
  
    [image: Taken]
  


  
    
      TAKEN

      The Vampire Syndicate

    

    
      
        REBECCA RIVARD

      

    

    
      Wild Hearts Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        The Vampire Syndicate

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Epilogue 1

      

      
        Epilogue 2

      

    

    
      
        FALLEN, Chapter 1

      

      
        Also by Rebecca Rivard

      

      
        About Rebecca Rivard

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE VAMPIRE SYNDICATE

          

        

      

    

    
      “A must-read series!” - Paranormal Romance Guild

      THE DARK ANGEL TRILOGY

      They call us the Dark Angels: Gabriel, Zaquiel and Rafael.

      We’re brothers. Princes. Billionaires.

      The richer-than-sin heirs to one of the world’s most powerful vampire Syndicates.

      But we’re not vampires, we’re dhampirs. Half-human, half-vampire, with panty-melting good looks.

      The media love us.

      Vampires hate us.

      And Slayers, Inc. will do anything to take us down.

      
        
        Tempted (Prequel)

        Pursued (Gabriel)

        Craved (Rafael)

        Taken (Zaquiel)
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        Want to be the first to hear about Rebecca Rivard’s vampire romances and other steamy paranormal books?

        Sign up for her newsletter:
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          RIDLEY

        

      

    

    
      Zaq Kral didn’t look like a monster.

      He looked like an angel in a T-shirt and jeans. A beautiful, exhausted angel.

      He sprawled bonelessly on a plastic chair in Charles de Gaulle Airport, long legs stretched in front of him, in wrinkled clothes that looked like they’d been washed in a sink and hung out to dry. Sun-streaked brown hair curled over his ears, and dark stubble covered his lower face. Beneath his sunglasses, his eyes were closed.

      The fatigue was genuine. He’d just spent six weeks working with refugees in North Africa, most of that underground as bombs rained down on the city. He’d been everywhere—transporting injured humans, aiding the doctors and nurses, even burying the dead. The man apparently didn’t sleep.

      A real live angel come down to earth, if you believed his press.

      I knew better.

      Zaq Kral was no angel. He was a monster in a pretty package, a rich and powerful vampire syndicate prince.

      Yeah, he wasn’t actually a vampire. He was a dhampir—half-human, half-vampire. But he was the son of a ruthless syndicate primus. Peel away the do-gooder veneer and Zaq Kral was just another hard-hearted, entitled blood-sucker.

      I sank onto a chair two seats down, setting my backpack between us. The sunlit atrium was packed with passengers waiting for the flight to New York. French mingled with English and a handful of other languages.

      I flicked a look at Zaq from beneath my own sunglasses. No visible weapons, but that didn't mean he wasn’t carrying a blade. A dominant dhampir like him could compel a human guard to look the other way.

      The waiting area grew more crowded, but Zaq remained in his own bubble. The facial scruff and worn-out, wrinkled clothes were the perfect camouflage. The humans didn’t seem to realize he was one of the famous Kral brothers, the vampire world’s heartthrobs.

      Still, no one but me took a seat within three yards of him. Humans have a sixth sense about these things, an instinct that warns them a predator is nearby.

      The hair on my nape stirred. Somehow, I knew it was Zaq. Looking at me.

      I chanced a glance. He eyed me from beneath half-open lids.

      My heart jittered.

      I gave him a fake-shy smile and reminded myself to breathe.

      He took in my purple Baltimore Ravens hoodie and frumpy brown wig, lingering on my sunglasses.

      I fought the urge to squirm. Should I take them off? But the early morning sunlight pouring through the atrium’s windows hurt my eyes. Even some of the humans wore dark glasses.

      And if his father’s people hacked into De Gaulle’s security feed, the wig and sunglasses would prevent them from getting a clear image of me.

      Zaq nodded back, clearly deciding I wasn’t a threat. He slumped deeper in the chair and closed his eyes again.

      An incoming flight arrived and deboarded. The chatter in the lounge grew louder. Zaq’s flight would begin boarding soon.

      Almost showtime.

      I touched the switchblade in my hoodie pocket for luck—the blade that security had been bribed to ignore—and loosened my muscles.

      Jaw, neck, shoulders, fingers.

      Tension distracted you. It wasted energy, added to your mental strain. When you were tense, you made mistakes.

      And mistakes could get you killed.

      Étan, the Tremblay Syndicate lieutenant, took a seat a couple of rows away. He’d glamoured his features, but kept his flashy blond hair and Bulgari sunglasses.

      My tension ratcheted up like a screw had been turned at the base of my spine.

      On a scale of one to ten, Étan had a creepoid factor of eleven. If it were up to me, he wouldn’t be part of this op. Since when did Slayers, Inc. work with one vampire syndicate to take out members of another syndicate?

      But it wasn’t my job to understand.

      I was a slayer. When I signed on for an op, I carried it out.

      The end result was what mattered: One less monster in the world.

      Zaq’s flight was announced. Passengers started lining up at the gate. He rose and stretched, long and loose-limbed. The gray T-shirt spread across impressive pecs. He picked up his backpack and slung it over a shoulder.

      I grabbed my own backpack and sank deeper into my current persona: Mary Kay Simmonds, a shy, nervy woman in her mid-thirties, a decade older than my actual age.

      Zaq took his place at the back of the line.

      I edged up next to him. “I hope the flight’s on time.” I let my voice go up on the end so it came out like a question.

      “Looks like it is.” His smile was reassuring. He’d taken Mary Kay’s number now.

      Étan got into line behind me.

      “Good.” I shifted from one foot to the other, sent a look over my shoulder. “I’m—” I halted, shook my head.

      “What?” Zaq cocked a brow and gave me his full attention, which made his lean angel face even more attractive.

      “Nothing. It’s just, I need to get on that flight.” I put a catch in my voice.

      “Don’t worry. You will.”

      I nibbled my lower lip. “Could you do me a favor? Pretend you know me?”

      Zaq’s weariness sloughed away. “Is something wrong?”

      I shook my head, fast and jerky, like a terrified rabbit. “Just pretend you know me. Please?” I sent another anxious look over my shoulder.

      Blaise, a Paris Syndicate soldier, stepped off the escalator and zeroed in on me. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had dark hair, a vampire’s impossibly beautiful face and a boxer’s fists.

      Zaq’s gaze followed mine. His brow creased. “Sure, okay.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Blaise cut through the crowd toward me. I gave a frightened squeak and hugged the backpack to my stomach. Everything depended on Zaq believing I was in danger. I was counting on him not being able to resist playing the hero in this little scene.

      On cue, Zaq caught my hand. “Hey, it’s okay.” Out of the side of his mouth, he asked, “What the fuck’s going on?”

      Blaise pushed into the line beside me. Nobody objected. In fact, the people behind us edged back a few feet.

      The big vampire crowded me with his body. “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked in French. Meaty fingers clamped around my arm, digging into the soft flesh.

      Prick. He knew I couldn’t fight back.

      I shrank from him, hugging the backpack like a pathetic shield. “Please don’t make me go back. I want out. Just let me go.”

