought them out.

      So what if no one knew I was the artist? I knew. That’s what mattered.

      I arranged my face into its usual blasé expression and stepped onto the concrete platform.

      “Nyx!” A Paris Syndicate dhampir in a short slip-dress wiggled her fingers at me from across the gallery.

      “Darling!” I gave her a finger-wiggle back and air-kissed my way through the crowd, laughing, gossiping, making promises to meet up soon. Another glittering fixture on the vampire syndicate circuit, the spoiled daughter of a Quebec City enforcer, my biggest decision which nightclub to grace next.

      When I’d judged I’d spent enough time making the rounds, I merged into the cluster gathered around the nearest painting. A single white rose wilted under the moonlight spilling through a tall, Gothic window, a poison-green mamba curled possessively around the base of its vase. More serpents glided down the crumbling stone sill, vanishing into pools of deep violet shadows.

      My rendering of the Quebec City Syndicate—beauty on the verge of decay, danger slithering around every corner.

      But tonight, I wasn’t thinking about the nest of snakes that was my father’s syndicate. I was unashamedly eavesdropping on the couple next to me.

      “Such unbridled power, and yet the simplicity...” murmured the woman.

      “A modern take on Dark Romanticism,” her companion replied.

      The first speaker nodded. “She paints my dreams.” (One of the few facts known about me was that I was a woman, and a supernatural.)

      I moved to the second painting. The group around it was equally complimentary. In fact, the room was buzzing.

      My heart swelled with pride and happiness. I had to dig my teeth into my lower lip to stop myself from grinning like a fool.

      The third showed a masked couple dancing in a moody, candlelit ballroom. The gold-and-black mosaic floor beneath them had begun to crack, fissures spreading outward like the ground itself was cracking open to let in something new. Leafy vines pushed through the breaks and a cloud of blue butterflies rose into the murky light.

      The vampire’s platinum hair shone, his black suit molded to every line of his hard body. Heat curled low in my belly as I recalled that night…

      I gulped and glanced around the gallery.

      Ichika, my gallery rep, stood a few feet away—her black hair in a sharp crop, her dress a sleek, architectural gray.

      I started to smile, but caught myself in time, giving her a small nod instead. She dipped her chin in return, polite but blank. Of course she didn’t recognize me. The only time we’d met, I’d glamoured myself as a middle-aged, square‑bodied human.

      A vampire slid up to her—Baptiste, a collector and Paris Syndicate enforcer. They exchanged greetings, then he murmured, “Introduce me to The Haunt. I know she’s here. Who is she?”

      Everything in me came alert. I accepted a glass of blood-wine from a server in a red corset and fitted pants, pretending not to listen. I wouldn’t meet with the man, of course—not even under the guise of a glamour.

      “I’d love to, Enforcer,” Ichika returned. “But The Haunt chose not to attend.”

      “Ah, oui?” he asked disbelievingly. “If she were here, I think she’d be eager to meet with me.” He slid a hand into his pocket. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “That’s not necessary,” said Ichika. “And it wouldn’t do any good. I’m afraid The Haunt isn’t present.”

      “Then arrange a meeting. Tell her I want to commission a painting.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. But she’s adamant about remaining anonymous. Not even I know who she really is. And she doesn’t take commissions,” Ichika added, spreading her palms in a what-can-I-say gesture.

      Baptiste’s face darkened. “But you will pass on my request. Perhaps she will reconsider.”

      “Of course, Enforcer.”

      He inclined his head and moved away.

      Ichika exhaled audibly, then slipped past me with a soft, “Pardon.”

      I let out a tiny breath myself. I’d half expected the enforcer to try and compel Ichika to let him meet The Haunt. But even if I’d agreed, it wouldn’t have done him any good. As Ichika had said, I didn’t take commissions. My process didn’t work like that—I couldn’t drag a painting out of myself on command. It had to rise on its own terms, unforced.

      But wow. An enforcer had wanted one of my paintings badly enough to pressure Ichika. I held that fact close, a balm against my father’s cutting dismissal of me and my desire to be an artist.

      And on top of that, my paintings were selling. Each of the three I’d checked so far had a little red dot beside it, marking it as sold.

      I hid my smile behind my wine glass.

      Added to the cash I’d already stashed in an anonymous Swiss account, I should have more than enough to fund my escape—and to stay hidden, where my father could never find me.

