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      What were you thinking, renting a fourth-floor walk-up?

      I trudged up the first flight of steps, rounded the corner and started up the next.

      Because this is Williamsburg and all you can afford is a freaking breadbox.

      I paused on a landing to catch my breath. My backpack and canvas shopping bag felt like they were stuffed with rocks instead of groceries—and when had the steps gotten steeper?

      I switched the canvas bag to my left hand and kept going, using the rail to haul my tired body up the stairs. By the time I reached the top floor, I was lightheaded and overheated. Putting the bag on the floor, I leaned against the white plaster wall, sucking oxygen like a beached whale.

      Mrs. Ortiz was cooking burritos again; the mouthwatering scent of chicken and beans filled the tiny hall. My stomach growled. These days, pretty much anything smelled good, a big improvement on those first months when I hadn’t been able to keep down much besides yogurt, apple juice and Cheerios.

      Straightening from the wall, I staggered as another wave of dizziness hit me. I’d skipped dinner to pick up a couple of extra hours at BVE, the vintage clothing shop where I worked. Not a good idea when you’re five-and-half months pregnant.

      I slapped a hand on the wall, breathing through my nostrils until the dizziness receded, then picked up the shopping bag and headed across the hall. I had my key out, ready to insert it in the lock, when I realized my door was unlocked.

      I sighed and pushed the door open. I’d told Rio to keep the deadbolts locked even when he was home. Williamsburg was fairly safe, but it was still New York City.

      I nudged the door closed with my hip. The lock didn’t catch but I kept going. I’d get the door after I put the groceries down.

      I sniffed, grinned. “Is that green tofu soup I smell? I’m hungry enough to eat a horse.”

      Rio was a runaway from Ohio who’d moved in with me a few weeks ago. Well, technically he hadn’t been a runaway since he was eighteen years old, but he’d dropped out of high school and had been living in a closed-off subway tunnel when we’d met.

      He slept in an alcove behind a curtain we’d rigged up in the living room, and in exchange paid half the utilities and groceries—and cooked dinner. He was a prodigy in the kitchen. I could forgive an occasional unlocked door when he produced meals that good.

      The apartment door shut with a soft click. I glanced over my shoulder, but no one was there. No one I could see, anyway.

      A splinter of apprehension worked its way under my skin.

      He’s here. They found you.

      But I’d been careful, using cash and a fake ID, changing cities every few days before sneaking across the Canadian/US border six weeks ago and making my way to New York. A big city seemed like the best place to lose myself in.

      I shrugged off my uneasiness, telling myself the door had just been stuck, until I realized Rio still hadn’t answered me.

      My heart bumped against my ribcage. “Rio? You here?”

      The apartment was laid out so the kitchenette wasn’t visible from our front door. I skirted the striped Ikea couch—the only thing I’d bought for my new place other than a comfortable bed—and turned left into the kitchenette.

      “Becky.” Rio stood at one end of the kitchen island, his expression pinched. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t—” His bony shoulders lifted in a helpless shrug.

      All the spit left my mouth. My gaze swung to the other side of the marbled-laminate island to where Talon slouched on a bar stool in an unzipped leather jacket.

      His sensual mouth curved in a nasty half-smile. “Hello, Eden,” he said in his deep, growly voice. A voice I used to find sexy.

      “Eden?” Rio echoed.

      Neither of us looked at him.

      The canvas bag slipped from my fingers, thudding to the floor. Apples rolled across the fake wood planks. I ignored them, my gaze locked on the uninvited—and pissed-off—vampire in my kitchenette.

      “I wouldn’t let him contact you,” Talon told me.

      My lungs filled my throat. For a few seconds, I couldn’t breathe…or even move.

      Things weren’t supposed to go down like this. I’d hoped Talon would just let me go, but that was wishful thinking, and I’d known it. I’d betrayed not just him, but his syndicate.

      So I had an escape plan.

      But he wasn’t supposed to be inside my apartment. He was supposed to come to the door first so I could put my plan into action. I had a go-bag in my bedroom with cash and a change of clothes. I’d figured I’d have a few seconds—time enough to grab the bag and escape down the portable fire ladder which was the first thing I’d bought after subletting the apartment.

      Run, damn it!

      My breath whooshed in. “Okay,” I said, more to say something than because it made sense.

      I slid a foot backward.

      Talon rounded the kitchen island, all six-feet-plus of him on the prowl. Outwardly calm, but I saw the muscle ticking in his jaw. He was furious with me.

      I swallowed dryly. Slid the other foot backward.

      My muscles tensed. I readied myself to make a dash for the door.

      I couldn’t let him find out about the baby. My loose shirt and thigh-length jacket hid the still-small bump. He’d never know.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rio shift to the left and casually reach behind him, feeling for the knife block on the counter behind him. He was going to try to protect me, and Talon would kill him for it.

      My stomach bottomed out.

      “It’s okay, Rio,” I said without looking away from Talon. “I know him.”

      Rio lowered his brow and dropped his chin, a young, naïve bull about to charge. “He can’t make you go with him. There are laws about that. Treaties.”

      Talon was right in front of me now. He had wolf eyes with irises that changed from dark brown at the outer edges to gold as you moved inward until the band around his pupil was almost yellow. They bored into mine.

      “Actually, I can,” he said. “Eden signed a contract with my syndicate. Didn’t you?”

      I moistened my lips. I’d never felt so much like prey, even in my first few weeks as a syndicate thrall.

      “Becky?” asked Rio, clearly upset.

      “Eden,” Talon bit out. “Her name is Eden.”

      Rio flicked him a look, frowned. To me, he said, “You signed a contract?”

      He might be young, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew how these things worked.

      Talon was still staring at me. “Tell him,” he said silkily.

      His face filled my vision, an implacable mask I couldn’t look away from.

      “He’s right,” I told Rio, my voice a thready rasp. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I signed a contract with his syndicate.”

      “Which she broke,” Talon explained in those same silky, dangerous tones. “After she conned me and my primus. Spied on us.”

      He—Brien—wasn’t the primus at that point. But that was nitpicking. I’d known that what I was doing was wrong, and I’d done it anyway.

      “Oh, girl.” I dragged my gaze from Talon in time to see Rio shake his head. “You’re fucked.”

      “Yeah.” My laugh held zero humor. “I know.”

      Talon leaned closer. I edged backward until my backpack hit the refrigerator.

      His dark brows formed an irritated slash. He shoved the canvas shopping bag out of the way with his foot. “Turn around.”

      When I obeyed, he removed the heavy backpack while I stood passively, letting him move me around like I was a doll with flexible limbs for him to position as he pleased. Inside, my mind worked desperately, searching for a way out.

      I couldn’t let Talon take me back. If it were only me, I’d woman up, accept my punishment. But this wasn’t just about me. There was the baby, too.

      And I’d messed up, big time. Rio had no idea.

      If I were a man, I’d probably already be dead.

      But I was a woman, a former thrall pregnant with Talon’s child, even if he didn’t know it. If the syndicate found out, they might take my baby away from me. I was in that much trouble.

