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        Owned by a vampire prince…

      

      

      

      TWILIGHT

      To save a friend, I staked my alpha and vanished, hoping Slayers, Inc. would believe I'd died, too.

      But no one walks away from the Slayers unless they're broken...or buried.

      They found me. Gave me a choice: one last job, or a real grave.

      Now I'm deep undercover, posing as a blood thrall in the treacherous world of vampire syndicates. I thought I was prepared—until he buys me.

      The inked prince with the face of an angel and a body straight out of my filthiest dreams.

      This mission was supposed to be about survival. Not surrender.

      

      BRIEN

      Twilight shouldn't be up for sale. She made it clear she'd never be anyone's thrall.

      But there she is, center stage at an exclusive auction.

      The woman I'd do anything, pay any price to own.

      So I buy her.

      But the woman I bring home isn't just defiant—she's hiding something dark, lethal.

      And her secrets might be the death of us both. 

      
        
        “A must-read series!” - Paranormal Romance Guild
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        Want to be the first to hear about my vampire romances and other steamy paranormal books?

        Sign up for my newsletter! In return, I’ll gift you with a sexy short story.

        https://rebeccarivard.com/newsletter
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      A vampire had me in their sights.

      Le Dahlia Noir was crowded with humans, some seated, others dancing—but I felt those inhuman eyes on me, sizing me up. When you’ve been a slayer for over a decade, you develop a sense about these things.

      A chilly finger tripped up my spine.

      My voice faltered on the sultry lyric I was singing. “In the middle of the night…”

      I swallowed hard and kept going. It’s okay. You want them to notice you.

      It was the reason I’d taken a job as a singer at a posh Quebec City nightclub.

      I whisper-sang, “Just call my name,” and swept a look around the dark room.

      Make that two vampires: a darkly beautiful male in a pricy suit and a golden-haired female in a purple off-the-shoulder dress. They gazed intently at me from a black velvet couch against the back wall, their faces shimmering, moonlike, in the low lighting.

      I kept my eyes moving, hoping they wouldn’t guess I’d made them as vampires. But they knew, all right. The woman’s tongue flicked out to taste her full lower lip.

      My mind blanked. For a panicked second, I couldn’t think of the next line. Then my training kicked in and I finished the song with a throaty flourish.

      Thank God for the harsh education I’d undergone at the Slayers, Inc. camp, even if at the time I’d wanted to take the damn rules and shove them up the nearest trainer’s ass.

      But you’re not a slayer anymore, are you?

      Although technically, I was AWOL, so maybe I was still a member of SI; I wasn’t sure. Two years ago I’d staked my alpha while on a top-secret black op, then disappeared, hoping I’d be presumed dead along with Crow. I thought I’d gotten away with it—until a member of the SI Board had tracked me down and blackmailed me into taking the job at the Dahlia. If approached by a vampire, I was supposed to play along and await further orders.

      I smoothed sweaty palms down my tight cherry-colored skirt—if you want to attract a bloodsucker, wear something red and sexy—and somehow made it through the next two songs without glancing their way again.

      Three more vampires entered and made their way to the back of the room, taking seats on either side of the first two. Heads turned. A ripple went through the club. The humans shifted in their seats, uneasy and yet helplessly drawn to the gorgeous predators lounging on the velvet couches.

      I wrapped my hand around the mike. “Thank you for listening,” I said to a polite round of applause. “We’ll be back later.”

      The three men in the house band put down their instruments and headed backstage, me following. Behind us, canned music came on and a stagehand hurried to move my mike to the side of the stage.

      I paused for a moment to watch as a trapeze dropped from the ceiling. Three women and a man, their faces and leotards painted to resemble fantastical plants, emerged from different doors around the club. They cartwheeled and flipped their way to the stage for a Cirque-du-Soleil-inspired performance.

      Backstage, the tiny breakroom was too hot. Quebec City was in the middle of a rare heat wave and DeGarmo, the club owner, hadn’t sprung for air-conditioning back here.

      The men in the band went outside to smoke, but I needed time to regroup, so I got a soda from the fridge and sank onto the ratty brown couch.

      Somehow I had a feeling tonight was the night. The Dahlia Noir was connected to the Quebec City Syndicate and was a known funnel for blood thralls.

      I’d been singing at the club for three weeks. Word would’ve gotten out that the new girl was looking to stay in Quebec City because she didn’t have any family back in the States—and no real friends in Quebec City, either, who might make things awkward if I disappeared.

      Down the hall, a door opened, and someone approached the breakroom—DeGarmo. I recognized his soft, rapid tread.

      My stomach did a nervous flip. This was why I was here, even if I wished with all my heart that I could just disappear again. But Kuro or someone else would only find me, and this time, there’d be no second chances.

      I’d broken too many rules.

      I took a gulp of soda as DeGarmo appeared in the doorway.

      “Ah, there you are.” He spoke in French, a thin man with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “We have some guests who’d like to meet you.”

      I pressed the cold can to my forehead. “And if I don’t want to meet them?” I responded, also in French.

      Better not to appear too eager. Besides, let the prick sweat. He deserved it for how he treated his employees. The Dahlia made DeGarmo a boatload of money; the man could afford air-conditioning—or at least a damn fan—and decent furniture for his staff.

      His smile hardened into something dangerous. “I suggest you hear what they have to say.”

      I lifted a shoulder, let it drop. “If you insist…”

      Back in the club, the performers had entwined themselves into a human ball that slowly unfolded into a four-sided flower. They raised their arms, petal-like, to a silver spotlight standing in for the moon. The male hoisted one of the women onto his shoulders. She grasped the trapeze and swung herself up on the bar in a single graceful movement.

      The five vampires, all of whom had neck tats linking them to the Quebec City Syndicate, eyed me like they were calculating my worth on the open market. The black walls pressed in on me. The vampires’ enticing scent swirled around me like a dangerous caress.

      I straightened my spine, channeling my inner Lucy Liu. “You wanted to see me?” I asked in English.