      He kept me close—paying my bills but denying me anything resembling freedom. I was expected to charm his friends, obey his associates, carry out little “jobs” for him.

      I was suffocating under his rules, his demands, his near-constant surveillance. I wanted out. I needed out.

      But if I left without his blessing—which he’d never give—he’d cut me off without a cent. And then he’d unleash the wolves to drag me back.

      His pride would never allow me to simply walk away.

      I shivered and moved toward the next painting.

      A man in a bright pink suit sidled up beside me, looking like a flamingo who’d flown off course and crash-landed into a murder of couture-draped ravens.

      I smiled at him because hey, this crowd could use a little color.

      Together, we studied the painting—an ancient gold mirror, its glass fractured like splintered bone. Each shard reflected a sliver of the dancers and ballroom from the previous piece, glittering fragments.

      Pink Suit pursed his lips. “What d’you think?” he asked in French.

      “Me?” I said in the same language.

      “Yes.”

      “I—” I swallowed, unable to come up with something airy, something that might come out of party-girl Nyx’s mouth. “It’s good—I like it. But there’s room for improvement, right? I mean—” I stopped before I pointed out all the places the work fell short, technical details that I still hadn’t mastered, and said with a laugh, “I’m not a painter myself, of course.”

      “Mm,” he said.

      “And you?” I murmured. “What do you think?”

      He lifted a pink-clad shoulder, let it drop. “Not really my style.”

      “Ah, bon?” I asked sweetly. “What is? Something that matches your wallpaper, perhaps?”

      “You don’t understand. I—these are intense. The colors, the emotion. I wouldn’t change one thing about them. But I can’t see hanging one on my walls, you know?”

      “Oh.” He liked my work—it just unsettled him. It was the best compliment he could’ve given me, even if he didn’t realize I was the artist.

      “And for the record,” he said in English under cover of the noise of the crowd, “I don’t have any wallpaper to match—in case you’re wondering.”

      I stilled, my pulse kicking up. That voice⁠—

      I flicked him a glance. Brown hair, olive skin a few shades deeper than mine—nothing like Cain, a blue-eyed blond who I’d never seen in anything but austere black and white.

      On the other hand, he could’ve glamoured his face and coloring, and that flamingo pink would be the perfect disguise, although to get past security, he’d need an invite. Still, when had that ever stopped Cain?

      Excitement flared low in my belly.

      “I wasn’t,” I murmured, moving to the next canvas.

      Pink Suit followed. When I looked over my shoulder, his gaze was on my ass.

      I lifted a brow. “See something you like?”

      He just smiled, lifting his eyes to mine. “I should introduce myself—Théodore Montclair.” Montclair was a collector from the Paris Syndicate.

      “How nice to meet you.” I hid my disappointment. It was good that Montclair was here; I wanted him here. If he bought one of my paintings, it would be a serious boost to my reputation.

      Pink Suit eased closer, eyeing the canvas along with me. When I glanced his way, a faint smile ghosted across his lips.

      I caught a whiff of his scent—wild night air. A familiar scent, one I hadn’t smelled in way too long.

      My heart slammed against my rib cage. His head turned, and I knew.

      That steady, unreadable look was all Cain.

      “You—!” I mouthed.

      His low laugh feathered over my skin. “Me.”

      I felt a rush of wetness between my thighs. I squeezed them together and jerked my focus back to the painting.

      Beside me, he inhaled slowly. He knew about my suddenly damp panties, of course. He was a vampire with a supernatural’s heightened senses.

      “Missed me, have you?” Out of the corner of my eye I saw him smirk.

      “No.”

      Yes. So much yes.

      “Liar.” He let his gaze drag down my body, slow enough that I felt every inch of it, then flicked his eyes back up like he’d caught me out.

      Every nerve in my body lit up like a Christmas tree. I dug my fingernails into my palms and focused on the painting, when what I wanted to do was grab him by the satin lapels and fuse my mouth to his. Rub myself up against his sinewy frame. Make him burn for me like I burned for him.

      “Back off,” I said out of the side of my mouth. “Didn’t you see Jerome? It doesn’t matter if he thinks you’re from the Paris Syndicate. If he hears we were flirting like this, he’ll still gut you.”

      Jerome might not be allowed inside, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t find a way to check up on me.