      And if they took my baby, I might as well be dead.

      Talon put the pack on a stool next to the kitchen island. I bent to pick up the apples and canvas bag. By some miracle the eggs hadn’t broken.

      “Leave it,” Talon told me, but I’d already put the apples back in the bag. With a scowl, he took the bag from me and placed it on the island.

      I sent the groceries a longing look. They represented independence. As a thrall, I’d never even had to step foot in a kitchen. I mean, I’d liked it—who wouldn’t? But that wasn’t me. Being pampered like that had felt strange, like I was playing at being a grownup.

      At least Rio could use the groceries. His job bussing tables at a hipster restaurant paid his share of the bills, but what he really wanted was to be a chef. He was saving up to take classes at ICE, a fancy culinary institute in lower Manhattan.

      “Just let me get my wallet and phone.” I turned the backpack so I could unzip the outer pocket.

      Because when I escaped—and I would—a wallet and phone would make things a helluvalot easier.

      Talon’s strong fingers landed heavily on my nape. “No.”

      He turned me and marched me toward the front door…which was blocked by a pair of syndicate soldiers in leather jackets and chinos.

      I started in surprise.

      So there had been someone in the shadows. Two someones, in fact—Adrian and Nathan. You’d think after almost three years as a syndicate thrall, I would’ve sensed them, but I hadn’t. I’d been too focused on getting myself, my ever-expanding belly, and the groceries up the stairs.

      Talon’s grip on my nape tightened. He must think the tiny jerk I’d given was me trying to get away.

      My insides clenched. He could snap my neck so easily.

      But he wouldn’t, unless he decided that was my punishment for running away. Talon didn’t act impulsively. He took his time coming to a decision, and everything he did had a logical reason.

      Which is how I knew that once he’d decided that all I was to him was a thrall—nothing more—he wouldn’t change his mind.

      And I’d been damned if I’d stay with a vampire who’d vowed never to love a human. Who believed human DNA would contaminate his blood line.

      Not that Talon had asked me to stay.

      I cast Adrian and Nathan a beseeching look. Both men were dhampirs with vampire fathers and human mothers. Adrian was a slim, dark-haired guy who was supersmart about tech. He’d probably had a hand in tracking me down. Nathan was a by-the-book guy with short brown hair who looked kind of like Marcus Mumford. Talon would’ve brought him along as muscle.

      Adrian folded his arms over his chest. Nathan just eyed me coldly, like we hadn’t grown up together. Adrian was from a small town in New Brunswick, but Nathan was from the island, same as me. We’d played together as kids.

      My chest constricted. I suppose I deserved their unfriendly stares, but something about how they were looking at me slapped me out of the stunned hopelessness that had descended on me along with Talon’s grip on my neck.

      As we passed the couch, I dug in my heels. For some reason, Talon allowed it, and we came to a halt. Outside, the elevated train at the end of the block rumbled by, vibrating the floorboards.

      I turned my head toward Talon. “At least let me pack a bag.”

      Maybe I could still climb out that bedroom window.

      His expression darkened like he’d read my mind. He couldn’t, but he could read my emotions. He’d probably detected my surge of hope. “We’ll buy you anything you need.”

      He palmed the base of my skull, forcing me to look forward. He propelled me the rest of the way to the door. Adrian and Nathan unfolded their arms and moved aside.

      Rio shot to my side, his gawky teenager’s body tense. He glared across me at Talon. “Promise me you won’t hurt her.”

      Talon just gave him a look and nodded at Nathan. “Open the door.”

      Rio tugged my arm, trying to pull me away from Talon. “You can’t just kidnap her.”

      Talon stiffened. Adrian and Nathan’s expressions turned murderous.

      Adrian grabbed Rio by his T-shirt. “This is syndicate business. Get your hands off her before I rip your fucking head off.”

      I turned slightly toward Rio, all I could manage with Talon gripping my skull, and gave a frantic shake of my head.

      Actually, Talon could do whatever he wanted with me. When I’d signed that thrall contract with the Maritime Syndicate, I’d signed over most of my rights for three years in return for a boatload of money. However, they didn’t own me. I was a thrall, not a blood slave.

      Unfortunately, by taking a bribe to spy on the syndicate, I’d broken the contract. They could legally punish me for betraying them. It was right there in the fine print.

      And if I disappeared, no one would ever find the corpse.

      Rio ignored Adrian. “I want your promise,” he told Talon.

      His expression hardened. “Let her go.”

      Rio’s swallow was audible, but instead of releasing me, he gave my arm another, firmer tug. Talon bared sharp white fangs and leaned across me, pushing his face into Rio’s.

      “Let. Her. Go.”

      The teenager dropped my arm like it was a hot poker.

      “Stay away from the lieutenant’s woman.” Adrian shoved Rio in the chest.

      He reeled backward, arms flailing. When he caught his balance, he muttered, “Lieutenant? Damn,” his light brown skin ashen. But he didn’t back off. “That doesn’t give you motherfuckers the right to drag her out of here like a freaking pet dog.”

      Christ.

      A cold bead of sweat trickled between my shoulder blades. I had to defuse this before Talon decided Rio was more trouble than he was worth.

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “I’ll be all right. But call BVE for me, okay? Tell them I won’t be coming back to work. That I went…home.”

      “I will. Of course.” His fists clenched at his sides. “But Becky…I mean Eden…whatever. I’ll call 911. They won’t get away with this.”

      “The cops won’t do anything,” I said. “These guys aren’t even from New York. They’re not even from the United States.” Not that the cops would do anything even if Talon was from the local syndicate.

      “And everything in my room is yours.” I had five thousand in cash in my go-bag. If I couldn’t take it, I wanted him to have it.

      Rio shook his head.

      I sent him a pleading look. “Please, Rio.”

      I sensed Talon eyeing me. I blanked my expression and tried to blank my emotions as well. But it was too late, because Talon said, “He’s coming, too.”

      “What?” I blinked rapidly. “No! He’s nothing—a kid.”

      Talon jerked his chin in Rio’s direction. “Get him,” he told Adrian and Nathan.

      The soldiers bracketed Rio, each grabbing an arm.

      I sucked in a breath, afraid Rio would fight back. He was tough and he didn’t take any crap—he’d never have lasted in New York otherwise. He stiffened and drew in a breath, then sent me a look and went along with it.

      That was worse. Despair filled me.

      “Please.” I clutched Talon’s leather-clad arm. It was hard for me to beg, but for Rio, I’d do it. “Let him stay here. He has nothing to do with this. We’ve only known each other a few weeks. He helps with the bills, that’s all.”

      Talon glanced around my tiny apartment, his left brow hitched up. Something he did when he was curious or disturbed.

      Probably wondering what had happened to the money I’d left Canada with. But he was a rich vampire who lived rent-free in a goddamn castle. He wouldn’t know that in Williamsburg, even a one bedroom went for four or five thousand dollars.

      He folded his lips in. “The kid’s insurance,” he told me.

      “Insurance?” I felt the steel bars of a cage closing around me.