      “Sorry, little girl,” Blaise said in English. “You don’t get to decide when you leave. I do.” He dragged me away from Zaq and threw my backpack to the floor.

      “Let her go.” Taking off his sunglasses, Zaq tucked them into his T-shirt pocket and planted himself in front of Blaise. He was two inches shorter and thirty pounds thinner than Blaise, but he radiated the calm self-possession of a man who knew how to fight.

      Not that we intended to give him the chance.

      Blaise flashed his fangs. “She’s mine. This is not your business.”

      The atrium went as silent as a cemetery at midnight. The nearest humans backed away.

      Zaq held up his hands, palms out. “Chill. Out.” His voice was don’t-mess-with-me mean. “Let her go. Find yourself another thrall.”

      Blaise shoved him out of the way and hustled me toward the escalator.

      “Help me,” I mouthed at Zaq over my shoulder.

      He started after us, but Étan cut in front of him, preventing him from following too quickly. “Pardon, m’sieur,” he muttered.

      Blaise and I reached the escalator. I shot Zaq a panicky look, and he pushed past Étan and kept coming.

      Satisfied, I faced forward. Everything was going as planned.

      The escalator was too crowded for Zaq to catch up with us before we reached the ground floor. Blaise and I ducked into a side hall where the security cams had been disabled. A couple of security guards had been paid a fortune to wait five minutes before investigating.

      Outside, another Paris soldier waited in an anonymous white van.

      I palmed a syringe of a fast-acting tranquilizer. We’d have to move quickly. The dose would knock out a human for half a day, but a dhampir like Zaq would shake off the effects in fifteen minutes, maybe even ten. I wanted to spend as little time as possible in the van with an awake and pissed-off Zaq.

      Zaq caught up with us near the exit. He grabbed Blaise’s arm and jerked him away from me. “I said, ‘Let her go.’”

      I whipped around Blaise and jabbed the syringe into Zaq’s upper arm.

      “What the—?” His gaze locked with mine.

      Time stopped. I’d known his eyes were green, but their intensity stunned me, rendered me immobile—a bright, leaf-green touched with gold, like a jaguar I’d once stumbled upon in a South American rainforest.

      I stared into them, captured as surely as if he’d laid hands on me.

      Étan appeared and time restarted. I stepped back, and he dragged Zaq’s hands behind his back and secured them with zip-tie handcuffs.

      Zaq lashed out with his foot, catching Blaise in the thigh. Blaise swore and slammed a big fist into Zaq’s solar plexus.

      Zaq’s breath whooshed out. He bent over, sucking in oxygen—and spun around, still bent at the waist, and kicked out at Étan, a heel shot to the shin.

      Étan hissed. “Enculé.” Motherfucker.

      Damn. Had I miscalculated the dose?

      I moved forward to help, even though I kind of enjoyed seeing two vampires get their asses kicked by a man with his hands bound behind his back.

      Zaq’s eyes rolled up in his head. He slumped forward into my arms.

      I got a noseful of his scent.

      Dark, male, and somehow right.

      I gulped and shoved him at Étan. Blaise opened the door and Étan dragged Zaq outside. The Paris soldier stood next to the van, its back door open. He tossed the keys to Blaise and went inside the terminal. He’d clean up any loose ends, including retrieving my and Zaq’s backpacks, then return to Paris by train.

      Étan heaved Zaq into the van. Zaq’s head bounced off the metal floor. He lay where he’d fallen in an awkward heap.

      I jumped into the van after him.

      Étan grabbed the door handle and eyed Zaq. “You sure you can handle him?”

      Typical vampire arrogance. I almost rolled my eyes. Instead, I wordlessly pulled out my knife and released the blade.

      Étan grunted and shut the van door. He got into the front, and Blaise accelerated around the terminal and headed out of the airport.

      I hunkered down on the metal floor near Zaq. Close, but not too close.

      I was shaken, damn it. I couldn’t risk smelling his dark, too-right scent again.

      Zaq Kral was a monster.

      And I was a monster hunter.

      He could never be right.
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      I came back to consciousness with a jolt. I was sprawled face down on a dirty metal floor, arms secured painfully behind my back.

      My lungs seized. For a few seconds I was back in Syria, where relief workers were always at risk of being captured.

      The floor was moving. No, we were moving. I was in the back of a van, or maybe a closed truck.

      It came back to me then. The sad-faced woman in the oversized Ravens hoodie. The syringe. The vampires.

      I’d survived a bombed-out city only to be kidnapped in fucking Paris? Served me right for traveling without a bodyguard. Father had warned me I was asking for trouble, but I’d always been able to blend in with humans, even though I sucked at producing a normal, feature-changing glamour. Instead, I somehow dimmed the slight radiance that marked me as a dhampir and threw up a barrier that made the viewer’s gaze slide past me.

      Snick, snick. “You’re awake.”

      I turned my head. The woman from the airport was crouched on the floor of the van, extending and retracting a switchblade. She eyed me through dark glasses like she was sizing up dinner with me as the main course.

      So much for the damsel-in-distress act.

      That’s what you get for playing hero, Zaq.

      She extended and retracted the switchblade again. Snick, snick.

      My nape tightened. The blade was long and silver, the kind you used to stake a vampire—or a dhampir.

      I drew my legs beneath me and sat up. The inside of the van swooped around me, an aftereffect of whatever they’d injected me with.

      My stomach heaved. Bile burned my throat. I braced my feet on the floor and concentrated on not throwing up.

      Snick, snick.

      I gave my aching head a shake to clear it. Not a good idea. A bright bolt of pain lanced through my brain. I gritted my teeth and scooted backward until my shoulders were against the wall, my bound hands pressed into the small of my back.

      The two vampires were in the front, the big dark-haired man at the wheel and the lean blond on the phone.

      I gave the woman what I hoped was a death’s-head glare, but was probably a helluvalot more wimpy, given that I had trouble focusing my eyes. “What the fuck’s going on?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I growled. “That’s not an answer.”

      “It’s the only one you’ll get.”

      The van rounded a curve too fast. Brakes squealed. I braced my feet against the floor so I wouldn’t be thrown back onto my face.

      My companion easily kept her balance, even crouched on the floor as she was. The too-big hoodie hid her upper body, but her legs were long and strong and supple. The legs of a dancer—or a black belt.

      The heavy dark hair had fooled me into thinking she was older, but now I could see it was probably a wig. The color didn’t fit her roses-and-cream complexion. Her real hair must be lighter—blond or even red.

      And she was younger than I’d first thought—around my own age, twenty-seven.

      Behind my back, I twisted my wrists, trying to work them out of the plastic cuffs. The blond asshole had cinched them good and tight.

      “Who are you with? The Paris Syndicate?” It didn’t make sense, because Paris was one of my father’s allies, and besides, she had an American accent, but it was the only explanation my foggy brain could come up with.

      A shake of her head.

      I strained at the cuffs again, this time trying to break them apart. “Not the Paris Syndicate, then,” I said to distract her. “The Fuentes?”