      “You’re worried about me?” Cain’s voice was edged with amusement, like he’d enjoy taking on Jerome. He’d probably win, too. He was young for a vampire but he oozed dominance. He’d never have climbed to syndicate lieutenant otherwise.

      It was me who had everything to lose if he got into a fight with one of my father’s men.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” I muttered, and to my relief, he moved back a few, socially acceptable centimeters.

      I finished my wine and handed my glass to a passing server, then continued to the canvas at the end of the platform, the largest of the seven and the only item marked NFS because that painting was mine. A new painting, so recent it still smelled of pigment and linseed oil.

      A large white tiger prowled across the canvas through a misty forest, its mouth slick with blood, its black stripes stark against its fur. Deep in the trees, a blond vampire in a wool peacoat glowered out of the canvas, his fangs also blood-tinged, a wicked silver dagger in his hand. Something about his stance suggested he was moments from erupting into motion. On a nearby cliff, a fire raged, its flames tearing at the night sky.

      It was wild and emotional—and the one work I’d never intended Cain to see.

      I tensed, my nerves still lit with adrenalin. But this time it wasn’t from excitement—it was something colder, sharper. If I were human, I’d have broken out in an icy sweat.

      I glanced sidelong at him to find he was studying me out of the corner of his eyes.

      Maybe he wouldn’t put it together. And if he did, there were dozens of islands off the coast of Nova Scotia. He couldn’t possibly know for sure that I’d painted that island.

      Except…yeah, right. Who was I kidding? I’d practically handed him the proof on a silver platter.

      I had to distract him, and now. I edged closer, letting the back of my hand graze his.

      “The washroom,” I said under my breath. “Ten minutes.”

      Too late. He frowned at the painting, did a doubletake.

      His gaze snapped to me. “What the⁠—?”

      I eased sideways. “I⁠—”

      “Stop,” he bit out.

      I exhaled hard but stopped moving.

      He turned back to the canvas. “The Haunt,” he said in an undertone. “You’re⁠—”

      “Not here,” I begged. “Please.”

      He rocked back on his heels, like he hadn’t really believed it. Before I could say anything else, a trio of Spanish vampires sauntered over, and we exchanged greetings.

      Cain waited until we were alone again to speak—soft, menacing velvet. “If you’re her, then you were there that night. Because that’s me in the pine trees. I was wearing a peacoat just like that.”

      My heart kicked against my ribcage. It was him, of course—his lean, tough body, his tightly coiled energy, although I’d darkened his white-blond hair and blurred his face. Even the ghost-cat was Cain, its irises the same ice-blue.

      I opened my mouth to lie. But somehow, I couldn’t. “Yes. It’s you.”

      A tense silence. Then, “Look at me.”

      My skin prickled. “Not here,” I repeated.

      “Fine. The washroom, then. Ten minutes.” His tone made it clear I’d better comply.

      He waited for my nod, then moved to the next painting, taking a blood-whiskey from a server and greeting a Paris soldier by name.

      My heart was still pounding. Why had I been so stupid as to make that damn painting anyway?

      But I’d had to. The need to process what had happened that night, to paint Cain and the fire and my shock at how fast things had gone south, had surged up in me, fierce and unignorable, like trying to choke back a scream.

      Of course, I could’ve left the painting in Canada. I’d known Cain might find out I’d be here tonight. Hell, I’d hoped he would. So why ship the canvas to Paris in the first place?

      But I knew the answer. It was my best work yet, and I’d wanted the world to see it—just once—before I hid it away in my studio at my father’s lair.

      And maybe I’d wanted Cain to see it, too.

      “Wine, Madame?” A bare-chested male server offered me another blood-wine.

      I stared at it for a second, then grabbed the glass and drained it. “Merci.” I handed the glass back to the man.

      When I looked around again, Cain had disappeared into the crowd and there was no sign of Jerome—or any QCS men, for that matter.

      I started for the washroom.

      “Nyx.” Halfway across the gallery, a sharp-jawed dhampir with ink-black hair stepped into my path. A thrall hung off his arm like a designer accessory—curves poured into a body-con dress, pouty red lips, fake adoration.

      My stomach tightened. I summoned a social smile, all mouth, no eyes.  “Rodrigo.”

      A distant cousin on my mother’s side, Rodrigo had used the connection to worm his way into my father’s inner circle, despite being only half-vampire like me. He leaned in to kiss me on the lips, but I turned at the last second so his mouth brushed my cheek instead.