      “To make sure you come with us, no tricks. Soon as you get on the jet, he goes free. If not—” Talon moved a big shoulder.

      The door to the cage started to swing shut.

      I searched his face, trying to find a hint of affection, or at least, softening. “Don’t do this.”

      Talon’s lip curled. “Don’t do what? Take your lying, betraying ass back to Lilith Island?”

      I glanced at Rio’s tense face. “It’s okay,” he told me.

      But it wasn’t okay. Rio had left Ohio to escape the bullies in his small town. He shouldn’t have to deal with Talon and company.

      “I don’t care what you to do me,” I told Talon. “I’ll go back with you, I promise. But leave Rio. He has nothing to do with this. We just share the apartment.”

      Talon narrowed his eyes. “He sleeps in the living room.” He glanced at the sheet we’d hung across the middle.

      “Yeah, of course.” I frowned. “Wait. You thought he was sleeping with me?” Rio was still a teenager—and besides, he was interested in boys, not girls. “For fuck’s sake, he’s practically a kid. I’m five years older than him.”

      “That’s why he’s still alive. If I thought you were sleeping with him, he’d be dead.”

      I gulped. “So let him stay. Please.”

      “He comes,” was the unyielding reply.

      I briefly closed my eyes. “I’m so sorry,” I told Rio. “I never meant for you to be involved in this.”

      His chin jutted. “Fuck them,” he mouthed at me. “I’m not afraid of them.”

      “Funny,” said Adrian under his breath. “You don’t look stupid. Now let’s go.”

      “You too.” Talon urged me forward after them.

      The cage door slammed closed.

      My head pounded. Tiny lights danced at the edges of my vision. It was too much after being on my feet all day at the shop, and then picking up groceries. Plus, the last time I’d eaten except for an apple on the way home was at lunchtime five hours ago.

      I swayed on my feet.

      “Eden?” Talon took me by the shoulders.

      I was falling down a dark tunnel. I clutched his upper arms. Even angry at me, he was still an anchor, the man I’d fallen in love with despite that stupid thrall contract.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Talon demanded. He sounded…worried.

      The world shifted, and then I was in his arms, my cheek tucked into the curve of his neck. He smelled so male. So familiar. Leather and earth and crisp autumn air.

      “She’s pregnant, you asshole.” Rio’s voice. “And you’re stressing her out.”

      The darkness pulled me under.
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      “Pregnant?” My jaw unhinged.

      Eden’s gold-tipped eyelashes rested on her cheeks. Her creamy skin was bleached of color, her heart beating double-time.

      My rattled gaze went to her abdomen, concealed beneath her thigh-length suede jacket. My sources hadn’t said anything about her being pregnant.

      I glanced back at Eden’s self-appointed guardian. “With a baby?”

      The pink-haired kid actually rolled his eyes. “Of course with a baby.”

      “Fuck.” My stomach dropped. “We have to get her to a doctor.”

      “She should be okay,” Rio muttered, his brow furrowed. “It’s not the first time she’s passed out.”

      My back teeth ground together. “She’s passed out before?”

      The teenager moved his head solemnly up and down. “She said it happens to some pregnant ladies. Something to do with hormones and blood pressure.”

      “Yeah?” I still didn’t like it. What if she’d collapsed on the way up the stairs? Or worse, outside? “When is she due?”

      “February.”

      “February. That’s…soon.”

      Then it sank in. This was November third. Eden had been pregnant when she’d left Lilith Island.

      “I need to feed her, ASAP.” Rio tried to shake off Adrian and Nathan, but they hung on, waiting for my okay.

      “Let him go,” I said, and they released him so suddenly, he staggered. He caught himself and stalked into the kitchenette.

      I gathered Eden closer. She was a little heavier, maybe five pounds or so, although you couldn’t tell by looking at her face, which was too damn thin in my opinion.

      Pregnant.

      A shaft of awe worked its way through my shock.

      My arms tightened around her limp body. The baby was mine. It had to be.

      This past year, she’d been my exclusive thrall. She’d been on birth control like all the female thralls, but birth control could fail.

      Eden was carrying my spawn—and she’d left without telling me. Maybe that was even why she’d left.

      The awe darkened, took on a bitter taint.

      Because I was pretty sure that if the Krals hadn’t tipped us off that she was in New York City, I’d never have known.

      Adrian moved up alongside us. “We should take her to a physician. We probably shouldn’t put her on a jet until we know she’s all right.”

      That right there was why I’d brought Adrian. He wasn’t just tech-smart, he was practical, with street smarts from growing up off-island with a single mother.

      “Do it,” I told him as I laid Eden on the couch.

      He nodded and took his phone out, moving to the other side of the room.

      I crouched next to Eden. Her blond hair had been cut short and dyed black at the tips, a surprisingly effective disguise. Finding her had been harder than I’d expected. She was a twenty-three-year-old human who’d never lived anywhere but Lilith Island. We should’ve located her in a day or two, but until tonight, she’d managed to stay a step ahead of us.

      I combed the short, silky strands back from her face, telling myself I was simply making her more comfortable, but my fingers knew different. The tips tingled with the need to touch her—her hair, her lips, her fine-grained skin. To relearn her body, discover how pregnancy had changed it.

      I traced a thumb over her high cheekbone. I could’ve taken her on the street, but I’d deliberately forced my way into her apartment.

      A message: Fuck with the syndicate and there’s no place you can hide.

      The woman meant nothing to me. I was a Maritime lieutenant here to drag a pretty, lying traitor back home. For a while there, I’d forgotten that humans were prey, good only for blood and sex. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

      The plan had been to take her directly back to Lilith Island. I’d intended to make her as uncomfortable as possible, to march her out of here with only the clothes on her back. Even food would be contingent on her good behavior.

      That, of course, was no longer an option.

      But what in Lilith’s name was going on?

      Eden had left Canada with close to a half-million dollars. Even in Canadian money, that was enough cash for her to live more comfortably.

      So why was she sharing a cramped apartment with a scrawny, pink-haired kid in ripped jeans? And working long hours at some used-clothes store?

      I came back to my feet. Rio hovered a few feet away, an oversized cup of soup in his hand.

      I turned an accusing glare on him. “What the fuck was she doing carrying groceries up three flights of stairs?”

      His brows lowered belligerently. “Hey, I’m not her boss. She does what she wants. If you know her at all, you know that.”

      “Yeah.” I rubbed the side of my neck.

      “Anyway, you heard her,” he said, his tone aggressive. “She’s hungry. She worked through dinner tonight to make some extra cash. Then you dudes bust in here and scare the shit out of her.”

      I just looked at him. He puffed up but had the sense to close his mouth.

      Eden’s lids fluttered. She was coming around.

      I eased off her suede jacket and dropped it over the back of the couch. Beneath she wore black pants, low-heeled boots and a simple cream shirt with ruffled cuffs.

      Even as a teenager, she’d had a gift for looking both classy and funky.

      And yeah, I’d noticed her back then. I hadn’t acted on it or acknowledged her in any way.

      But I’d noticed.