      I also spoke fluent Spanish and some Korean, but I was still learning French. If this was to be a negotiation, I wanted it to be in English so I knew exactly what I was agreeing to.

      DeGarmo sucked in a furious breath. “Pardon Mademoiselle Lee, if you please,” he told the vampires. “She forgets herself.”

      “It’s of no matter,” said the dark-haired man sitting beside the blond female. “Introduce us.”

      “Of course. My apologies.” He indicated the couple. “This is M’sieur Lemaire and Madame Fleur.”

      “Enchanté,” they murmured.

      I pulled my lips into a smile. “Likewise.”

      “Asseyez-vous.” Lemaire nodded at the leather armchair across the table from him.

      DeGarmo pulled it out, and I lowered myself into it.

      “That will be all,” Lemaire told DeGarmo, who shot me a be-good glare and left, leaving me with five hungry-eyed vampires.

      Still in Lucy-Liu mode, I raised a finger at a server named Claire. “A French 75, s’il te plaît.” In the three weeks I’d worked here, I’d developed a taste for the lemony cocktail. “You don’t mind buying me a drink, do you, M’sieur?” I smiled at Lemaire.

      “It’s my pleasure,” he returned. “S’il vous plaît,” he told Claire. “And bring us another bottle of blood-wine.”

      While we waited for our drinks, I lifted my long hair from my shoulders both because I was hot and because I wanted to draw attention to my neck. “Is this your first time in the Dahlia?”

      Lemaire’s gaze locked on my throat, and Fleur licked her lips again. Her irises, an eerie yellow that was almost an exact match for her hair, gleamed like dull suns.

      A couple of nearby humans cast me envious glances, clearly wishing they could be in my place. If they only knew…

      “No,” said Lemaire. “But it’s been a few months.”

      I released my hair, letting it settle on my shoulders again. “I didn’t think I’d seen you before.” I lowered my voice, an eager wannabe thrall. “I would’ve remembered you.”

      “Would you, now?” Lemaire’s smile sent ice shivering over my skin.

      Claire brought my cocktail and the blood-wine. She opened it and topped up the five vampires’ glasses.

      I took a gulp of my drink. The French 75 packs a kick—gin and champagne will do that—and right now, I needed a kick.

      “You’re alone in Quebec?” asked Fleur.

      “I am, yeah. I’m hoping to stay, though. Otherwise I have to leave when my ninety days are up.”

      Lemaire’s eyes hooded. “And when is that?”

      “End of August.”

      “You would like to remain in Canada?” asked Fleur.

      “Yeah. I really like it here. Quebec City, especially.”

      “Ah, bon?” Fleur exchanged a look with Lemaire.

      “Perhaps we can help,” Lemaire said.

      I forced a big smile. “Are you serious? That would be awesome.”

      “Call me.” Fleur produced a plum-colored business card and put it on the table. “We’re always looking for beautiful girls.”

      I eyed the card without taking it. They’d expect me to negotiate. “What kind of money are we talking about?”

      “You’ll make more in a week than you can make at Le Dahlia in a month.” She nudged the card in my direction. “In addition, we’ll provide you with a place to live. You’ll have a clothing allowance, too.”

      And all I’d have to do was allow them unlimited access to my body and blood.

      “The work’s not hard,” Fleur added. “Many of our employees have been with us for years. You’d have to sign a contract, of course.”

      “For at least a year,” Lemaire added.

      “And you can get me a work visa so I can stay in Canada?”

      “This is not a problem,” he said.

      Fleur reached for my hand, smoothing a finger down my wrist. A quiver went up my arm.

      Her mouth curled, catlike. “Such smooth, pretty skin. You’ll be popular. I will offer you a twenty-five percent signing bonus.”

      I opened my mouth, but she shook her head. “Call me. This is not the place to discuss details.” She released me and put the card in my palm.

      I tucked it into my bra and stood up. “My break’s almost over. I have to go backstage.”

      Lemaire sat forward. “Call us. Soon.” He put a touch of compulsion into his voice, the bastard.

      I pretended it worked. “I will.”

      Lemaire sat back, lips tilted in a cat-who-caught-the-canary smile.

      “We’ll be expecting to hear from you,” Fleur said.

      I nodded and made my way back through the tables. The skin between my shoulders itched. I wanted to break into a run, but I didn’t.

      No, I sauntered, hips swaying, like a model on a freaking runway.

      Crow would’ve been proud of me.
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      SIX WEEKS LATER

      It was sheer luck that I was at the auction. I’d never bought a blood slave in my life.

      Maybe that made me soft. Maybe it made me too “human,” as my father said, even though I was a pureblood vampire, and, unlike him, I’d been born a vampire, not made. But I preferred  feeding from—and fucking—a thrall, i.e., someone who’d chosen the lifestyle, not been forced into it.

      I was in town to negotiate with Régis Dussault, the Quebec City primus, about an investment in his lavish new riverfront casino. After the lawyers and accountants had their say, we’d hash out the final details tomorrow night and hopefully, sign the agreement.

      As I rose to leave, Régis put a paternal arm around me. “I have something special planned for tonight.”

      “Oh?” I swallowed a grimace. My plan for the rest of the evening had been to return to my rented chateau and kick back with Cain, Talon and a few of our favorite thralls.

      “An auction,” the primus added. “Some new females. Fresh and très belle. An Italian, a pretty little Asian, and a couple of Irish girls straight from the country.”

      I couldn’t refuse without insulting Régis. I’d just have to make sure I was outbid.

      “You honor me,” I said.

      “Not at all. It’s my pleasure.” He guided me outside into the cool August night. “You can ride with me.”

      Cain and Talon trailed at a short distance. Maritime enforcers, they weren’t just my best friends, they were my bodyguards, turned by my mother when I was a teenager to be my personal security.

      Régis’s limo pulled up. “The auction is at Le Dahlia Noir,” he told me. “There’s an aboveground club, if you want to mix with the humans after. The syndicate owns the building.”

      We got into the limo and pulled out, Cain and Talon following in a rented SUV.