      He pulled back, a scowl marring his handsome face. “I’m going to the new casino after the show. Meet me there.”

      Not asking me. Telling me.

      It was an effort, but I kept my smile in place. “I’d love to, but I can’t.”

      His fingers dug into my upper arm. “Why not?”

      The thrall shifted uneasily on her pointy heels.

      I eyed my cousin, chest burning, itching to rip my arm free. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I was my father’s property—and by extension, property of every man who served him. Rodrigo wouldn’t hesitate to report my insolence, and I couldn’t risk giving my father another reason to tighten the leash.

      Not now, when I was so close to escaping all together.

      “Dussault invited me to an after-party.” I lifted a brow. “You’re not going?”

      Dussault was Régis Dussault, the QCS primus. And I knew Rodrigo wasn’t going because there was no after-party.

      His thick brows drew together. He removed his hand from my arm. “No,” he said, adding with a slimy smile, “Too bad. I could use the luck.”

      The thrall gave a cry of excitement. “Take me, cher. I feel lucky tonight.”

      Rodrigo slapped her bottom. “Do you?”

      She smiled and whispered something in his ear, and they moved off.

      A quarter of an hour had passed; Cain would be getting restless. The man was scarily punctual. I took a covert look around, making sure no one from the QCS was watching me, and slipped out of the gallery.

      The hallway was lined with those white tiles you see in subway stations all over Europe and North America. I passed the first washroom, guessing Cain would be in the second. The industrial steel door opened and his hand snaked out, hauling me into the dimly lit interior.

      The bathroom was also tiled—a glossy, red-and-black mosaic. I barely had time to register it before Cain had the door locked and me backed against it. He’d dropped the glamour but kept the pink, a striking contrast to his pale hair and lake‑ice eyes. His tie was shoved into a pocket, and his crisp white shirt hung open at the collar, exposing the strong column of his throat.

      He stopped a few inches away. I moistened my lips, taking in his face, beautiful in that stark, angular way that made him look carved rather than born.

      Four months since I’d last seen him, and that had been on that godsforsaken island, with me hidden in the shadow world. And it had been even longer since I’d touched him, felt his hands on my skin...

      He was looking at me with the same concentration, his gaze lingering on my lips before dipping to my cleavage, visible beneath the fishnet.

      He stilled. Something dark and hungry radiated from him, so intense I could almost feel it.

      This was why I’d worn this dress—on the off chance he’d hear I was in Paris without my father and find a way into the gallery. We only ever met in public places, and I hadn’t attended anything but a couple of QCS events since that botched operation in Nova Scotia.

      I should be explaining, asking for forgiveness.

      He should be demanding it.

      Neither of us spoke. Instead, I skimmed a fingertip over the wheat-brown scruff on his jaw. It was a new look for him, sharpening the cut of his jaw, deepening the hollows of his cheeks.

      He shifted closer, his lips hovering over mine.

      I found myself lifting onto my toes. Wanting—no, needing—to get closer to him.

      Then I blinked and jerked back, the cold steel door stopping me short. “No.”

      He followed, stepping into my space again. His body heat—cool to a human but just right to me—warmed me from breasts to thighs.

      “No?” he asked.

      I bit my lower lip. I wanted this as much as he did, probably more. I didn’t kid myself that he was celibate between our meetings, even if I was.

      But there was that painting between us, and the edge in his voice when he’d told—no, ordered—me to meet him in the washroom.

      His fingers brushed my black choker. The choker he’d given me last spring. His hand encircled my throat around the velvet.

      “No, what, Nyx Nazaire?”

      The tips of my breasts prickled against the flimsy silk of my bra. Somehow hearing him speak my full name—acknowledging that I was the daughter of his enemy—felt like both a threat and an invitation to sexy, filthy things. His gaze dipped and I knew he could see how my nipples had hardened into points.

      I gulped, and his expression softened. He traced the underside of my jaw with his thumb.

      “Answer me, love. No, what?”

      Love.

      He didn’t mean it; I knew that. But the sharp pang the word elicited made me slap my palms to his chest.

      “No, I won’t do this. Not when you’re pissed off at me.”

      “Pissed off?” A corner of his mouth lifted—not in a smile, something darker. “I’m a lot more than pissed off. I’m halfway to wringing this pretty neck of yours.”

      His fingers tightened on my throat, just a little. At the same time, his thumb continued its slow stroke up and down my jaw, like he couldn’t decide whether to fuck me or hurt me. Or maybe both.