      I ran my hand over her abdomen, unable to resist. The loose, thigh-length shirt hid it, but she definitely had a baby bump.

      Beneath my fingers, a tiny heart pulsed. Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump.

      My throat worked. Mine.

      Eden’s striking blue eyes flew open. “Don’t,” she said, pushing my hand away. As if she had to protect her child from me.

      My fingers dug into my palm. I scrutinized her face, looking for something—anything. A hint that I was wrong and she wasn’t trying to defend her child against me. An apology, even.

      But she closed her eyes, shutting me out.

      So that’s how you want to play this.

      I deliberately opened my clenched hand, retreating to the icy, emotionless state I’d been in ever since I’d realized that Eden hadn’t just broken her contract, she’d spied for Brien’s enemies.

      Eden pushed up on her forearms and, before I could stop her, swung her feet to the floor. “My boots. The couch—it’s new.”

      “Who the hell cares? You’re never coming back here.”

      Her chin jerked back like I’d slapped her. Then her mouth set in a stubborn line and she bent forward, her hands going for the first boot. She could still reach it, but I could tell it was awkward for her.

      I brushed her hands away. “I’ll do it.”

      I helped her out of both boots, then grabbed a cushion and put it against the couch arm. “Lean against that.”

      I waited until she obeyed, then glanced over my shoulder at Rio. “Where’s that soup?”

      “Right here.”

      He tried to hand the cup to Eden, but I took it from him and sat on the edge of the couch, facing her. My hip touched her leg, and she stiffened like I was some kind of monster.

      My jaw hardened. The woman was carrying a child. My child.

      I’d cut off my own hand before hurting her or my spawn, which if she knew me at all, she’d understand.

      And even if she hadn’t been pregnant, I wouldn’t have hurt her. Not really. Just…scared her a little.

      I pressed the oversized cup into Eden’s palms. “Eat.” The word came out harsh from the anger pressing on my lungs.

      Her gaze flew to mine, her emotions a snarled tangle. Fear, distrust, worry.

      “Thank you,” she said, the phrase clearly pulled unwillingly from her mouth.

      Adrian was texting, his thumbs flying over the screen, and Nathan stood to one side of the apartment door.

      “Nathan,” I said, “stick with the kid. Adrian, you guard the door.”

      Nathan immediately took a stance near Rio, who was back in the kitchenette. At the same time Aidan moved to the door, blocking anyone from entering or leaving, his attention on his phone.

      Eden’s stomach rumbled. Clearly, the woman wasn’t taking good enough care of herself. That changed as of now.

      “Eat,” I repeated, more calmly this time.

      She blew on the hot liquid, then a small sip. “Thanks, Rio.” She slanted the kid a smile. “This is really good. Better than last time, even.”

      He moved a shoulder, pleased. “Extra ginger.”

      “Keep eating,” I told her. “I want you to finish that.”

      She looked past me at Rio. “Can I have a spoon?”

      When he brought it to over, I took it, telling Eden, “I’ll feed you.”

      “I can do it.” She reached for the spoon.

      I leveled her a look. “I said, I’ll feed you.”

      Eden was carrying my spawn. Some primitive instinct had kicked in. I needed to take care of her. It was either that or punch a hole in the fucking living room wall.

      “Fine,” she said in a toneless voice that was somehow worse than if she’d kept fighting me.

      But she allowed me to feed her. At least the soup seemed nutritious—leafy greens and chunks of tofu floating in what my nose told me was a coconut-milk-and-ginger base.

      She swallowed every drop, and Rio refilled the cup. When she’d finished that, too, she swung her feet to the floor. “I’m better now.”

      “Easy, there.” I put a hand on her thigh, preventing her from standing. “She should eat more,” I told Rio. “What else do you have?”

      He looked at Eden. “Apples and peanut butter?”

      “That would be great, thanks. And something to drink.”

      The grateful smile she gave the kid stirred an unreasoning jealousy in me. Rio was just a teenager, and I knew he wasn’t anything more than a friend. But I wanted one of those smiles she kept directing at him.

      “And milk,” I growled, because pregnant humans needed milk, didn’t they? For the calcium and stuff.

      I jerked my head at Nathan, and while Rio got out the peanut butter and apples, Nathan brought Eden a glass of milk. She took a sip, then rested the glass on her thigh. She had the prettiest eyes, not just the color, but the shape: long-lidded and sultry. Now, though, they had dark smudges under them like she hadn’t been getting enough sleep.

      She rubbed the edge of her thumb up and down the glass. “How did you find me?”

      “You were seen by a Kral soldier.”

      “What did you do, have an APB out on me?”

      “Something like that.” In fact, I’d hired a top private investigation firm to hunt for her. The Kral soldier had been pure luck, though. He’d mentioned something to Rafe Kral, who’d passed the intel on to me.

      “Food’s ready,” Rio said.

      Eden nodded and stood up. I rose, too, standing close enough that she had to slide past me, her body an inch from mine so I felt her warmth. Yeah, I was being an ass, but she didn’t give me the satisfaction of reacting. Her eyes remained stubbornly downcast; her expression unreadable.

      She padded to the kitchen island in her stocking feet and sat on a stool. Rio placed the plate of sliced apples in front of her along with a small dish of peanut butter. She dipped an apple slice into the peanut butter and ate it, washing it down with the milk.

      Meanwhile, Rio got himself a baguette and a large bowl of soup and took them both to the stool beside her. Before dipping his spoon in, he glanced at me, Adrian and Nathan. “You guys eat human food?”

      “Talon’s a vampire,” Eden said, “but the other two are dhampirs.”

      “Help yourself.” Rio pointed his spoon at the pot on the stove.

      Adrian was on a call with someone now. He shook his head at Rio.

      “We already ate,” Nathan said with a grin that showed his fangs.

      Rio’s cheeks reddened. He hunched over his soup. “Suit yourself,” he muttered and started eating.

      I roamed restlessly around the tiny apartment. The single bedroom was barely large enough for a bed and a night table. A dresser took up most of the small closet, and a lightweight escape ladder was rolled up beneath a bedroom window.

      I eyed it. Did Eden really think she could outrun me, a vampire? Even so, I shoved the ladder into the closet in the narrow space between the wall and the dresser, then grabbed the small, packed duffel bag tucked into a shelf above the dresser.

      I unzipped the duffel bag, upending it onto her bed. A cotton sweater, a couple of T-shirts, and a pair of leggings spilled onto the worn flowered quilt along with underwear and socks. The bag also held a hairbrush, a toothbrush and an envelope of cash.

      No jewelry. When she’d run away, she’d left behind every piece I’d given her. Like I gave two fucks about trinkets.

      Still, I’d wondered why she’d take a traitor’s money and not my gifts. If she was so easily bought, why leave behind diamonds and sapphires?

      The cash went into my pocket, then I repacked the bag and took it with me into the kitchen.

      Eden was finishing the last apple slice. I handed Nathan the duffel bag. Her gaze tracked the bag but she didn’t say anything.

      Adrian ended his call. “Any luck?” I asked him.