      The underground version of Le Dahlia Noir was done up like a British gentleman’s club—leather and wood-paneled opulence. A heavy satin curtain concealed a small stage, and bluesy jazz emanated from hidden speakers.

      The Quebec City Syndicate vampires stood around, talking in small groups or lounging on the leather couches. Régis introduced me, Cain, and Talon to those we hadn’t already met, then he and I settled onto a pair of club chairs in front of the stage. Cain and Talon took seats on a couch at the back along with a QCS enforcer.

      A miniskirted server poured two glasses of blood-wine, then set the bottle on the black lacquered table between us.

      I sipped my wine. “It’s very good,” I told Régis. “One of yours?”

      He offered me the thin-lipped smile that was about as pleased as he ever got. “A red from my own vineyard. The secret is the terroir.”

      “Terror?”

      “No, terroir. It comes from the French for land, but it means so much more than that. Soil, climate, topography. The vines high on the hill give us grapes that taste different from the wines lower.”

      I eyed the dark red liquid in my glass. “No kidding.”

      “Oui. The higher elevation keeps the vines cooler at night, for example, which helps the grapes conserve their acidity. The wine will be more elegant, and it lasts longer.” The primus turned his glass in his long fingers. “I’m a farmer at heart. Sometimes at sunset, I walk my vineyards. It’s so peaceful.”

      I swallowed a chuckle. Régis, a farmer? The man was as cutthroat as they came.

      “Tell me about making wine,” I said. “My father is thinking of investing in a couple of local vineyards.”

      Actually, it was my idea. These days, Jules thought only of blood and death. But he was officially the Maritime primus, and I pretended he was still calling the shots. In reality, his lieutenant and I had been running the syndicate for the past year.

      “Ah, bon?” asked Régis. “He should. He can control the blood-wine process from start to finish.”

      “We do own some vineyards in California.”

      “Then you must add some Canadian wines to your portfolio.”

      Régis launched into an explanation of the different red wines his vineyards produced. I’d finished my first glass of wine before he circled around to his real reason for inviting me here tonight.

      “The loss of Lenore must have been a blow to you and Jules. She’ll be missed.”

      My hand tightened on the wine glass’s fragile stem. My mother had been slain a little over a year ago by an unknown assassin just steps from our castle on Lilith Island.

      “Thank you. And yes, it was a blow.”

      You have no idea.

      My mother hadn’t been exactly warm and fuzzy, but she and my father had been a mated pair. Losing her had ripped his heart out.

      “Your father—he’s well? I’ve heard talk...”

      I shrugged. “Lies. Put about by our enemies.”

      “Hm.” Régis arched a skeptical brow, but he didn’t push me on it. “Still, if you should require an ally, you’ve impressed me this week.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate the vote of confidence. But as you know, my father is still the Maritime primus.”

      Régis inclined his head. “Of course.”

      I sipped my wine. Did Régis mean it, or was he probing for weaknesses?

      My father’s time as primus was rapidly coming to an end. When that happened, I wanted his allies to know me in my own right. In fact, I’d agreed to invest a sizeable amount in the QCS casino for just that reason.

      The piped-in jazz stopped and the satin curtain fluttered.

      “Ah.” My host settled back. “The auction is about to begin.”

      I nodded absentmindedly. The rumors about my father were spreading. I had to do something before the other syndicates realized how bad he’d gotten and moved on us.

      The curtain parted to reveal a woman in a slinky black dress, her back to the audience, her rich brown hair swept forward over one shoulder. The dress dipped to her waist, an erotic frame for the rose-and-dagger tattoo that ran the length of her spine like a crimson scar.

      I eyed her without really seeing her, my mind on my father. Then my jaw dropped. A shock of recognition pierced me like a nail to the chest. My already slow-pumping lungs simply…stopped.

      Carefully, without taking my gaze from the woman being auctioned, I put my glass on the table at my elbow.

      What. The. Fuck?

      I took in the thrall’s narrow, deceptively delicate body; her toned arms; the red, do-me heels. Returned to the scarlet tattoo.

      It’s not her.

      It couldn’t be. Lainey Q had short silver hair. And what in the name of Lilith would she be doing at a private auction?

      It’s been two years. She could’ve grown her hair out, dyed it brown.

      But she hadn’t had that tattoo. I’d seen her in a skimpy dress at my friend Zoe’s birthday ball, and I would’ve noticed it.

      Besides, slayers didn’t have tattoos.

      It’s not her.

      After Lainey had disappeared, I’d moved heaven and earth trying to locate her—which hadn’t been easy, since I couldn’t let anyone, especially my parents, know how badly I wanted to find her.

      I’d even wondered if she’d died, because she’d stopped posting to Instagram around the same time she’d disappeared. Her five-million-plus followers had been as baffled as I was.

      I’d sent Talon and Cain to look for her, made discreet inquiries of my allies in other syndicates. I’d even hired a human private investigator. She was the one who’d discovered that the woman known as Lainey Q had never really existed. She was a front for a slayer, one who’d infiltrated the Tremblay Syndicate before vanishing. My friend Zoe, the new Tremblay Prima, had told me straight out that Lainey was a slayer, but I hadn’t believed it.

      She’d seemed so genuine. I’d danced with her. Kissed her. Buried myself deep inside her.

      The woman had fucking screamed for me. No one was that good of an actress.

      Except clearly she was, and I was a jackass for thinking she’d actually wanted me. I’d told myself I’d dodged a bullet and stopped searching…only to stumble across her at a goddamned blood-slave auction.

      Régis leaned across the table. “I told you the Chinese girl was a beauty.”

      She’s not Chinese, you ass. She’s Korean. Korean-American, actually.

      I finally remembered to breathe. “She is.” I kept my tone bored and hooded my eyes, hiding the blue I felt flickering in my irises.

      No one could guess I was this close to going full-out vampire and ripping out Régis’s fucking heart. But there were a dozen of them and only one of me, even if you counted Talon and Cain.

      So I’d have to win the bidding.