      And now my own fingers had curled around his pink satin lapel, pulling him closer.

      My show was a success, and the high of that still fizzed in my veins, begging for an outlet. It made me reckless. Made me want to take, even if it meant bleeding for it tomorrow.

      I needed this. Needed Cain.

      It had only ever been him, from the moment we met two summers ago in Montreal.

      No one else tempted me.

      No one else felt right.

      His gaze dropped to where I was holding his lapel. He quirked a brow. “You want me to stop touching you? Then let me go.”

      I filled my lungs with some much-needed oxygen. So what if he knew I’d been on the island? I could explain. Later.

      “If we’re doing this,” I said, “we have to be fast, before someone tells Jerome I disappeared.”

      The fingers around my choker tightened a little more. “Oh, we’re doing it.”

      With a hum of approval, I dragged at Cain’s shirt, yanking it out of his waistband, needing skin—his skin—under my hands. My palms skated over the hard lines of his abdomen, up his narrow waist, then around to the solid strength of his back. Every inch of him a dare I couldn’t help answering.

      His knees bent, his hips rocking into mine. I gasped as a ripple of pleasure went through me.

      His lips twitched into an arrogant smile. “I shouldn’t let you get away with this,” he said, almost to himself.

      “Shut up.”

      I lifted up on my toes, angling my pelvis so he touched where I ached. His hand moved around my throat to my nape, and he sank his teeth into my lower lip, just hard enough.

      My mouth opened and then we were kissing, the current between us going haywire, jumping and sizzling.

      I moaned and sucked on his tongue, nipped at his lips. His hands moved over my body, finding all my most sensitive places like a heat-seeking missile.

      When he drew back, I whimpered in protest. His lips moved to my neck, his stubble an erotic rasp against my skin.

      When his mouth opened against my throat, I tensed, prepared for him to switch up on me—demand answers. It would be like Cain to soften me up, then go for the jugular.

      But he didn’t ask about the island. Instead, he said, “Who’d you wear this choker for?”

      “No one,” I said, instinct making me lie. Because that was the world I’d grown up in, the kind where you protected your vulnerable parts if you wanted to survive. “It matched the dress, that’s all.”

      He growled against my skin. “If you can’t tell the truth, I guess I’ll take it back.” His fingers went to the catch.

      My hand shot up, catching his wrist. “No—it’s mine.”

      His head lifted, eyes searching mine. “So you wore it for me. Say it.”

      I swallowed. “Yes. I wore it for you.”

      “Fucking right you did. Because this throat is mine.”

      A delicious shiver went over me. I liked hearing that, liked pretending Cain had a claim on me.

      “Yes,” I said, voice husky.

      “Good girl.” He dragged his fingertips from the clasp down my upper spine, then hooked a hand around my nape for another deep kiss. When he released me, he slapped my ass. “Take off the thong.”

      I reached under the fishnet skirt. If anyone else had tried to order me around like this, I would’ve been out of the washroom like a shot.

      But this was Cain. I obeyed.

      He watched, eyes hooded, as I dragged the tiny black thong down my legs and over my high heels. He held out his hand and I gave it to him.

      “That dress—” he muttered, shoving the scrap of lace and satin into his jacket pocket.

      I smirked. “You like it?”

      “Hell, yeah.” He shrugged out of the jacket and hung it on a hook, his gaze never leaving me. “Every hetero male in the gallery liked it.”

      “I didn’t wear it for them.”

      “I know.”

      “Cocky.”

      It was a game we played, teasing each other. Making it clear that this thing between us was about sex, nothing more.

      Or at least, it was a game for him. At some point it had stopped being a game for me, something I tried not to think about.

      “You like me cocky,” he said and crowded me against the cool tiles. He dragged up my skirt and cupped my mound, sliding a finger through my pussy lips. “You’re so wet. This is all for me, isn’t it?”

      Sweet Luna, it felt good. I drew an audible breath through my teeth.

      “Answer me,” he said sternly.

      I pursed my lips, pretending to think. Playing the game one last time. “Maybe.”

      He fisted his free hand in my hair, pulling my head back so his eyes bored into mine. The firm hold sent heat straight to my core. “The truth, Nyx.”

      I licked my lips, drawing out the moment.

      That wicked finger brushed over my center, right where I most wanted it, then lifted again.