      “The Krals have an OB-GYN in Manhattan who can take a look at her. They suggested you bring Eden to the Hotel Garnet.”

      Eden’s color had improved but she was still drooping. There was no rush to return her to Canada, and for my own peace of mind, I wanted her to be seen by a doctor as soon as possible.

      “All right,” I told Adrian. The Garnet was a vampire hotel owned by the Kral Syndicate. I’d already received permission to enter their territory to extract Eden. “Book us a couple of suites, too. We’ll leave tomorrow night instead. And get the kid a room.”

      Rio put down the dish he was rinsing. “I guess I should pack my bag.”

      I jerked my head in assent.

      Eden’s head snapped up. “Talon, no. I’ll come with you. I swear I will. But please don’t make him come.”

      Rio turned off the water and circled the kitchen island. “Hey.” He wrapped a skinny arm around her shoulders. “I’m not letting you go with them alone.”

      “Oh, God. I never thought you’d get dragged into this. I’m so sorry.” She pushed her empty plate away and scrubbed her hands over her face.

      The kid shot me a dirty look. “You have nothing to be sorry for,” he told Eden.

      “Pack a bag,” I ordered. “Now.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “You’d better do what he says.”

      Rio gave her another hug and whispered something in her ear, then disappeared behind the curtain dividing the living room. Meanwhile, I texted the pilot of the syndicate jet waiting at a private airport in New Jersey, letting him know we’d be flying out tomorrow night instead.

      “I have to use the bathroom,” Eden said and pushed past me. It was off the living room. I followed her and, after making sure the window was too small for her to climb out of, waited outside the door.

      Rio reappeared in a baggy purple hoodie, a backpack slung over his shoulder. “I have to get something from Eden’s room,” he said, darting around Adrian and Nathan.

      Nathan made to go after him, but I gave a slight shake of my head. Rio reappeared with a sleeveless beaded shirt, a velvet skirt and a plastic box about the size of a book.

      “What’s in the box?” Nathan demanded.

      “My sewing kit,” Eden said, coming out of the bathroom.

      My brow creased. I didn’t even know she sewed.

      “Let me see,” I said gruffly, and Rio opened the box to show me the neatly arranged needles, scissors, thread and other sewing gear. All the metal items were stainless steel, so I shrugged a shoulder. “Fine. Bring it.”

      Rio rolled up the shirt and skirt, taking care not to wrinkle the fabric, and stowed them in his backpack along with the sewing kit. Meanwhile, I helped Eden into her boots and jacket, then pointed her toward the hall. She yawned and shuffled along beside me like a zombie—and stumbled right as we reached the stairs.

      She would’ve tumbled down the steps if I hadn’t been holding her arm.

      Swallowing a curse, I swung her into my arms and started down the stairs. This time, she didn’t clutch at me, just slid an arm around my neck, the other hand resting lightly on my chest, as if she was only touching me because she had to.

      It pissed me off enough that I gathered her closer, tucking her head into the space between my chin and shoulder. Unfortunately, that gave me a nose full of her sweet, sugar cookie scent. My favorite cookie before I was turned.

      My mouth tightened. I turned my head, but it didn’t help much. I could still smell her, warm and sweet, with an overlay of salty perspiration from her long day.

      Outside, I bundled her into the waiting SUV. Adrian pushed Rio in next to us and took shotgun in the front seat, with Nathan driving. On the way from Brooklyn to Manhattan, Eden dozed off, her head on my shoulder.

      On my other side, Rio’s thin body practically vibrated with tension. He stared out the window as we crossed the Williamsburg Bridge, then turned to glare at me.

      “Which syndicate are you guys from, anyway?”

      I eyed him and, after a couple of beats, decided to indulge him. “The Maritime Syndicate.”

      “Not the Kral Syndicate?”

      “No.”

      “And where are you from? I mean, your base or whatever you call it.”

      “Nova Scotia.”

      His brow scrunched. “Where the fuck is that?”

      “Canada.”

      “Oh. Well, I want to come too. I don’t want to get left at the airport.”

      “That so?”

      “Yeah. And if you try to leave me, I’ll raise all kinds of hell.”

      “We’ll see.” But I’d already decided the kid was coming with us. Eden clearly cared about him; I could use that.

      And the kid had a pair of balls on him. I liked that in a man.

      Adrian leaned over the front seat, and in a swift move that had Rio blinking, gripped the teenager around the throat. “That’s a lieutenant you’re speaking to,” he growled. “Show some fucking respect.”

      Rio’s face darkened. Anger radiated off him. The idiot was actually considering fighting back. “Sorry,” he muttered.

      Adrian gave him a rough shake. “I can’t hear you.”

      A beat passed. “I’m sorry,” he said, louder this time.

      “I’m sorry, Lieutenant,” prompted Adrian.

      “I’m sorry, Lieutenant.” The last was a gasp. He’d run out of breath.

      “Good boy.” Adrian released him and faced front again.

      Rio’s breath rushed in. He sat beside me, fingers digging into his thighs, dragging in oxygen. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him mouth “prick” at the front seat.

      I turned my head so he wouldn’t see my smile. Yeah, the kid definitely had balls.
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        * * *

      

      Greenwich Village was coated in a pale, moody mist. The tree-lined streets were scattered with glistening autumn leaves, and the sidewalks crawled with humans out clubbing. Nathan halted the SUV in front of the Hotel Garnet’s entrance, an anonymous metal arch flanked by potted flowers.

      A Kral soldier stepped up to the vehicle, trying to make us out through the tinted windows. While I nudged Eden awake, Adrian exited and explained who we were and what our business was.

      I helped Eden from the backseat after Rio. “Can you walk?” I asked.

      She blinked sleepily up at me, clearly exhausted. “Of course,” she said, a stubborn set to her chin.

      “I can see that,” I said dryly and swept her into my arms.

      She heaved a breath, then relaxed against me. “This isn’t necessary,” she muttered against my chest as I carried her through a brick courtyard lined with more potted plants. I pretended I hadn’t heard.

      Nathan followed with our bags—we’d come prepared to stay a few nights in New York if necessary—and Adrian took charge of Rio. The Kral soldier strode ahead to open the brushed bronze door.

      Inside, the pretty, middle-aged human behind the front desk turned a professional smile on us. “Lieutenant Talon and party?”

      Adrian stepped forward. “Yes.”

      “Your suites are ready.” She handed Adrian two sets of key cards along with the room numbers.

      “We’re expecting a physician,” he told her. “Dr. Perez.”

      “Very good. I’ll let you know as soon as she arrives. Charles will show you your room.” She nodded at the bellhop standing at attention against the wall, and he hurried forward with a cart for our luggage.

      “Right this way, sirs. Miss.”

      Our suites were two floors below ground level at one end of a short hall. At my direction, the bellhop left all the luggage in one suite. Adrian tipped him and he left.

      “Eden stays with me,” I told Adrian and Nathan. “The kid goes with you.” To Rio, I said, “Behave and you’ll be all right.”