      The Fuentes Syndicate had started in Chile, then crept north, first into Central America, then Mexico. Now it was trying to expand into the United States, including the Kral Syndicate territory on the East Coast.

      She didn’t bother to respond, just stared at me, playing with that damn switchblade.

      Snick, snick.

      I felt in my back pocket for my phone. My last call had been to my older brother Gabriel in New York. If I pressed Send, he’d guess something was wrong when he answered and heard me speaking to a strange woman.

      “I have it.” Snick, snick.

      “Have what?”

      “Your phone.”

      Damn. I closed my eyes and shifted against the wall of the van to ease the strain on my shoulders. It didn’t work.

      I opened my eyes again. “What’s your name, anyway?” I didn’t expect an answer, but once again she surprised me.

      “Reaper.” A feral smile. “They call me Reaper.”

      Ohh-kay.

      “Well, Reaper, what’s this about? You haven’t staked me, so I’m guessing it’s money.”

      “Yet.” Snick, snick. “I haven’t staked you yet.”

      This time her smile was enough to shrivel my balls, but I was damned if I’d let her see it. “So it’s about money?”

      A shrug. “Don’t ask me. I’m just the hired help.”

      Like hell she was. That operation had been too smooth. And tranquilizers that could knock out a dhampir weren’t that easy to find.

      They had to have made me as a Kral. I’d been too exhausted for my glamour to fool anyone but a human. So why kidnap me? My best guess was they planned to extort a ransom from my dad.

      Hell. Father was going to be pissed off. Bad enough that I spent all my free time working for human aid organizations instead of his syndicate, but now I’d allowed myself to be kidnapped.

      Reaper pulled off the wig and shoved it into the front pocket of her hoodie, then removed the sunglasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      I gaped at her. Her real hair was a bright, silky platinum. She had a heart-shaped face and large gray eyes fringed with dark, curly lashes.

      Holy Dark Lady. I’d been abducted by a long-legged, badass sprite.

      Her mouth bent down. She shoved the sunglasses back onto her face. “Take a picture, why don’t you?”

      “I would,” I growled, “if I had my phone.”

      She grunted.

      I kept staring. Somehow, she managed to look both delicate and edgy. And beautiful. Stunningly, jaw-droppingly beautiful.

      A blur of motion. The sharp point of her switchblade pressed into my sternum. “Let me put that another way. I want you to stop staring at me. Now.”

      I made a scoffing sound. “We both know you’re not going to use that.”

      She bared her teeth. “Yet.”

      Her scent filled my head, fresh and green, like summer grass after a rain.

      My gaze went to her mouth. It was soft and full. Unpainted. Bitable.

      I wanted her. Maybe because the tranq had messed with my brain, but I wanted her.

      I gave her a slow smile. “Whatever you say, cher.”

      “Don’t. Flirt. With. Me.” She pressed the point in harder. The tip pierced my T-shirt but not my skin.

      I raised a brow, innocent as fuck. “Was I flirting?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mm.” I forced my gaze back to her eyes, trying to see them through the dark glasses. “By the way, I’m impressed.”

      I heard the sound of her back teeth grinding together. “At what?”

      “Your control with your blade.”

      Her scowl deepened. She sat back, shook her head. “I can’t figure out if you’re too dumb to know you’re in deep shit or if you just don’t care.”

      I moved a shoulder. “Does it matter?”

      “No.” She retracted the switchblade.

      Snick.

      I waited for the second snick, but she shoved the blade into her pocket. I decided to take that as a positive sign.

      I strained against the cuffs one last time, twisting my wrists in opposite directions to break the plastic, but it was too thick. Military grade. I was definitely in deep shit. I gave up and leaned my head against the side of the van.

      The burst of adrenaline that had brought me back to consciousness had worn off. I’d been dog-tired at the airport, and now I had whatever they’d injected me with to contend with as well. I slipped into a groggy, half-awake state.

      A half-hour passed, maybe more. The van slowed and joined the halting Paris morning traffic—or at least, I assumed we were in Paris. Trucks rumbled, motorbikes accelerated, and pedestrians hurried past, heels tattooing the pavement. From somewhere nearby came the nee-eu, nee-eu of a French emergency vehicle.

      The van stopped and the vampires got out of the front seat. I straightened up. My hands had gone numb. I rolled my shoulders and flexed my fingers, trying to get the circulation going again.

      Reaper rose to her feet, head bent so it wouldn’t hit the roof.

      The back door opened. The vampires had put on hats to protect themselves from the morning sun, to go with the sunglasses and gloves they already wore.

      They’d also dropped their glamours.

      I strained to focus. The blond man looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him until his companion said his name.

      Étan. The Tremblay Syndicate lieutenant.

      My stomach lurched, and not from the drug this time.

      Maybe this wasn’t about money after all.
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      Étan and Blaise dragged Zaq out of the van and set him on his feet.

      We were at the back of Philippe Moreau’s mansion. The Paris Syndicate’s top enforcer, Moreau had carved out a three-level lair beneath a gorgeous old limestone building in Saint-Germain-des-Pres, an artsy Left Bank neighborhood.

      Two wolfdogs raced up and growled lowly at Zaq. Their dhampir handler followed. “Stay,” he ordered the dogs in French.

      Zaq swayed, still woozy from the drug. Étan and Blaise exchanged a smirk and released him. He stumbled forward and would’ve face-planted on the gravel drive if I hadn’t leapt from the van and caught his arm.

      Étan lifted a corner of his lip, showing me some fang.

      Poor vampire. I’d spoiled his fun.

      “Take him to his cell.” He flicked his fingers at me like I was one of his thralls.

      I gave him a long look and didn’t move. I didn’t take orders from Étan and we both knew it. He was only in Paris to supervise this operation for his boss, the Tremblay Prima, and I was a Paris Syndicate employee.

      At least, I was as far as Étan and Blaise knew.

      When I was sure Étan and I understood each other, I hustled Zaq toward the mansion’s service entrance. The cloakroom had been converted into a laundry with two washing machines and a dryer, but wooden pegs still hung on the walls and the cook had stacked bins of potatoes, garlic and onions to the side of the door.

      The kitchen was state of the art: a terracotta floor, gleaming granite counters and appliances that cost as much as I made in a month. Right now it was empty. The vampires were on their way to their beds and the humans were just waking up.

      Zaq had recovered his balance. The drug seemed to have worn off, or maybe he’d faked the stumble to keep us guessing. He zeroed in on the knife block next to the stove, but the knives were stainless steel and wouldn’t do him much good even if he wasn’t handcuffed. Yeah, he could do some damage with stainless steel blades, but only silver can kill a vampire.

      The butler, a dhampir like me, appeared. Picture the undertaker in a horror movie, and that was Aubin: tall, long-faced and wearing a dark suit and a thin-lipped smile.

      “Mademoiselle. Messieurs.” Aubin took in the handcuffed Kral Syndicate prince without losing the smile. But then, he was employed by a vampire enforcer. He’d probably seen worse.