      A human in a chic white dress, her auburn hair twisted into an elegant bun, walked to a mike on one side of the stage and aimed a practiced smile at us.

      “Bidding starts at twenty-five thousand dollars,” she said in French. She nodded at Lainey Q. “Turn around.”

      Lainey Q—or whoever the hell she was—turned to face us. Her mouth curved up, but her dark, feline eyes were dead. They traveled over the seated vampires, snagged on me and widened, then quickly moved on.

      The auctioneer walked around Lainey, pointing out features like she was a prime piece of cattle—her silky skin, her youth, her obvious good health.

      Something sparked way back in Lainey’s eyes. She lifted her chin and stared proudly back at us. So she hadn’t lost all her spunk.

      Unfortunately, that made the roomful of blasé vampires sit up and take notice. My kind craves a challenge.

      “Do I have a bid for twenty-five thousand?” asked the red-haired auctioneer.

      A silver-haired vampire raised his bidding paddle.

      I settled back into my armchair, biding my time. She shouldn’t have been up for sale. She’d made it clear she’d never be anyone’s thrall.

      But now here she was, the main attraction at a blood-slave auction. The woman I’d do anything, pay any amount to have. And now someone with enough cash could take her and do whatever they wanted with her?

      No. Fucking. Way.

      She wasn’t leaving with anyone but me.

      Another man, Nazaire, entered the bidding. Lainey’s price topped a hundred thousand, then two hundred, then five hundred. The silver-haired vampire dropped out.

      Nazaire, the bastard, gave a smug smile.

      I raised my paddle. “One million dollars.”

      Nazaire’s smile withered. He turned heavy-lidded eyes upon me. Menace saturated the air.

      I stared back steadily.

      “Two million,” he ground out.

      I lifted my paddle again without taking my eyes from Nazaire. “Four million.”

      The auctioneer rubbed her hands together, a gleeful smile on her face. “Four million dollars. Do I hear four and a half?” She looked at Nazaire.

      He glanced at me, jaw working. But I was the Maritime Syndicate heir. It would take a richer man than him to outbid me.

      He shook his head at the auctioneer. “Non.”

      “Anyone else?” When no one raised the bid, she nodded at me. “Sold for four million dollars to Prince Brien.”

      Régis looked positively jovial. A large percentage of that four million would go into his treasury. At least it would put him in a good mood for tomorrow’s negotiations.

      He gave me a sly, man-to-man smile. “She is tasty, isn’t she?”

      At my side, my fingers clenched. I grunted noncommittally.

      Do not smash your fist into his face. Remember the endgame.

      Lainey stared down at the stage, fingers knitted together. She didn’t look proud now.

      She looked…desperate. Resigned. And maybe a little afraid.

      Which was a punch to the gonads, but then, what did I expect? That she’d be grateful, even happy, that I’d been the one to buy her?

      At the auctioneer’s nod, she stepped back and the curtain closed. I came to my feet.

      “I believe I’ll take ownership now,” I told Régis.

      He stood as well, and we shook hands. “Enjoy her. I wouldn’t mind a taste myself.” When I just stared back, his smile faded. “Tomorrow night, then.”

      “The usual time?”

      “Yes.” His smile returned. “I believe we can come to a final agreement, don’t you?”

      “I’m counting on it.”
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      Brien’s green glare stabbed into me like an ice pick.

      Damn him anyway. What was the Maritime crown prince even doing in Quebec City? He should be 500-some miles away in Nova Scotia.

      I’d known he was searching for me. I’d also known I couldn’t let him find me.

      He was a weakness, the only vampire I’d ever wondered What if? about. The vampire who still turned up, uninvited, in my dreams.

      But things had gone too far. I couldn’t stop now if I wanted to, and I did not need the Perfect Prince effing things up for me.

      I kept my eyes downcast, playing the terror-stricken human, which wasn’t all that hard. This wasn’t like going undercover for Slayers, Inc.

      Yeah, those assignments could be risky. You never knew when things might go south. Take my last couple of jobs, for example.

      But those ops had been planned weeks in advance. I’d felt in control, my cover note-perfect, and I’d always had a switchblade or two concealed somewhere on my body.

      This felt like being shoved onto a tightrope with no training…and no net to catch me if I fell.

      Backstage, Madame Z—that’s how she’d been introduced, with the Z pronounced the French way, Zed—waited. “Get ready. The prince wishes to leave tout de suite.”

      I knew better than to ask if I could change out of the dress and heels. I nodded and hefted the small bag which was all I’d been allowed. It held makeup, a toothbrush, a nightgown and a change of underwear.

      I suppose I was lucky. Some blood slaves aren’t even allowed shoes.

      “Your tattoo,” said Madame Ze. “It’s most unusual.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, even though I couldn’t see the tattoo from this angle. I didn’t have to see it, though.

      The image haunted my dreams, the horror of receiving it still bright in my mind.

      A dagger and a rose in blood red.

      The needles had hurt, but the real pain had been knowing that I’d been betrayed by one of my own. That I’d been set up. Lied to.

      And that when I got off that table, I’d be Kuro’s creature to move around like a pawn on a chessboard.

      “What does it mean?” she asked.

      I smiled thinly. “Vengeance.”

      Her plucked dark brows lifted. “I see. Come, then.” She turned and led the way down a short hall. When we reached a closed door, she touched a pad and a camera scanned her face.

      As the door unlocked, she bent her willowy neck to murmur in my ear. “Obey the prince, and you’ll be fine. Just don’t fight him. He’s a quiet one, you comprehend? They are often the most dangerous.”

      Obey him?

      A year ago—even three months ago—I would’ve laughed in her face. But tonight, I simply nodded. I’d learned to choose my battles.

      “Now smile,” she said, and waited until I obediently stretched my lips before pushing the door open.

      Prince Brien Leclerc stood on the other side, tall, blond and intimidating in a sharkskin suit.

      Seeing him in the flesh for the first time in two years was an emotional punch. I sucked in a breath and stilled like my spike heels had been glued to the floor.