      He clenched his fists, his mouth hard. But beneath the posturing, he was afraid. The fear rolled off him. I didn’t just sense it, I smelled it.

      But he still jutted his chin.  “I want to stay with Eden. Lieutenant, sir,” he tacked on.

      I eyed him, equal parts exasperated and impressed. It’s not easy for a human to stand up to a vampire. That didn’t mean I was going to indulge him any further.

      “No,” I told him, and nodded at Nathan. “Bring Eden’s and my bags to the other suite.”

      I waited only long enough for him to deposit the baggage inside the suite door, then closed the door behind Nathan, leaving me alone with Eden. In the hall Rio sputtered angrily until he was cut off mid-sentence. Adrian had probably applied some kind of hold to his throat. Adrian wouldn’t hurt Rio, just rough him up enough to teach him that when we gave him a direct order, he obeyed—or else.

      I put him from my mind and turned to my sleepy-eyed prisoner.
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          EDEN

        

      

    

    
      Talon’s wolf-brown eyes roved over my body. He unbuttoned my suede jacket and gathered my loose cotton shirt in his hands. It pressed against my abdomen, revealing what the looseness had concealed. The lighting was low, but vampires have vision like cats. I knew he could see every detail—my full breasts, my noticeably rounder belly.

      “When were you going to tell me?” he asked.

      I lifted a shoulder, let it drop.

      “Yeah,” he said. “That’s what I thought.”

      My gaze slid from his. I wasn’t proud of what I’d done. Leaving without telling Talon he was going to be a father had been wrong. Yeah, I’d been desperate, but it had still been wrong.

      “I’ve got to pee,” I muttered.

      He released me and I turned, making my way down the dimly lit hall and pushing open the first door I came to. A frosted-glass sconce came on, illuminating a lux silver-and-black bedroom. I dropped my jacket on the massive black-lacquer bed and hurried into the attached bathroom.

      When Talon tried to follow, I shut the bathroom door in his face. He rapped on the thick wood.

      “What?” I jerked down my pants and underwear, lowering myself to the toilet seat with a sigh of relief.

      “Just…tell me if you feel faint or anything.”

      I briefly closed my eyes. Now he was being nice, but I knew it was only because of the baby. Somehow that hurt more than the cool disdain.

      “I’m fine,” I gritted. “You didn’t have to call a doctor.”

      He grunted and didn’t say anything else, but I knew he remained outside the door. Standing guard.

      I finished and zipped up my pants, leaving the button undone. I was tall and wide-hipped enough that I wasn’t in maternity clothes yet, but it wouldn’t be much longer.

      I took my time in the bathroom, washing my face, running my fingers through my hair. Then I placed my hands on the marble counter and stared at my reflection.

      Jesus Murphy. I looked like crap. Pale, with purple smudges under my eyes and a pinched look around my mouth, like I was forty-three, not twenty-three.

      Stress and pregnancy weren’t a good mix. Talon showing up out of the blue tonight didn’t help, but I couldn’t blame it all on him. I’d been stressed for months.

      First, I’d found out I was carrying the baby of a vampire who’d vowed never to mate with a human because he didn’t want a dhampir spawn. Then I’d let myself get roped into spying on the other thralls, including a thrall that Brien, now the syndicate’s new primus, had fallen in love with. And after that, I’d run, leaving everyone I loved behind.

      Talon knocked again. “Eden?”

      I heaved a breath, weary clear to my bones.

      “You made your bed, now lie in it.” Why did I hear my mom’s voice whenever I messed up?

      I wiped my hands, straightened my spine. “Coming.”

      The duffel bag was on a plush armchair, my jacket folded neatly on top. It was the only chair in the bedroom, so I sank onto the bed’s velvet coverlet instead.

      Talon dropped his leather jacket on top of my stuff and prowled closer, stopping with his booted toes an inch from mine. God, he was sexy. Dark-haired and broody, his jaw shadowed with stubble. A navy T-shirt hugged his powerful torso and biceps, and a menacing shark tattoo, the mark of a “made” man in the Maritime Syndicate, curved around the side of his neck.

      I felt the usual tingle in my belly at having him so near. I’d missed him, which was so fucked up.

      I hated how susceptible I was to him, how starved I’d been for his touch, his earthy male scent. His rare, slow smile.

      “My mom and dad?” I blurted before he had a chance to read me. “They’re okay?”

      His heavy brows pulled together. “Yeah.”

      “And my sister?”

      “Freya? She’s fine, I guess. Still in Halifax as far as I know—I don’t keep tabs on her.”

      “Good.” Tears filled my eyes. I was just so relieved. Plus, I cried a lot these days. I swiped the moisture away. “That’s good.”

      He took hold of my chin, making me look back up at him. “You’re crying.”

      I drew a ragged breath. “It’s nothing. Hormones.”

      His expression darkened. “You thought I’d hurt them to punish you?”

      I swallowed, the sound loud in the quiet bedroom. “No.”

      “Don’t lie. You know I can sense it.”

      “Fine, then. I wondered, all right? I know how angry you and Brien must be with me. How bad I made you look, and I was afraid you’d take it out on them⁠—”

      Talon released me. “The primus,” he said, emphasizing his friend’s title, “has kept what you did quiet. Everyone thinks you left with our permission.”

      I blinked. “He did? But why?”

      “We would’ve looked weak.” His mouth twisted. “You spying on us like that and then escaping without punishment.”

      “Oh.” The faint hope that I’d been forgiven shriveled. My shoulders slumped. “Of course. And the baby?”

      His gaze dropped to my abdomen. I covered it protectively.

      I didn’t mean to. Instinct made me do it, just like when I’d come back to consciousness at my apartment and found Talon touching me, his expression possessive. I’d spent the past few months terrified that when the syndicate found out about my baby, they’d take him or her away to punish me.

      Talon’s gaze snapped back to mine. “Fuck, Eden. I’m not going to hurt you or the baby.”

      I rolled my lips in. I couldn’t seem to help messing things up with this man. “I know.”

      At least, I knew he wouldn’t hurt either of us physically. But would he let me keep the baby? That was the fear that had made me run, that still had me jolting awake, heart racing, sweat beading my forehead.

      He expelled a breath through his teeth. “You’re tired. We’ll continue this tomorrow. Just tell me one thing. The child—it’s mine, isn’t it?”

      It wasn’t really a question. His voice barely went up at the end. But I knew he still wanted an answer, and he’d know if I lied. Like he’d said, he could sense it; vampires have built-in lie detectors where humans are concerned.

      But damn him for asking. He knew it was his.

      He knew there’d been no one but him for the past year.

      He might’ve well slapped me. I recoiled, my hand flying to my abdomen.

      “Yes,” I said between tight lips. “There was no one else, and you know that. When would I have even had a chance to—?” I shook my head. “And if you don’t believe me, check your goddamn cams.”

      He nodded, satisfied. “I believe you.”

      I ground my back teeth together. “That was some kind of a truth test, wasn’t it?”

      An unapologetic shrug. “I had to know.”

      “Well, fuck you, too.”