      “This way, please.” He indicated the salon. I didn’t need an escort—I’d been on staff for three weeks now—but Aubin took his butlering seriously.

      I urged Zaq forward and got another whiff of his scent. My jaw hardened. I had time to think about that scent, and I’d decided he was using his magic to amp it up. Why else would he smell so good? The man was messing with my head, trying to lure me to his side.

      I sipped air through my mouth. “Move.”

      The salon was jewelry-box lush in a disturbing way. Hand-painted griffins and snakes in vivid greens and golds writhed across the black wallpaper. Gilded wood furniture with clawed feet hunched on a green marble floor shot with dark swirls, and old-fashioned wrought-iron chandeliers dripped with crystals.

      Heavy gold curtains were drawn against the sun with blackout shades beneath. The only lighting came from the glowing amber eyes of the griffin wall sconces.

      This was Moreau’s public salon, the place where he conducted business with humans: politicians, CEOs, the French military. As an enforcer, his job was to bribe or intimidate humans for the Paris primus, Leo de Froulay.

      It was also the setting for his famous parties. Anyone was welcome, as long as you were beautiful and had the right look.

      And yes, they vetted you at the door. The parties were a pipeline, of course, bringing new thralls into the Paris Syndicate. Some of those thralls weren’t really thralls, either. I was pretty sure Moreau traded in blood slaves on the side.

      My mouth turned down. Enforcer Moreau was an evil S.O.B., and I hated being forced to work with him.

      Aubin opened the door to what appeared to be a closet but was actually an entrance to Moreau’s underground lair. Behind it was a second door, locked and reinforced with silver.

      Étan and Blaise removed their hats and gloves and tossed them on a small table.

      Beneath my fingers, Zaq’s bicep tensed. He lurched to the side, like he’d lost his balance again, but kept going.

      Ah. Of course he wouldn’t go quietly. But he was bigger and heavier than me, so why fight it? I released his arm.

      He hit the floor and rolled, coming up in a crouch. His fangs glinted in the low light. I felt a twinge of respect; the man had to know he couldn’t escape, not with his hands bound behind his back and with three of us to his one.

      Étan and Blaise moved forward. They grabbed Zaq, shoved him up against the wall and worked him over. They were pros. They went for the soft, unprotected parts—his belly, his groin. Taking their revenge for the blows he’d gotten in at Charles de Gaulle.

      I stood back and let them.

      Telling myself Zaq deserved it, that I couldn’t stop them anyway.

      But my chest was tight and my stomach clenched into a sick ball, because Zaq’s grunts and heavy, broken breaths didn’t sound like a monster’s. They sounded like a man in pain. A defenseless, half-drugged, hands-bound-behind-his-back man in pain.

      It seemed like an hour, but it was really just a few minutes before the vampires stepped back. Zaq wavered on his feet, blinking like he was having trouble seeing. He slid down the wall to the floor and sat there, legs sticking out, head lolling to the side.

      Satisfaction flickered across Étan’s face. He gave Zaq a last kick, then he and Blaise jerked Zaq to his feet, each taking an arm. Zaq hung between them.

      The butler opened the silver-reinforced door. We followed him down three flights of stairs, Étan and Blaise dragging Zaq.

      At the bottom, Aubin keyed in the five-digit code that opened a second silver-reinforced door, then headed back upstairs. I held the door open while Étan and Blaise took Zaq through.

      We were deep underground in the lowest level of Moreau’s lair. His private dungeon of five windowless cells carved into the bedrock and lined with concrete blocks. No one, even a vampire with their superhuman strength, could get out without the enforcer’s say-so.

      Four of the cells were currently empty. The fifth held an old vampire, a blood-mad woman who should’ve been staked. To be honest, it would’ve been a kindness—she’d sunk so deep into the blood craving, she was more animal than human. But apparently she was the woman who’d turned Moreau, and he had a fondness for her.

      Blaise and Étan put Zaq in the middle cell and released him. The tiny lights on the walls’ upper perimeter came on. Zaq’s knees wobbled, but he kept upright. He faced us and tried to straighten to his full height, but couldn’t. Somehow he managed to look proud, even bent at the waist like an arthritic old man.

      I felt another reluctant flicker of respect. He should’ve crumpled by now. Maybe not all his press was a lie. The pampered prince had a tough core.

      Blaise pulled out a knife and cut off Zaq’s cuffs, and Étan put a hand on his chest and pushed until he was forced to back up. He hit the concrete blocks.

      “Raise your hands,” Étan said.

      Zaq leaned his head against the wall and shook out his hands, working his fingers back and forth. Then he drew a breath and raised his head.

      He bared his fangs. “You want them there, you do it.”

      Étan grabbed his arms and shoved them against the wall, then slammed a knee into Zaq’s balls.

      Zaq grunted. His face twisted. He hung in Étan’s grip, panting audibly, one knee raised to shield his groin from another blow.

      “Next time,” said Étan, “when I tell you to do something, you do it. Comprenez?”

      “Jesus.” I pushed between the two men. “Give it a rest, already.” I fitted the first cuff around Zaq’s wrist.

      Zaq turned his head. For the second time that day, our gazes snagged.

      I felt him pleading with me not to do this. Felt it in my gut, a primal cry from him to me.

      I set my jaw and focused on the cuff. The silver singed my fingertips but I’d tolerated pain like that—and worse—during training.

      Think like a slayer. Fight like a slayer. Live like a slayer.

      I touched two buttons in rapid succession and the cuff snapped into place.

      The cuff burned a red line into Zaq’s wrist. He stiffened, but didn’t make a sound. Étan stepped back so I could get to Zaq’s other arm. I snapped that cuff into place, too.

      Zaq stood against the wall, arms clamped on either side of his head, a menacing expression on his angelic face. “Bastards.” He glared at us, a travel-stained, T-shirted demi-god. “I’ll see you all in a light-filled hell.”

      I swallowed uneasily. The Op Angel slayers had given each of the Kral princes a nickname. Gabriel was Prince Responsible, Rafael was Prince Charming, and Zaq was Prince Fuck-with-Me-and-I’ll-Fuck-With-You.

      Zaq was the quiet one. Not weak in anyway; just thoughtful, focused. And when he made a promise, he kept it.

      “Tais-toi,” Étan snapped. Shut up.

      Zaq didn’t seem to hear. His fierce green gaze fastened on me. “I’ll get out of here. And when I do, I’ll come after you, one by one.”

      Étan and Blaise snorted but alarm tripped up my vertebrae.

      He meant it.

      My inner thighs tightened at the picture of me and Zaq Kral locked in combat. No knives, just hand-to-hand.

      And he was shirtless so I could see every move his hard, sinewy body made.

      Crap. What was wrong with me?

      I wrenched my gaze from his and left the cell.
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        * * *

      

      The level above the dungeon was a labyrinth with an operations room, a gym, and bedrooms for both the members of Moreau’s coven and visitors like Étan. Now he and Blaise went to their rooms to take their day sleep. I made a quick stop to change my leggings for Army green tactical pants and a fresh T-shirt, then continued to the ops room.