      I whimpered and wriggled my hips. “Yes.”

      His voice dropped. “Yes, what?”

      “Yes. It’s because of you.”

      Satisfaction flickered across his face. His hand moved to the back of my nape, and he leaned in, nuzzling my cheek.

      “Gods, I want to fuck you,” he muttered. “But first, I need answers.”

      A ragged exhale escaped me. “Don’t stop. Please. I’ll tell you whatever you want, but please don’t stop.”

      “Damn you.” He pushed two fingers into me, a little too hard. “I can’t…tell you no.”

      I moaned and clenched around him, so slick, so turned on, the roughness felt good…necessary.

      “Don’t—” I said.

      “Don’t what?” He dragged the fingers out. “Touch you?” He circled the heel of his hand on my clit, sending a sharp thrill deep into my belly.

      I took his face in my hands. “Don’t…talk,” I said against his lips. “Just—" I gave him a raw, open-mouthed kiss.

      He pulled back long enough to mutter, “We will talk,” and then he kissed me back, his hand still between my legs, working his fingers in and out of me. Then he added the knuckle of his thumb, massaging my clit as his fingers continued to stroke my inner walls.

      His mouth moved to my jaw, my throat—and then I felt his fangs against my skin just above the choker. At the same time, his knuckle touched a sensitive spot.

      I groaned and nearly came on the spot, but I forced myself to grab his wrist. “No! You can’t leave a mark. They’ll see.”

      He swore under his breath and pulled his fingers out of me.

      “Please,” I begged.

      “Shh. I want to…” He sank to his knees, hands on my hips, and dragged his fangs over the vein on my inner thigh. He glanced up, his irises rimmed with the electric blue of an aroused vampire. “You’re going to let me, aren’t you?”

      He wanted to drink from me. I twisted restlessly in his grip.

      Cain didn’t usually ask. He took.

      But this—letting him drink my blood—was different. Intimate in a way we’d never crossed into. People like us, with access to entire stables of syndicate thralls, didn’t drink from each other. We drank from humans.

      He slid his tongue up my dripping center. “Nyx,” he rumbled, a low, give-in-to-me sound.

      Everything female in me clenched in need.

      I forced myself to focus on him. The glowing eyes, the sharp white fangs. The thirst on his face.

      And then I wordlessly widened my stance, opening to him.

      Offering myself—my blood—as a gift.

      An apology for what had happened on the island, even though I’d done what I could. Still, it hadn’t been enough and I knew it.

      His eyes flamed an even brighter blue. “Good girl.”

      His free arm banded around my waist, holding me captive as he licked the tender skin above the vein. Slow and soft. So patient in a way I both loved and hated.

      I squirmed against the cold tiles. “Just do it,” I pleaded.

      He hummed an assent against my skin—and sank his fangs into me.

      “Sweet Luna,” I gasped and went stiff, thigh stinging, nerves sparking.

      He kept me where I was, lapping at the tiny punctures, sending the aphrodisiac in his saliva into my bloodstream. The sting turned into something hot…essential.

      He followed that with a hard pull on my thigh, drinking from me.

      Pleasure slammed into me, massive waves of it. My mouth opened in a silent scream. I grabbed his head, anchoring myself to keep from flying away, as I climaxed, long and hard, chanting his name.

      He threw a hand up to cover my mouth, muffling my voice. A tiny part of me, the rational part, knew enough to be grateful.

      He didn’t feed long, and yet, it seemed to go on forever. Taking his hand from my mouth, he withdrew his fangs and licked the small wounds clean, speeding their healing.

      His mouth returned to my clit, drawing the swollen flesh into the warm cave of his mouth. Sipping and stroking and sucking until I felt another orgasm speeding at me like a runaway train. I whined and slapped my palms against the tile, hips bucking.

      His fingers dug into my ass, keeping me still as he sucked hard. I lost all sense of time, knew nothing but Cain and his mouth on me.

      And then I was coming for a second time, heart racing, thighs shaking.

      I wasn’t one of the turned. I hadn’t died to become a dhampir. I’d been born this way, to a human accidentally impregnated by my vampire father. But I was pretty sure this was what dying felt like: a white-hot detonation behind your eyes, then a plunge into darkness.

      I rasped Cain’s name, my legs melted wax, and collapsed forward.

      When I could think again, I was in his lap, his arms around me, his mouth still wet with my blood.