      He looked even better than I remembered, as if one of the vampire’s dark gods had come to life. Same lean, sculpted face. Same full, sensual lower lip. Same incredible eyes, like frost-covered grass. The only change was that his dark blond hair had grown long enough to be pulled into a short ponytail.

      “She’s ready, my lord,” Madame Z said.

      “Thank you.” Brien moved forward. His scent curled around me, dark and delicious.

      My stomach tightened. It wasn’t fair. The Perfect Prince was…perfect.

      And I was still susceptible to him. My heart had sped up and my stomach fluttered like a teenager talking to her first crush.

      “Let’s go.” He jerked his chin at the elevator.

      Madame Z nudged me, and I lurched into motion, catching a heel on the doorjamb. Brien’s fingers clamped around my upper arm, saving me from face-planting on the granite floor.

      My cheeks heated. “Thanks,” I muttered.

      I wasn’t usually this clumsy. My last cover as a stylist and Instagram influencer had meant I spent a lot of time in dresses and high heels. Besides, I was naturally graceful. At least, that’s what my halmoni—my grandma—had always said.

      As he steered me toward the elevator, two vampires flanked us—Talon and Cain. I hadn’t even noticed them, I’d been so busy gaping at Brien. The GQ twins, I’d nicknamed them.

      My gaze returned Brien. As long as I was his captive, I might as well look my fill. It fed a part of me that had longed to see him just one more time.

      Not all vampires are pale. Like humans, they come in a variety of skin tones. Brien had a honeyed, surfer-boy tint that made me want to lick him all over. Beneath the hand-tailored suit, I knew he was tattooed and hard-bodied—at least, his upper body was.

      Two years ago, we hadn’t gotten completely naked. Just damn close.

      The whole time I was examining him like he was Adam and I was Eve, Brien kept his gaze forward, a muscle ticking in his cheek.

      I lowered my voice. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      He slanted me a sleet-cold look and didn’t answer.

      Okay. So he was pissed off at me.

      I suppose he had a reason to be. When we’d met in Montreal, I’d been undercover at the Tremblay Syndicate, acting as a stylist for the then-Prima’s daughter Zoe.

      Brien had seen me at Zoe’s birthday ball and pursued me with a single-minded focus. I’d had vampires chase me before. It’s part of the job for slayers who work undercover. Once a vampire fixates on you, they can be hard to shake loose.

      But this time had been different.

      I hadn’t wanted to shake this vampire loose.

      Brien had intrigued me. As controlled as he was handsome, he had an edge that made you wonder—when you unwrapped him, would you find that urbane elegance was a cover for something dark, primal?

      The stars in my eyes had made me stupid. Princess Zoe had escaped from the ball with Rafe Kral—and I hadn’t even known for over an hour, because I’d been locked in a bathroom with Brien, sexing my brains out. Both Prima Victorine and Crow had been furious with me.

      Brien had tried to see me the next day, but Victorine had informed him that I’d left. When he’d asked where I’d gone, she’d lied and told him she didn’t know. Further events had left my Lainey-Q cover completely compromised. I’d jettisoned it and with it, any hope of further contact with Brien.

      I’d only seen him once after that, a few months later in Maryland. I’d been undercover as a forty-something caterer, and I’d made sure he hadn’t seen me. I’d even disguised my scent with a heavy perfume.

      The elevator arrived. Brien and I stepped into it along with the GQ twins, who, like him, were lean and model-handsome. The pair weren’t actually twins, of course.

      Talon was darker with deep-set brown eyes and thick curls cut short on the sides and long on the top. Cain could’ve been Talon’s photographic negative: light-skinned with pale blue eyes and cropped white-blond hair. I eyed the shark tattoo on Cain’s neck, the mark of a “made” man in the Maritime Syndicate. Talon had a matching one.

      Brien had a similar tat himself, only his was two intertwined sharks swirling around his upper right arm.

      Locked in that bathroom, we’d only had time for a fast, explosive fuck—although I had made time to bite that sensual lower lip. While I’d caught my breath, I’d traced the tat’s charcoal outline with my fingertip, acting impressed because Lainey Q would’ve been. But deep down, I had been impressed.

      So Prince Brien had killed for his syndicate.

      It shouldn’t have turned me on, but it did. I had a dark side myself.

      The elevator let us out in a private foyer near the main entrance of Le Dahlia Noir. Setting a hand on my lower back, Brien guided me outside.

      A black SUV waited on the narrow cobblestone street. Talon opened the door, but Cain stopped me before I got in. “Your backpack.”

      I handed it over. He looked through it, examining even the lining before giving it back. Then he crouched and examined my shoes, sliding a finger over each heel and fingering the toes.

      He came to his feet. “She’s clean,” he told Brien.

      I opened my arms. “You sure you don’t want to frisk me?”

      Brien made a low, angry sound. “No. Put your arms down, damn it.”

      I brought them to my sides, aware that didn’t mean he trusted me. You’d have to be damn creative to conceal a blade beneath this dress.

      “Inside.” Brien clapped a hard palm on my ass, urging me into the backseat. He climbed in next to me, his body crowding mine. Talon took shotgun in the front seat, and Cain sat next to Brien.

      The driver was a wide-shouldered, stern-faced woman around fifty. “Where to, sir?” she asked in a Canadian accent.

      “The chateau,” said Brien.

      The chateau was a short way out of the city. We drove up a private lane lined on either side by vineyards. Despite its name, the chateau wasn’t a castle but a large country house, with white-washed walls and an orange terracotta roof—although it did have two turrets, a separate winery, and a couple of other out-buildings including one labeled “Carriage House” in French.

      I glanced around. The Maritime Syndicate’s territory covered New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. How had the Maritime prince ended up at a Quebec chateau complete with its own winery?

      “I rented it for the week,” Brien informed me, seemingly reading my mind.

      “A vampire owns it?”

      A curt nod.

      That meant it would have an underground lair. Brien was only in his mid-thirties, too young to take more than a minute or so of sunlight without being badly burned.