      The room was lit by the bluish glow of a dozen video screens, the feed from various cameras around the mansion. A large digital map took up one wall, a map that currently showed the Paris streets around Moreau’s lair but that could be manipulated to show any street in the world. An open-faced cabinet held an array of silver weapons—ornate daggers, solid-silver stakes, and so on.

      Personally, I preferred a switchblade. Easier to conceal.

      Samir, the vampire on duty, was kicked back in a chair, eyeing the feed from the security cams. “You’re late,” he grumbled in French.

      “Things took a little longer than expected,” I replied in the same language. My French wasn’t great, but I could make myself understood. “Anything to report?”

      “No.” He rose to his feet. “It was a quiet night.”

      I nodded. “Moreau’s asleep?”

      “Yeah. He’ll send for you at dusk.” Samir left the room.

      I sank into his chair.

      We’d done it. Operation Angel was a go.

      I should be excited. I was excited. Months of planning and preparation had gone into this day.

      Op Angel was my final test. If we succeeded in eliminating Karoly Kral and his three sons, I’d be promoted to lieutenant. Instead of taking orders from above, I’d get to run my own ops and help choose our targets.

      I took out my phone and sent an encrypted message to my alpha, the woman I knew only as Crow, using the code for Zaq Kral.

      Reaper: P2 has been detained.

      Her reply was immediate, telling me she’d been waiting to hear one way or the other.

      Crow: My compliments.

      From her, that was as enthusiastic as I’d get. She was happy with me.

      Now if I could only drum up some enthusiasm of my own, but all I felt was tired and a little queasy.

      I massaged my abdomen. I was hungry. That was the problem.

      The cook should be awake by now. I put my phone back in my pocket and pushed a button to order a steak sandwich from the kitchen. “Rare,” I added.

      “Of course, Mam’selle.”

      As a dhampir—half-human, half-vampire—I could get nourishment from either blood or human food. I chose food except for a single glass of blood-wine per day.

      Ridley Crawford didn’t drink fresh blood. Blood was for monsters.

      No one in Moreau’s lair knew that. The vampires would see my aversion for fresh blood as a weakness, and my life depended on them thinking I was as strong and ruthless as they were.

      Fortunately, the ruthless part wasn’t a problem.

      I stowed Zaq’s phone in the safe of the ops room and monitored the video feed. In the kitchen, the cook was broiling my steak. In the formal garden, the wolfdogs slept in the sun. The beasts were a cheap and effective early-warning system.

      Moreau didn’t have a camera in his bedroom, but I watched as his favorite thrall—or maybe she was a blood slave, I wasn’t sure—exited his room. Her face, throat and arms sported fresh bruises, and she had a blood addict’s zombie eyes.

      Bastard. I swallowed something acrid.

      I turned to the cams in Zaq’s cell. It was pitch-black, but I could see the darker shadow of his body against the wall, his arms bent.

      I touched a control, turning up the lights in his cell so I could see his face. His chin rested on his chest. His closed eyes had dark circles under them, and he had a red welt high on his cheek.

      I pressed my lips together. They could’ve let the man lie down.

      He’s a monster. What do you care how he’s treated?

      But something about Zaq’s kidnapping didn’t sit right with me. I’d been a slayer for nine years. I’d stalked syndicate vampires around the globe, and I was damn good. For me, it wasn’t a job, it was a calling.

      My mom and I had spent my childhood running from syndicate vampires. When they finally caught us, my mom had died, but I’d gotten away. They hadn’t expected a twelve-year-old dhampir to be so fast.

      Their mistake.

      Six months later, I’d started training as a slayer. I staked my first vampire a week after turning nineteen. Since then, I’d notched up a dozen more kills, more than any slayer in my cohort, male or female.

      And that’s what felt wrong about this job.

      Slayers didn’t kidnap the bad guys. We staked them.

      We didn’t cuff them to a wall so they couldn’t lie down or sleep without silver burning into their wrists and slowly poisoning them. This wasn’t the clean death I’d been trained to deliver.

      They were trying to break Zaq Kral. But why?

      I squeezed my nape, hating that I didn’t know all the facts.

      The cook arrived with my sandwich, a thin-cut steak smothered with mushrooms and cradled in a crusty roll. It smelled amazing, but my appetite had fled.

      I took a bite, set it down. I stared at the sandwich for a good thirty seconds, then picked it up again and made myself finish it.

      You didn’t waste food. You never knew when your whole life might be ripped out from beneath you like a cartoon rug and you’d sell your soul for any food you could get your hands on, even a half-eaten sandwich someone else had thrown away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          ZAQ

        

      

    

    
      I hung against the wall, bruised and aching. Trying to keep my wrists from touching the silver in the cuffs. Attempting to make sense of what had gone down.

      Anger simmered in me, anger and humiliation. I’d meant what I’d said to the three of them. Somehow, some way, I’d get out of this fucking cell.

      And I would go after them.

      If only I knew what the hell was going on.

      Étan was Victorine Tremblay’s second-in-command. I didn’t know how Reaper and the others came into this, but I’d been kidnapped by a rival syndicate.

      And not just any syndicate.

      The Tremblay prima hated my family. The war between her and my father, the Kral primus, dated back two hundred years, a blood feud with numerous casualties on both sides. Something to do with territory back in Slovakia where my father had been born and spent his first few centuries as a vampire.

      However, the Kral-Tremblay blood feud was finished, and had been for nearly a decade. A treaty had been signed.

      Why would Victorine Tremblay risk kidnapping Karoly Kral’s son? The Krals were more powerful than the Tremblays. She had to know my father would pull out all stops to rescue me—and then he’d go after her and her precious daughter.

      My head throbbed. I inhaled through my teeth and waited it out.

      So okay, the Tremblays had kidnapped me, and somehow the Paris Syndicate was involved too. I didn’t know whose mansion this was, but it was clearly owned by a vampire in the Paris Syndicate. Probably a high-ranking member.

      An hour passed, maybe two. The silver seeped into my bloodstream, beginning the slow process of poisoning me. It burned and itched, spreading out until I ached everywhere, even in places where they hadn’t pounded on me.

      Damn, I was uncomfortable. I shifted on my feet. Bent my knees, straightened them. Opened and closed my fingers.

      The pricks could’ve let me sit down. Right then I would’ve given my last dollar for a few hours of sleep, but each time I drifted off, my body sagged and the cuffs seared into my wrists, waking me up. Sooner or later I’d pass out from exhaustion, and the gods knew what the silver would do to my wrists then.

      From time to time, the cell’s tiny lights brightened—a small, barely noticeable change—but after it happened a few times I realized it was so security could check on me through the video feed.

      Fuck that.

      I turned my head and bared my teeth at the cams until the lights dimmed again.

      Night fell. I couldn’t see the setting sun, of course, but I sensed the change. I’d been standing here for what—twelve, thirteen hours?

      Father would come for me. I just had to hang on. By now he’d have realized I’d gone missing. He’d known I was on my way home. I’d texted him and my older brother Gabriel when I’d landed in Paris.