      I lifted my gaze to his, my defenses shattered, my mind as naked as my body.

      More, I wanted to plead.

      Not just more sex, but more everything.

      Ask me to run away with you—even if I have to tell you no.

      Because my father would stake me before letting me go to a Maritime Syndicate lieutenant.

      Holding my gaze, Cain licked the blood from his lips like a big, satisfied cat. “I like how you taste, firefly.”

      Then his eyes hooded. I could almost hear the slam of his shutters closing. My stomach dropped.

      “Now,” he said. “Talk.”
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      Nyx’s head had fallen back, her hair spilling over my arm in dark-red waves. Godsdamn her anyway for being so beautiful. An off‑beat, one‑of‑a‑kind beauty that kept dragging me back, again and again, risking my life just to be inside her.

      I toyed with a silky curl, just taking her in. The wide, expressive mouth. The high cheekbones. The clear hazel eyes under arrow-straight eyebrows.

      A tiny diamond glinted in her left nostril and she wore her bangs chopped high on her forehead.

      I hadn’t wanted to stop feeding. Her flavor lingered on my tongue, a hot temptation. I’d wanted to drink my fill, then fuck her against the wall until she was chanting my name again.

      When she’d strolled into that art gallery, all long legs and attitude, heads had turned like she was a living magnet. Not because of the black dress clinging to her like sin, but for the way she wore it—like the world existed to admire her. She was hot, and she knew it.

      A redheaded, golden-skinned firefly. Unique, incandescent.

      But beneath the bravado, the rich-girl attitude, was something vulnerable, something no one else seemed to notice. It was that hidden need, that softness, that had me twisting myself into a pretzel, chasing the daughter of a man I despised.

      She drew a breath, her tits shifting beneath that cobweb of a dress, and my dick twitched in response.

      Down, boy.

      The clock was ticking. Any minute now, some asshole from her father’s syndicate would notice she was missing and come looking for her.

      And I wanted answers.

      She’d been on that damn island.

      That forest painting was a signed confession, even if part of me still didn’t want to believe it.

      If Nyx had known about Eden’s kidnapping—if she’d been on that island watching Lemaire’s secret lair burn, knowing Eden was trapped inside—then why in Hades hadn’t she done something? Gotten Eden out herself, or told us the moment we landed on the island.

      Eden had come close to dying in that lair.

      Talon had nearly incinerated himself to save her.

      Anger and betrayal burrowed into me, an animal with teeth and claws, tearing at the reality of Nyx in my arms—the warm, relaxed woman who’d let me feed from her.

      “Pathetic,” my uncle Baker sneered in my head. “Too soft. Just like your father.”

      My jaw clenched, a dull ache rising in my teeth. What if Baker was right?

      Crashing the art show had taken a fuck-ton of effort. I’d had to hack into the invite list, then send the collector whose invite I’d “borrowed” to the other side of Paris on a trumped-up errand.

      I gave Nyx a shake. “I said, ‘Talk,’ damn you. And make it good.”

      Gods, now I sounded like my fucking uncle—but not enough to back off.

      She blinked as if surfacing from a dream, her pupils blown wide, then sat up, pushing away from me. My fingers tightened on her—even now, I didn’t want to let her go—but I did.

      She scrambled off my lap and sat against the wall, arms wrapped around her bent legs.

      “I’m sorry about Talon’s mate,” she said in her faint, sexy Québecois accent. “I didn’t know anything about her being kidnapped—not until I reached the island. I did what I could—made sure she had food and water.”

      “That motherfucker locked her—a pregnant human—in a dark, underground cell with barely enough to eat and drink. That was you doing what you could?”

      She tightened her grip on her legs. “Lamaire would’ve let her starve. He said a hungry woman was more compliant. So yeah, I did what I could.”

      Footsteps sounded in the hall outside. The other washroom door opened, then shut.

      I eyed her, my knee bouncing. I’d been hunting for proof in Quebec City. I hadn’t expected to find it here in Paris—in a fucking painting. The one with me and the fire.

      Well, I had my proof. But I wanted something more. A better apology? Nyx on her hands and knees begging forgiveness?

      The door shuddered under a hard knock. “Nyx?” Jerome called in French, his voice muffled by the thick metal. “Are you in there?”

      Nyx’s head snapped up. “Yes,” she called back. “What?”

      “Are you all right?” Despite
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