      The driver dropped us at the door along with Talon, then continued to the carriage house. We entered the chateau through a small outer room that opened into a large, homey kitchen with brick-red cabinets and a French country table with blue legs and a scarred wood top.

      A third man with a shark tat on his neck was waiting for us. Brien jerked his chin at me. “Take the woman downstairs.”

      “Your suite?” he asked.

      Brien’s mouth pulled into a nasty half-smile. “Of course.”

      I lifted my chin and stared down my nose at him like I was a vampire princess like Zoe Tremblay, not the woman he’d bought at an illegal auction.

      “You have an objection?” he asked in silky tones.

      “No, sir.”

      I kept my voice neutral; I knew better than to push Brien too far in front of his men. Even calling him sir was a provocation, and we both knew it. But it backfired on me, because his smile simply grew darker, an expression that made my blood spark and fizz.

      Damn the man anyway. He still pushed all my lady buttons.

      The guard urged me through a door and down a narrow staircase carved out of bedrock. He opened the first door on the right. “Inside.”

      I complied, and he shut and locked it, leaving me alone. Panic squeezed my throat. The walls seemed to close in on me. The prick hadn’t even turned on a light.

      I jerked the door handle, but the door was vampire proof—thick wood reinforced with silver. I discovered that when I dropped my bag and slid my hands over the door and the silver bands that crisscrossed it.

      I felt for a light switch but came up empty. My lungs locked. I slammed a fist against the door.

      “Let. Me. Out.”

      The panic increased. The room felt airless. I couldn’t seem to fill my lungs.

      Breathe.

      Slayers have to be tough. When my squad leaders had realized I had a phobia about dark, confined spaces, they’d locked me in rooms like this countless times. I had to either learn how to control my fear—or break. And I was damned if I’d let them break me.

      I gritted my teeth and drew a slow inhale.

      There’s a light. There must be.

      This wasn’t a tiny room in a bunker beneath the SI training compound. This was a chateau, retrofitted for vampires and their thralls, and even a vampire required a small amount of illumination to see. There would be a light switch.

      I ran my hands along the wall near the door again. This time, I found the light plate. I flipped the switch and an overhead light came on.

      My shoulders sagged with relief. I exhaled loudly.

      I was in a wall-papered parlor furnished with a couch and armchairs in a vintage red brocade. Behind the couch was a wet bar stocked with wine and liquor. I moved my bag to the nearest chair and switched on a couple of Tiffany-style floor lamps. Still shaky, I started opening doors to distract myself from the fact that I was locked underground.

      The first door belonged to a large bathroom with a glassed-in shower and a pretty blue-and-white mosaic floor. I splashed some cold water on my face, feeling more myself now. If Fleur hadn’t confiscated my phone, I might’ve taken a photo.

      The master bedroom was behind the second door. The bed was covered with a black silk duvet embroidered with gold flowers. The only personal items were a wooden hairbrush and a couple of leather hair ties on the dresser.

      I pulled drawers, searching for a weapon. When I didn’t find one, I rifled through the suits in the walk-in closet. I had no luck there, either, but then, I didn’t really expect to. Brien wouldn’t be that careless.

      The suits smelled like him. I rubbed a sleeve against my face, drawing his earthy green scent into my lungs. I was acting like a lovesick ass, but I couldn’t seem to help myself.

      Back in the bedroom, I sat on the bed, running a palm over the duvet. Something curled through my lower belly, something hot and needy. If things had been different, I’d have been more than willing to lie down on the big silk-covered mattress and wait for Brien…naked.

      Hell, I’d fantasized for the past two years about doing something just like that.

      But things had changed. The SOB thought he owned me—and in his world, he did, even if it was illegal. The treaties between vampires and humans stated clearly that a vampire couldn’t enslave a human, but there were always places like Quebec City where the syndicates paid the humans in charge enough to look the other way.

      I came to my feet. That’s when I saw a door concealed in the black-and-gold wallpaper. I opened it to find a small room barely large enough for a dresser and a single bed. The tiny bathroom had a sink, a toilet and a shower. Like the outer door, the connecting door was thick, silver-reinforced wood with the lock on the master-bedroom side.

      My chest tightened. The room was a prison, a place to keep a thrall locked up during the hours when the vampires were deep in their day sleep.

      No. Hell, no.

      Closing the door, I stalked back to the parlor and the wet bar, where I poured myself a shot of whiskey and downed it in a couple of gulps. Heat filled my belly. False courage, but right now I’d take any courage I could get.

      I had to get a hold of myself. From the time I’d seen Brien at the auction, I’d blanked.

      That wasn’t like me. Twilight always had a plan.

      The lock on the outer door disengaged. The fine hairs on my nape lifted, although not from fear—or at least, not only from fear. This feeling was more primitive, like the electric thrill you get right before a thunderstorm hits.

      Brien entered the parlor, closing the door behind him. “Drinking, sweet?” he murmured with a glance at the shot glass. “Am I that bad of a lover?”

      The shock of seeing him after all these months had worn off. Instead, I was disappointed. Angry.

      He shouldn’t have been at that auction; he was the last vampire I’d have figured to be involved in the slave trade. Apparently, all that blond perfection hid a slimy worm of an inside.

      I slammed the whiskey glass down on the wet bar. “Don’t call me ‘sweet.’ And you’re not going to be my lover at all.”

      “No?” His eyebrows were a light brown a few shades darker than his hair. He quirked the left one. “I have a four-million-dollar receipt that says you’re wrong. But…are you worth it?”

      I flinched. I tried to cover it, but he saw. Something flickered across his face. Remorse, maybe even pity.

      My fingers tightened on the shot glass. I smoothed my expression, like Brien and his pity didn’t have the power to hurt me.

      “Fucking isn’t making love.”

      “True.” Shrugging out of his jacket, he dropped it on an armchair and prowled closer; a powerful, tawny cat of a man, like Daniel Craig in his first James Bond movie. “But then, I thought we did something more than fuck.”

      This time, I managed not to flinch.