      My aching body had stiffened. I wasn’t used to healing so slowly. Usually, my dhampir blood sped the healing process, but the silver was interfering with my magic.

      I bent my knees again. Straightened them. Opened and closed my fingers.

      And stifled a groan, because it hurt like a mofo. I gritted my teeth and did it again. And once more after that.

      Étan entered my cell. I looked past him for Reaper, but he was alone.

      “You’re awake.” He prowled across the short distance between us, panther-quiet.

      I lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t need much sleep.”

      It was a lie. I was bone-tired and on top of that, I hadn’t drunk fresh blood since leaving New York six weeks ago. The pain from the silver was a constant agony.

      Étan raked his gaze down my body like I was a thrall and he was deciding whether or not to hire me. “So you’re Zaquiel Kral. You don’t look like a rich prince to me.”

      “Yeah?” I looked him up and down in return. “Well, you sure look like a hairless dick.”

      His muscles locked. He shoved gleaming white fangs into my face. “Someone should teach you some manners.”

      I knew I should shut up, but I was tired and hurting and humiliated. “Go fuck yourself.”

      Étan grabbed my throat. His eyes flared with the distinctive neon blue of an aroused vampire.

      I kneed him in the balls. It was pure instinct, but I’d have done it even if I’d had time to think it over.

      He grunted and let go of me to grab his crotch. He stumbled backward, hands clutching his groin. “Vous—.” He ground out something vicious in French.

      I eyed him, knowing he’d come back at me hard, and I couldn’t escape.

      I couldn’t even use my arms to defend myself.

      The simmering anger boiled over. My face heated and my vision clouded. It takes a lot to make me angry, but once the lid’s off, I’m not satisfied until I’ve kicked some ass.

      I’d been drugged, beaten, and confined in a cell. I wasn’t even being allowed to sleep. And my wrists burned like someone had taken a torch to them.

      Anger was too tame a word for what I felt. Hell, rage was too tame a word.

      I wanted to rip Étan’s pretty blond head from his body with my bare hands.

      Étan straightened up. Slammed his open hand into my throat.

      The back of my head banged against the concrete. A bright light detonated behind my eyes, followed by a searing flash of pain. I barely noticed. I strained at the cuffs, trying to get at him.

      Kill.

      The blue circles around Étan’s irises seemed to spark and flame. His fangs were fully extended. “You shouldn’t have done that, dhampir.”

      My snarl was pure, enraged animal. I jerked my knee up, trying again to jam it into his balls.

      But this time, he was ready.

      He shoved my knee to one side with his thigh.

      Pinned me to the wall with his body.

      Smashed my face sideways against the wall, exposing the side of my neck.

      And sank his fangs into my jugular vein.
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          RIDLEY

        

      

    

    
      Philippe Moreau’s private quarters were on the level above the ops room. Aubin met me in the hall and escorted me to the enforcer’s office. As before, I knew the way, but the butler was a by-the-book kind of guy.

      To get to Moreau’s office, we had to go through first his salon, then his library.  Like the public rooms on the ground floor, they were showpieces with silk-covered walls, gilded wood furniture and Persian carpets so old and delicate I was almost afraid to walk on them.

      Moreau’s office was concealed in the library behind a sliding bookcase. The door stood open. He was seated behind a large walnut desk, his trim body elegant in a three-piece suit—navy with a chalk stripe—that I’m sure had been made for him by a pricey French designer. His black hair was touched silver at the temples and a narrow mustache adorned his upper lip.

      He bestowed a thin smile on me. “Good evening,” he said in the precise English of an upper-class Londoner.

      The accent, the clothes, the whole persona were calculated to make you think he was a stylish, classy man; but I’d played too many roles myself to be fooled. Philippe Moreau was a thug in a polished outer shell.

      “’Evening.” I pitched my voice just polite enough.

      “May I bring you anything, m’sieur?” asked Aubin.

      “Nothing, thank you.” Moreau looked at me. “Unless you’d like a blood-wine?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Très bien.” Aubin sketched a small bow and left, closing the door behind him.

      Moreau nodded at the spindly-legged chair in front of his desk. “Sit, if you please.”

      I eyed the silk-covered seat askance. The chair was an antique that probably cost a fortune. I’d grown up in small-town USA, a long way from Paris. I’d never be comfortable in the opulent world of vampires.

      Moreau’s dark eyes took in my discomfort. The man noticed everything. But unlike Étan, he didn’t try to rub it in or make me more uncomfortable; he was too clever for that.

      I perched on the chair and met his gaze head on. Beneath the stylish clothes and classy manners, Moreau was still a monster.

      And monsters didn’t scare me. Not anymore.

      He leaned back in his chair. “Report.”

      “The operation went off as expected. Kral is in one of your cells.” As Moreau surely knew, since he had access to any security cam in the building.

      “The tranquilizer worked?”

      “Yes. He was out for twelve minutes and a few seconds.”

      Moreau stroked his mustache. “Good, good. You have his phone?”

      “It’s in the ops room safe.”

      “All right. I want you to take a photo to send to his father.”

      “Any message?”

      “Just bring me the phone after you take the photo. I prefer to do it myself.” A small smile.

      The man was enjoying this. That surprised me, because I hadn’t been able to uncover any bad blood between Moreau and Karoly Kral. As far as I knew, Moreau was involved only as a favor to Victorine Tremblay.

      “Will do,” I said. “But after that, I’m off duty.”

      Moreau sometimes forgot I didn’t actually work for him. Typical vampire arrogance. But my paycheck came from Slayers, Inc. I’d been embedded in his coven for this job and would be leaving in a week, although only we two knew that.

      He inclined his head.

      “If that’s everything—?” I started to my feet.

      “No. Primus de Froulay has asked to see you.”

      I sank back onto the chair. “The Paris primus?” I asked as if I didn’t know.

      “Yes.” Moreau scrutinized me like I’d sprouted wings and announced I could fly. I could almost hear him thinking: What would de Froulay want with her?

      I kept my expression milk-bland.

      Moreau waited a few more beats, and when I didn’t say anything else, he said, “The primus is sending a car for you. Two a.m.”

      The location of Leo’s lair was a closely guarded secret, one I wasn’t supposed to know.

      I nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

      “And Reaper? Wear something more suitable. He’ll expect it.” Moreau eyed my Outlaw Country T-shirt and well-worn tactical pants with that special revulsion only a Parisian can summon for a fashion disaster like me. “The clothes I keep for guests. Help yourself.”

      Moreau was wrong. Leo de Froulay wouldn’t expect it, because he knew me.

      “Sure.” I touched my temple in a mock salute. “I love playing dress-up.” Not.

      The enforcer’s lips pressed into an irritated line. He disliked my irreverent attitude, but hey, a girl takes her fun where she finds it.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the ops room, my mood took a drive. I retrieved the phone from the safe and headed down to the dungeon.

      If I had my way, I’d stay far, far away from Zaq Kral.