      His jaw set. “You know the syndicate takes full responsibility for any spawn born to a thrall.”

      “Maybe I don’t want my baby”—I deliberately used the word baby, not spawn—“growing up in a syndicate.”

      My dhampir baby—half-human, half-vampire. Talon wasn’t the only vampire who looked down on dhampirs. My kid wasn’t going to be raised as a second-class citizen. A child whose mother wasn’t even his father’s mate, but a disgraced thrall.

      His frown deepened. “Is that why you ran?”

      I dug my fingers into my thighs. “It’s part of the reason, yeah.”

      But mostly because I was afraid that when you found out what I’d done, you’d take the baby from me.

      I didn’t say it aloud, though. It was a weakness, one Talon might use against me like he’d used Rio.

      He pursed his lips, considering me in that way he had of peeling back the bullshit to see straight into my soul.

      I shifted, feeling itchy, exposed. “But I was always planning to leave. I was just marking time until my contract was up.”

      It was a bitchy thing to say, and I knew it.

      Still, I didn’t expect my jab to hit, but something flickered way back in his eyes. Something that looked like hurt.

      But that couldn’t be right because I’d always known I had an expiration date. He hadn’t made me any promises, and he sure as hell hadn’t asked me to extend my contract. As soon as my time was up, he would’ve turned to another thrall…or three. He was a vampire, after all.

      Even this past year, I might have been his favorite, but I’d known we weren’t exclusive. Actually, that wasn’t true. He’d called dibs on me, and he was high enough in the hierarchy that the rest of the syndicate had left me alone.

      However, it hadn’t worked both ways. He hadn’t flaunted other women in front of me, but it was no secret. I knew…which was a special kind of torture.

      His eyes hooded, hiding whatever I’d thought I’d seen. “Yeah, I know.”

      I opened my mouth to say something—maybe even apologize—but he put his fingers on my lips. “I told you, we’ll talk tomorrow.”

      He crouched at my feet to remove my boots. I stared down at him, confused and wanting.

      Don’t read too much into it.

      But it was such a gentlemanly, caring thing to do.

      He stood up, my boots in his hand. As he set them next to the chair, Adrian knocked on the outer door to say the doctor had arrived.

      “Stay here,” Talon told me, and let her in.

      The two had a low-voiced conference in the hall, then Dr. Lopez appeared, a small, motherly woman who seemed unfazed at being called out at eleven p.m. to examine me. She won me over when the first thing she did was to shoo Talon from the bedroom.

      He started to object until I frowned at him and mouthed, “Go.”

      His lips lifted in an almost-smirk, like he found me amusing. But he left, saying, “Call me if you need anything.”

      Dr. Lopez set a leather bag on the bed. “I’m Carla,” she told me with a warm smile. “And your name is Eden? May I call you that?”

      “Yes.” I relaxed enough to smile back.

      “So, I hear you’re pregnant, sweetie. How far along?”

      “Five and a half months,” I told her. “I think. I…haven’t been to a doctor yet.”

      She clucked her tongue, not to shame me but more like my mom would’ve—commiserating with and scolding me at the same time.

      “I suppose you had your reasons,” she said. “You need a proper exam—blood tests, an ultrasound—but let’s look you over, check your vitals. I understand you’ve fainted more than once?”

      “Yeah, but I thought that was common.”

      “It is, but you shouldn’t ignore it. It could be a sign of something more serious.”

      “Oh,” I said, feeling like the worst mom in the world. “It was only three—no, four—times.”

      “Okay.” She took out a blood pressure cuff from the leather bag. “Blood pressure is great,” she said after checking it. “And your pulse seems normal.”

      She had me remove my clothes and lie on the bed. After some poking and prodding, she announced that everything seemed fine. “And you’re right, you’re about somewhere between five and six months pregnant.”

      “You can tell?”

      “The size of your uterus confirms it.” She looked sideways, calculating. “It’s early November, which means the baby is due in February. You can put your clothes on now.”

      She pulled off her surgical gloves and dropped them into a trash can. She waited until I was dressed, then said, “I assume the lieutenant is the father?” She waited for my nod, then said, “Well, you’re a healthy pregnant woman, and your baby is doing great.”

      “Yeah.” A relieved smile bubbled up from my chest. “That’s good to know. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She handed me bottle of prenatal vitamins. “Start taking these as of now. And no more skipping meals,” she added sternly. “That’s not good for you or the baby.”

      I gripped the bottle. “I’m sorry.”

      “You should be.” Her hug softened the scolding words. “You have to take care of yourself. If not for you, for your baby.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      Her arms tightened on me. “Are you safe?” she asked in my ear. “I can arrange something…”

      Heat pressed at the back of my eyes. I bit down hard on my lower lip.

      She was a brave woman, to offer to interfere in a syndicate matter. And a good one.

      “It’s not like that. Talon—I’m in the wrong here, not him.”

      “You’re sure?” She pulled back to examine my face.

      I formed my features into what I hoped was a reassuring expression. “I’m sure.”

      The bedroom door opened as she was packing up her medical bag. “How is she?” asked Talon.

      “She’s in excellent health—and as far as I can tell, so is your spawn—but she needs a full exam as soon as you can arrange it.”

      “I’ll make sure of it,” he said with a frown in my direction.

      Talon followed the doctor into the hall. He thanked her for coming out tonight, then they had a short conversation in voices too low for me to overhear. But from her tone, she was scolding him, too.

      When Talon returned, his face was carved into rigid lines.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You haven’t even had a fucking exam?” His measured words made me wince.

      “I should’ve. I’ve been meaning to. But I didn’t want to be traced, and I was afraid that would make it easier…”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Come here.”

      I padded over to him in my stocking feet. His fingers went to my shirt.

      I tried to push him away. “What are you doing?”

      A dark look. “Undressing you.” In a few efficient moves, he stripped off my shirt and pants, leaving me in my bra and panties.

      We both stared at my naked abdomen. I looked like I’d swallowed a rugby ball.

      Talon laid a hand on my rounded stomach. “This is mine, Eden.”

      I frowned up at him, uncertain of his meaning. “And mine,” I said, just so we were clear on it.

      “Mm,” he said, which wasn’t really an answer. His other hand curved around my nape, pulling me closer so that my nearly naked body touched his fully clothed one. Beneath my bra, my nipples hardened and pressed against his T-shirt.

      He felt it, of course. His hand skated up to my breast, squeezing it. “That means you’re mine, too.”

      A treacherous thrill went over me at hearing him claiming me so explicitly. I tamped it down.

      He doesn’t want you.

      He didn’t even want the baby, not really. I’d overheard him telling Cain he didn’t want to sire a dhampir, that he only wanted a pureblood spawn.

      I tried to pull away, but his fingers tightened on my nape. His eyes dropped to my mouth at the same time mine went to his.

      He had such a sexy mouth, with a full, sensual lower lip.

      I moistened my lips. He made a sound low in his throat and lowered his head. His clean, woodsy scent enveloped me, a reminder of everything I’d left behind in Nova Scotia.

      My family, my friends—and Talon himself.