      Still, he was right, it had been more than fucking. We’d…connected, in some primal way I couldn’t explain. A connection that had scared the crap out of me, because he was a vampire and I was a slayer. I couldn’t, wouldn’t let this thing between us develop. And so, when my mission had required it, I’d left Montreal without contacting him.

      And after the mission ended, it was too late. Lainey Q no longer existed, and I couldn’t risk meeting a syndicate vampire as Twilight…even if it felt like in leaving Brien, I’d left behind something vital, like a lung—or my heart.

      A few months later, I’d staked Crow and the only way to survive had been to erase Twilight completely. Not even my halmoni knew for sure if I was dead or alive. I hadn’t dared contact her.

      I filled my chest with a deep breath. “What are you doing in Quebec City, anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be in Nova Scotia in that bat-cave of a castle?”

      The broody black castle on an island off the coast of Canada. And no, I’d never been to Castle Leclerc. I’d looked it up because…reasons.

      Brien tilted his head, considering me. “You googled me.”

      I set the shot glass on the bar. “I got bored one night.”

      “Yeah?” He was only two feet from me now. Loosening his tie, he drew it over his head and dropped it on the couch. “You should be happy I won the auction. The vampires bidding against me are both dark SOBs. Whips, handcuffs, gags…that sort of stuff.”

      I briefly closed my eyes. What had Kuro sent me into? There hadn’t even been a plan for extracting me.

      “Thank you. I—I’ll pay you back somehow.”

      “I don’t want your goddamned money.”

      “Then what do you want? You don’t keep blood slaves.”

      “Don’t I?”

      “No.” I folded my arms over my chest, refusing to let him frighten me.

      The more I thought about it, the more it didn’t make sense. I’d bet my scary-low bank balance that Brien Leclerc didn’t keep blood slaves.

      His fingers went to his shirt. I watched, distracted, as he undid the top two buttons, exposing the strong column of his throat.

      “The auction.” I forced my gaze back to his face. “You were sitting with the QCS primus. That’s why you were there, weren’t you? Business.”

      Suddenly, he was right in front of me, so close my nipples nearly touched his chest. They hardened and pressed against my bra.

      I moistened my lips. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      A shrug of his broad shoulders.

      “What kind of business?” I asked, unable to resist probing.

      “Syndicate business, and that’s all you need to know.” He rubbed a thumb over my lower lip, sending a lick of heat up my spine. “It’s been a long and tedious week, but Quebec City just got way more interesting.”

      “Enough.” I tilted my head to the side. “I know you’re going to let me go.”

      “Do you now, Lainey?” He coasted a finger down my throat, his smile slow and dark. “Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think you do. Or should I call you Twilight?”

      My gaze snapped to his. Only a handful of other slayers had known my code name, and two of them were dead.

      His eyes were jewel-bright in his too handsome face. He released my chin but remained close, crowding me against the bar.

      “You’re not the only one with access to information. You shouldn’t have left Montreal like that. When you didn’t show up the next day, I was worried.” His mouth twisted. “I thought something had happened to you, that maybe some other vampire kidnapped you. That idiot Olivier, maybe. He was all over you at Zoe’s ball.”

      “Prima Victorine knew I was okay.”

      “That occurred to me—so I went to her and asked. Not that with Zoe missing, she gave a fuck about where you were. But she said you were okay, so I went back home. The party was over anyway after Zoe disappeared with Kral.”

      He caught a lock of my hair, rubbing it between his thumb and first finger.

      “But when I thought it over, I wondered if Victorine had forced you to stay in Canada and become a thrall. I sent Talon and Cain to look for you, but they couldn’t find anything. Zoe was the one who told me you were a slayer, that I should forget about you. But I kept looking—I even hired a human investigator. Because I’m a goddamn fool.”

      I bit my lower lip. “No, you’re not.”

      He scoffed. “Yeah, I am. A damn, trusting fool. It took months, but the PI came through, including the intel that you’re known as Twilight to your squad.”

      “She shouldn’t have been able to—”

      “Sweetheart. For enough money, people will tell you just about anything. But no one knew where you were. Until tonight, I wasn’t even sure you were still alive.”

      He took my chin in a hard grip. A fiery blue line shimmered to life around his irises.

      My heart tripped. He wasn’t just angry, he was furious, despite his outward calm. That thin blue line said he was fighting his vampire.

      “So, Twilight. You’re a slayer—or were, anyway. So what are you doing here in Quebec City? And why the hell were you being auctioned off?”

      I tried to hold his gaze but couldn’t. “Fuck off,” I told his chin.

      He nudged my chin higher. “Look at me.”

      When I obeyed, his gaze locked on my exposed throat.

      The sensitive skin tingled. They’d fed from me, every few nights. They hadn’t even granted me the aphrodisiac’s hot rush; they’d wanted me to feel the pain. Fleur herself had drunk my blood just a few hours before the auction—to settle me down, she said. Make me docile.

      Brien exhaled, a raw, angry sound. “Who did this?”

      He touched the twin marks Fleur had left. The makeup I’d applied to conceal it must’ve worn off. The bitch hadn’t had the decency to lick my throat to heal the punctures.

      I jutted my chin to hide my humiliation. “A Quebec City coven.”

      “Who?” A muscle jumped in his cheek. His hand moved to my shoulder. “I want names.”

      Lemaire and Fleur had tried to compel me not to reveal anything else about them and their coven, and I’d pretended to go along. But through some quirk of genetics, I can’t be compelled. It runs in my family, was what made me valuable to SI.

      “I don’t know,” I lied, because what was the point in naming them? It wasn’t Brien’s syndicate.

      “Then where did they take you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’re protecting those bastards?”

      I shrugged him off and stepped back, arms hugged around myself. The surge of adrenaline at seeing Brien had worn off. I was tired and hungry and just…done.

      “I don’t know,” I said, hard-voiced.

      His ice-green eyes narrowed. “You’re good.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “I can sense your emotions, but they’re faint, like you have them behind a locked door. Still, I can tell you’re lying to me. What I don’t know is why.”