      I’d had that unsettled feeling all day. I’d returned to the camera feeds in Zaq’s cell over and over until Moreau had called me to his office.

      Now the twisted, tangly sensation was back and growing worse. The closer I got to Zaq’s cell, the slower I walked until I felt like I was pushing my body through water.

      For chrissake, Ridley. Chill. He’s just a job. In a week, this will be over.

      I pulled back my shoulders and opened the door. The stench of scorched flesh hit me. I swallowed queasily and entered the cell.

      The tiny lights came on. Zaq hung in the cuffs, eyes closed. The scorched flesh was his; the silver had burned into his wrists.

      My lungs constricted. Jesus, they were torturing the man.

      His chin jerked up. He stared at me, wild-eyed. His T-shirt had been ripped sometime in the half-hour since I’d last looked at the security feed.

      On his neck, fresh blood dripped from two bite marks. I smelled the coppery scent now.

      What the hell? Anger burned my throat.

      They’d fed from him. Someone in this lair had fucking fed from him.

      The fancy chicken casserole I’d had for dinner threatened to come up. I fought to keep the shock from my face.

      He’s a monster. They all are. What do you care if they mess with him?

      But this was just plain wrong. To vampires and dhampirs, the throat was a no-go zone. You didn’t touch it without an invitation, and that went double for drinking someone’s blood, especially when they were helpless to fight back.

      Like my mom when the vampires had finally caught up to us.

      The vampire who’d fed from Zaq hadn’t even had the decency to lick the bite marks to speed his healing. His throat was bruised, the wounds raw.

      Zaq showed me his fangs. “Get the hell away from me.”

      “Take it easy.” I showed him his phone. “All I want is a photo.”

      “Why?” His green eyes blazed into mine. Then understanding dawned. “You’re going to send it to my father, aren’t you?”

      “I’m just here to get a picture.” I could’ve taken it without his permission, but sometimes simple was best. “Cooperate, and I’ll bring you something to eat.”

      Zaq licked dry lips and considered me. Then he nodded. “A burger. Rare. And something to drink.”

      “Deal.”

      I brought up the camera. He drew himself upright, his expression defiant. Skewering me with his stare.

      His goddamn scent was everywhere—his silver-burned flesh, the bloody wound, but underneath was that dark, masculine, this-is-the-one-you’ve-been-waiting-for smell. Filling my head, twisting me into knots when I needed to focus on the endgame.

      I took two photos and shoved the phone into my pocket. “You wanna use the john?”

      He blinked. “Yeah.”

      “I’m going to release you. Try anything and you’re dead.” I showed him my switchblade. “I’m fast with this. The best there is.” It wasn’t pride speaking; I just wanted him to have the facts. “And you don’t have a weapon. Fight me, and I’ll stake you.”

      A chuckle scraped from his throat. “I’m too fucking tired and hungry to fight off a flea. How d’you think you captured me?”

      I grunted. “As long as we understand each other.”

      I slipped the open switchblade into a loop on my waistband and stepped to his side. The cuffs had been designed to require two hands so a prisoner couldn’t somehow release himself. I kept as far from Zaq as I could, but I was too close.

      I felt the heat of his body, sensed his every flinch. His breath stirred the hairs on my nape.

      I released the first cuff and moved to his other side. The moment I had the second open, I grabbed my switchblade and stepped back.

      “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes,” I said in my coldest voice.

      I stepped out and locked the door. My breath came out in a whoosh. I wanted to slump against the cell door, but Samir was back on duty and would see me on the cam feed.

      I went to the kitchen and ordered a couple of rare burgers. The French cook’s version used chopped, not ground, beef, and added things like shallots and parsley, but it was close enough.

      While she prepared the food, I took the phone to Moreau.

      He pulled up the pictures and eyed them. Something dark slithered over his face. Something that made me swallow hard.

      I just barely stopped myself from reaching for my switchblade.

      “Très bien,” he told me.

      I grunted and escaped back to the lower levels.

      My next stop was the wine cellar, where I helped myself to a bottle of blood-wine. Back in the kitchen, the cook had wrapped the burgers in paper and put them in a bag with a small baguette and some cheese. She also gave me a corkscrew to open the wine.

      I stopped in the ops room to inform Samir I was on my way to feed the prisoner. “Moreau’s orders,” I lied.

      “Okay,” he said without looking away from the video screens. “But next time, secure the prisoner to the wall before you leave the cell. The boss doesn’t want us to take any chances.”

      “Got it.” I ran a hand over my hair, wanting to ask who had drunk from Zaq but knowing it was best to pretend I either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care. I’d have to wait until I could examine the video feed.

      Blaise stopped me in the hall, eyeing the wine and bag of food. “What’s that?”

      “Dinner.” My tone dared him to ask more.

      “Oui?”

      I moved forward like I was going to bowl him over. “Yeah.”

      His jaw flexed but he stepped aside at the last moment. Something about me made even vampires wary of messing with me.

      Maybe they sensed that inside, I was as dead as them.

      Back at the cell, Zaq was pacing the concrete floor. He’d cleaned up and washed the blood from his neck. His gaze snapped to the food in my hands. I handed over the bag.

      He opened it and looked inside. His eyes closed and his nostrils flared. “Thank you.” The words were ragged, raw, like I’d handed him the freaking Hope Diamond.

      Uncomfortable, I glanced away. “A deal’s a deal.”

      “Thank you anyway. And blood-wine.” He zeroed in on the bottle in my hand. “That’s for me too?”

      “Yeah.” I crouched on the floor and opened the wine.

      Zaq withdrew to a corner and sat, the bag of food clasped to his chest. I set the open bottle on the concrete next to him. He drained a third of the wine in a single thirsty gulp, then unwrapped the burgers.

      His hands shook. I knew it was from hunger; I’d been there myself.

      The tangles in my stomach notched tighter.

      I didn’t want to feel empathy for Zaq Kral. I didn’t want to feel anything for him.

      I squatted on my haunches against the door. I wasn’t dumb enough to turn my back on Zaq, but I needed to put some space between us.

      “The main door to the cells is locked, too,” I said, so he’d know attacking me wouldn’t do him any good. “You can’t leave without knowing the code.”

      “Got it,” he said, his gaze on the burgers. “Loud and clear.”

      He tore off a chunk of bread, wrapped it around one of the burgers, and downed the whole thing in a few big bites. He let out a slow breath, then took another gulp of blood-wine and ate some cheese before starting in on the second burger. This one he ate more slowly, savoring each bite.

      His jaw was strong and male. The beard scruff had thickened. It was darker than the hair on his head.

      He glanced up and caught me watching. A self-deprecating smile flashed across his face. “It’s been a while since I had a burger. Hell, it’s been a while since I had any meat. A few weeks at least. Where I was, food is at a premium.”

      “In Syria.”

      His left brow lifted. “You did your homework.”

      I moved a shoulder. “Yeah.”

      Actually, I’d studied him for weeks—whatever I could find online and learn from others. I’d even been in northwestern Syria for a few days under an alias.

      I had to admit I hadn’t uncovered any evidence that he was one of the bad guys, the syndicate monsters who preyed on humans, treating them like weak, stupid cattle good only for blood and sex.

      Maybe it had niggled at me, but I’d figured Zaq was just too smart to get caught.

      Now those small doubts crowded into my head, clamoring to be addressed.

      The biggest question was why Slayers, Inc. was involved in this at all.

      The plan was to use Zaq as bait. SI wanted his father, and Karoly Kral was too powerful, too canny, to send a slayer after. And believe me, we’d tried.

      So we’d taken Zaq prisoner in order to draw Karoly to Paris and away from Kral territory. When Karoly broke into Moreau’s lair to rescue Zaq, Moreau and his men would quietly stake him.

      But since when did SI kidnap a man’s spawn to be used as bait?

      My knee was jiggling. I stilled it and played with my switchblade instead, flipping it from hand to hand. The simple but challenging task soothed me, because while the handle was stainless steel, the blade was silver. Miss the handle and grab the blade instead, and I’d not only cut myself, I’d burn myself on the silver.

      The alpha knows what she’s doing. She’s been at this for decades, a lot longer than you have.

      Zaq finished his meal. He rested his head against the wall, eyelids drooping, the paper bag on his lap.

      I crossed the room and shook his shoulder. “Get up.” I made my voice hard to cover my doubts.

      He jerked and blinked up at me, his bright green eyes clouded with tiredness.

      I shook him again. “Get. Up.”

      He obeyed, his movements slow, like his limbs were weighted with weariness.

      I pointed my switchblade at the silver cuffs. “Against the wall, arms up.”

      Zaq put himself against the wall. His wrists were like raw meat where the cuffs had burned into them. I set my jaw and snapped the cuffs into place anyway.

      This time he didn’t plead with me in any way. He didn’t have to.

      His eyes met mine. I felt like he stared directly into my soul, where my darkest secrets lived.

      That he saw me.

      Not Reaper, not the slayer, but me. Ridley Crawford.

      His mouth twisted in a smile that mocked me or himself or both of us. He looked away.

      That’s when I realized I’d been standing there, rooted to the ground and staring into his eyes like an infatuated fool.

      I blanked my face, gathered up the remains of his meal and left.
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      I stared after Reaper.

      Who was she, really? And why would a woman who’d helped kidnap me bring me food and blood-wine?

      For a few seconds there while I was eating, I’d amped up my magic, trying to sense her emotions. I got…nothing. Either she wasn’t human, or she had a natural immunity to vampire magic.

      And with the way she moved and fought, my bet was on dhampir.

      But a dhampir who was able to suppress her vampire half, because I couldn’t smell the vampire in her. And she didn’t have the glow to her skin that most supernaturals had, the unearthly beauty that made us irresistible to humans when we willed it.

      Not that she wasn’t beautiful. She was, in a sexy-fairy way.

      And she smelled amazing.

      She just didn’t have that inhuman look to her.

      The cell’s lights shut off, leaving me in the darkness. Even a dhampir needed a small amount of light to see. The utter blackness was disturbing. I wasn’t used to being able to see nothing at all.

      Another way the vampires in this lair were messing with my head.

      At least I’d eaten. Funny what some food in your belly could do for your attitude. Things no longer seemed black as they had an hour ago when Étan had finished with me.

      My jaw tightened. The bite marks on my throat throbbed. They’d stopped bleeding, but they hurt like the time I’d been bitten by the mangy dog I’d found in the woods on my family’s property in Maryland and taken home to doctor.

      I flexed my fingers, wanting to rub the wound, but I couldn’t move my hands.

      Don’t think about it. Stay strong.

      I had to remain calm and in control. I would not let these bastards break me.

      Father would come for me any night now, and then, Étan was toast. Literally.

      I smiled. A cold Syndicate Prince smile that would’ve shocked my coworkers in Syria who’d thought of me as a go-to guy, the “nice” Kral.

      I deliberately turned my thoughts to Reaper. She’d seemed bothered by how I was being treated. Or was that just my imagination? She’d been all-in back at the airport when they’d first taken me.

      But she didn’t have to bargain with me to get those photos. We both knew she could’ve taken them without my cooperation.

      It was like she’d wanted an excuse to feed me.

      Could she be a weak link—one I could exploit?

      “Yeah,” I said aloud because I needed to hear a voice—any voice, even my own—in the cell’s deep silence. “Keep working on her. If Father can’t find you, she’s your backup plan.”

      But he’d find me. When Karoly Kral set out to do something, it happened.

      They’d have sent the photos to him in New York by now. He’d be making plans to come to Paris to rescue me, or maybe he’d send my brothers, Gabriel and Rafe.

      Yeah. I pictured Gabriel and Rafe. It made me feel a little warmer, made my bruised insides ache a little less.

      I hadn’t seen them since the night before I’d left for Syria. The three of us had gotten together in New York at the Ruby Speakeasy and picked the three most beautiful thralls to drink from. Gabriel was the serious one, and Rafe the charmer. I was happy to lay back and be their wingman. I got plenty of ladies anyway—they all wanted a piece of the Kral Dark Angels.

      I smiled; that had been a good night. Although as I recalled, Gabriel hadn’t taken his thrall to a back room like Rafe and I had. Rafe said Gabriel still hadn’t gotten over Camila Vittore, and maybe that was true. My older brother had fallen hard for his human girlfriend, even though he knew they could never be together in a permanent way.

      Maybe when I got home, Gabriel and Rafe would laugh about my predicament. The time Zaq got duped by a slayer.

      My mouth twisted. Or maybe not.

      I sank back into a semi-conscious state. A little before sunrise, a big vampire arrived. He had cropped dark hair, a boxer’s fists and a bronze Paris Syndicate griffin embroidered on his black uniform. A soldier, was my guess. Big Guy with the Fists released me from the cuffs and allowed me to use the bathroom.

      My arms and one leg had fallen asleep. I grimaced and shook them out, trying to get the blood moving so I wouldn’t fall flat on my face before stumbling into the bathroom. It was sparse, like something you’d see in a jail cell—a stainless steel toilet with no seat and a sink with one faucet.

      I used the john and washed up. The water had one temperature—ice-cold. I splashed some on my face, then stuck my wrists under the tap to clean off the silver. The water stung my burned skin, but I clamped my back teeth together and kept my wrists under the stream for as long as I could stand it. The less poison that entered my system, the better.

      No cup, but I stuck my head under the faucet and took a drink. But the blood craving was riding me hard now, and the water only made me more thirsty.

      The burger and blood-wine had helped, but my body had burned through a lot of the energy to heal. There was nothing left to fight the silver’s poison.

      I needed fresh blood.

      The vampire cuffed me to the wall again. I eyed his neck. If I struck fast, I could take a few mouthfuls of blood before he stopped me.

      I grimaced and forced myself to look away. A few mouthfuls wouldn’t be worth whatever he did to me in retaliation.

      The vampire left and the cell went dark.

      I passed the day in a miserable, half-starved state.
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