      “Well, you’re wrong. I don’t know where I was.” That much was the truth. “When they brought me to their nest, I was blindfolded, and again when they took me to the Le Dahlia Noir. All I know is that I was somewhere in Quebec—the province, not the city. Maybe an hour from the club? When they let us outside, I saw vineyards.”

      “When they let you outside?” The blue rimming his irises flared again.

      I lifted a shoulder. “You know, for exercise.”

      And sunshine. It had been the highlight of my day. The thing that had kept me going.

      “Sweet Lilith.”

      My stomach growled. I couldn’t have come up with a better distraction, because Brien scowled.

      “You’re hungry. They didn’t feed you, either?”

      I rubbed my palms up and down my bare arms. “I wasn’t hungry.”

      Not after Madame Z had appeared around sunset to dress me. I’d known then that I’d be auctioned off that night. “In fact,” she’d informed me, “you’re the main attraction.”

      “Sit.” Brien pointed at the couch. “I’ll order some food from the kitchen.”

      My hackles raised. No one ordered me around. But I was exhausted, mentally and physically—that part was no act.

      I sat.
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      Something was…off.

      Now that the fury hazing my brain had cleared, I could tell that Twilight had lost weight since I’d last seen her. Too much weight.

      Yeah, she’d been wiry, but not like this. In Montreal, she’d been high-energy, taut-bodied. Now she looked like a strong wind would level her.

      What had they done to her?

      Her stomach growled again.

      Okay. This I could fix.

      The chateau had come with a chef for the human and dhampir employees. I texted a soldier to have the chef put a tray together for her, then rounded the couch and crouched on my haunches in front of her.

      “I ordered you some food—it should be here in a few minutes. Meanwhile, I’m going to take a shower.” I wrapped my fingers around her nape, caressing her jaw with my thumb. “Don’t try to run—you’ll just piss me off. There’s a guard in the hall and more outside.”

      She sliced me an are-you-kidding? look through those tip-tilted feline eyes. “When I leave, it won’t be at night.”

      Ah, that was my Lainey Q. I dropped a kiss on her insolent mouth and released her chin. “You won’t be leaving at all, Twilight.”

      Her chest jerked. “Stop calling me that.”

      “Then what should I call you? Lainey Q? She vanished, remember? Her followers are still searching for her. Have you seen the wild conspiracy theories they’ve cooked up?” Some of which I’d had the PI investigate…just in case.

      “Yeah?” Her mouth quirked. “Huh. I deleted my social media accounts. And then after, I couldn’t go online or they’d find—” She clamped her lips together and shook her head.

      “After what? And who’s they?”

      She lifted a slim shoulder. “Fine. Call me Twilight then.”

      My jaw tightened; I wasn’t used to being brushed off like that. But her eyes had shuttered, and it was clear I wouldn’t get anything more out of her.

      “Twilight,” I repeated, this time without the irony. “It fits, somehow.” Like her, the twilight was layered, mysterious. Beautiful.

      She just shook her head.

      I waited for her to say something else. When she didn’t—just stared at a spot over my shoulder—I headed into the bathroom, stupidly disappointed that she wouldn’t tell me more.

      Behind me, she said, “It doesn’t matter anyway—what you call me,” so low that if I hadn’t been a vampire, I wouldn’t have heard her.

      Brow furrowed, I shut the bathroom door and stepped into the shower. There was a puzzle here, one I intended to solve. But not tonight.

      Twilight had no reason to trust me. Pushing her wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

      No, better to back off for now. I’d take her back to Lilith Island, feed her up, give her time to recover. I wanted her to see me as the good guy—and then I’d lower the boom.

      And if that made me a ruthless bastard, then I was happy to own it.

      I made my shower short, afraid she’d try and escape despite what I’d told her. She was smart; she might be able to evade the first level of security, and I didn’t want a confrontation with her. Not when she looked like hell.

      But when I left the bathroom on my way to the bedroom for a fresh set of clothes, Twilight was still in the parlor. She’d taken off her high heels and stood next to the bookcase, flipping through an issue of French Vogue.

      She glanced at my naked body and did a doubletake. Her cheeks sucked in and her eyelids fluttered. Then she looked me over a second time, bold as hell. Taking her time about it.

      My dick loved the attention. It twitched and started to harden. “Like what you see?”

      Her gaze fixed on my growing erection. She licked her lips and I swallowed a groan.

      “Fishing? You know you’re hot.”

      “I still like to hear it.” Especially from you.

      “Then I’ll be sure and stroke…your ego every day.”

      I exhaled a bark of laughter. She blinked like she was surprised I had a sense of humor.

      I prowled toward her. “You can stroke my ego right now. You can even squeeze it. Or maybe lick it.”

      Yeah, I’d love to see that pretty mouth opening to take my dick.

      She slid the magazine back onto the shelf. “Is that what you want?”

      Her tone was velvet. Whatever blood was still left in my head headed south.

      A knock sounded on the door. “What?” I snapped without taking my gaze from her.

      “It’s me,” Cain responded. “With the food.”

      Twilight’s cheeks creased like she was holding back a laugh. “Guess your ego will have to wait.”

      I set my teeth. “Come in,” I ground out and kept going into the bedroom, where I dragged on a pair of jeans and a worn black linen shirt, leaving it unbuttoned.

      Back in the parlor, a tray piled high with food—a baguette, cold chicken, foie gras, a trio of fancy French cheeses, a bowl of strawberries, a pot of cream—was on the coffee table.

      Twilight was still next to the bookshelf. Cain’s gaze flicked from her to me. “Can I talk to you?”

      “What’s up?”

      He tipped his head at the door. “In the hall.”

      I nodded. Cain wouldn’t bother me if it wasn’t important.

      “Eat,” I told Twilight and followed him out the door.

      The chateau’s basement had been built to withstand a vampire attack, with thick walls and heavy wood doors. I pulled the door closed so Twilight couldn’t overhear us.

      Talon opened his door, curly hair damp from a shower. “Why don’t you guys come in here?” he asked with a glance at the guard
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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