      Yearning knotted my chest, a tight ache that made it difficult to breathe.

      His tongue slid over the seam of my lips. I swayed into him, my pregnant belly resting against his rock-hard abs.

      “Open for me,” he coaxed, his tongue licking my closed mouth. Sweet, wet temptation.

      I swallowed a moan. It would be so easy to part my lips and let him in. To go back to how we were, vampire and thrall. To be Talon’s willing hostage so that I could be with my baby.

      But I didn’t want Talon like that.

      I wanted Talon to want me for myself, not my baby.

      I wanted Talon to love me for myself.

      “Don’t.” I turned my head to the side.

      He straightened from me and craned his neck, trying to make me meet his eyes. “Eden?”

      “I’m really tired.” I kept my gaze angled down and away from him. “I just want to go to bed.”

      “Of course.” The warmth in his voice evaporated, leaving me feeling hollowed out and lost.

      He pulled back the coverlet and sheet and waited as I climbed into the bed. My cheeks heated. I felt awkward and very pregnant, having him watch me with that intense focus. I dragged the sheet up to my neck, and he tucked the coverlet around me.

      Without saying anything, he left the bedroom, returning with a bottle of water, which he put on the nightstand next to me.

      “Thanks,” I muttered and struggled back to sitting. This time, he just watched without trying to help.

      Uncapping the bottle, I took a drink and put it back on the nightstand.

      Talon waited until I was under the covers again, then stowed the duffel bag in the closet and settled on the armchair.

      I eyed him. “What are you doing?”

      “Making sure you sleep.”

      “What if I don’t want you to?”

      He stared back, unblinking.

      “Whatever. Suit yourself.” I rolled onto my side, giving him my back.

      I thought I was too churned up to sleep, but I was wrong. I was out within minutes.

      Right before I dropped off, I thought I felt Talon brush a hand down my face from my forehead to my chin, soothing me in a way he knew I liked. “Sleep, now. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      But I might’ve dreamed that part.
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      I settled onto the chair, watching Eden sleep.

      I’d meant what I’d told her. She was mine now. I was a possessive SOB, and she wasn’t just the woman I couldn’t get enough of, she was the mother of my spawn.

      Yeah, I was taking advantage of the circumstances to have more involvement in everything about her, and the Talon who remembered what it was like to be human and desperate felt guilty—but the vampire? It was coldly satisfied.

      I hadn’t wanted to allow Eden to leave in the first place. If I’d had my way, I’d have kept her with me on Lilith Island even after her contract was up. But she was so young. She’d made it clear she couldn’t wait to escape the island and small-town life. She’d saved almost everything she made as a thrall to finance her big move.

      I’d figured I’d give her a few years to get it out of her system, then go after her. I’d even told myself I’d have given her a choice, although when it came down to it, I’m not sure I would’ve.

      Eden muttered something scared and broken. I was instantly on my feet.

      “Easy.” I feathered my fingertips over her downy cheek. “It’s just a bad dream. You’re safe.”

      “No…” Her heart rapped out a panicked beat. She moved her head back and forth on the pillow. “Please, don’t…”

      My gut squeezed. I’d wanted the upper hand. Wanted her punished.

      Lilith knew, she deserved it.

      It shouldn’t bother me that she was frightened, upset. But it did, damn her anyway.

      I gripped her chin. “Eden. Look at me.” When she did, dazed and afraid, I captured her gaze and put a compulsion on her. “Sleep. You’re safe. You will sleep deeply, without dreams.”

      Her breath shuddered in.

      “Sleep,” I repeated, low and firm.

      With a sigh, she curled into a ball and was out.

      I stared down at her, every muscle in my body strung tight, a germ of an idea teasing me.

      I wanted her safe, yeah.

      I also wanted to own her, to guarantee she never left again. Having her off-island had gutted me. I’d been obsessed with getting her back.

      That was unacceptable. I was a syndicate lieutenant now, and Brien was still establishing himself as the new primus. He needed my full attention.

      Yeah, the baby would ensure Eden stayed for the next eighteen years, but after that, there’d be nothing to hold her on the island…unless she accepted my blood bond. Then she’d be mine for the rest of her life.

      Gradually, her breath slowed as she drifted into a deep sleep. I left the room, keeping the door ajar so I could monitor her.

      The suite had two bedrooms and a large living room with more black lacquer furniture. I stretched out on the velvet couch, my head against the arm, and took out my phone to report to Brien.

      He answered on the first ring. “Talon.”

      “It was Eden, all right,” I replied.

      “You have her?”

      “Yeah. But there’s been a change of plans. We’re not flying back tonight. We checked into the Hotel Garnet.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      My fingers tightened on the black case. “She’s carrying my spawn. Five or so months along. I asked the Krals to arrange for a gynecologist to look her over. She passed out when she found me in her apartment. The doctor said she’s okay, though.”

      He whistled. “You sure it’s yours?”

      Anger heated my chest. But it was a legitimate question. Eden had proved she wasn’t trustworthy.

      “I’m sure. You know we were exclusive this past year. I would’ve known if she’d been with another man.”

      If nothing else, I would’ve smelled him on her. You can’t hide who you’re fucking from a vampire.

      When the silence stretched, I added, “And yes, I asked her straight out. She confirmed it.”

      A heavy exhale. “Well, bring her back and we’ll decide what to do with both of them.”

      My hackles lifted at that “we’ll decide what to do with both of them.” Brien might be my best friend, along with Cain, his other lieutenant, but he was also my primus. He could order me to slit Eden’s throat and I’d have to obey.

      No. Fucking. Way.

      Eden was mine. And so was her baby.

      I’d vowed never to have a child with a human. In a syndicate, vampire blood, and how much of it you carried, was everything.

      But now all I could think was that this was my woman…my spawn. And I was damned if I’d let anyone take either of them away from me.

      That germ of an idea sprouted, grew roots.

      And then, for the first time ever, I lied to Brien. “I offered her my blood bond, and she accepted.”

      “Did you?” His tone was neutral.

      “Yeah.” I sat upright on the couch. If I were still human, I’d be sweating.

      This was the tricky part. If Eden accepted, I’d basically own her—her body, her blood. Just as important, her punishment would be left to me; a primus almost never got between a vampire and a blood-bonded thrall. Eden, however, was a special case. She’d disrespected Brien and the syndicate, and as his lieutenant, I should be backing him up, not taking her under my protection.

      “I know she fucked up,” I said, “and I’ll address that. But she’s carrying my spawn, Brien. I want to handle it.”

      “I see.”

      A beat passed. Two. Three. I forced myself to wait him out.

      I hadn’t come to New York planning to blood-bond Eden. Hell, it had been the farthest thing from my mind. Still, now that it had occurred to me, I liked the idea.

      Actually, I fucking loved it.

      If she accepted, she’d be mine—permanently. My exclusive thrall for as long as I desired. She could never leave me again.

      And she’d be under my protection. Even Brien, my primus, would think twice before harming her.

      Not that she wouldn’t be punished. She would. But I’d be in charge, the man who decided what form the punishment would take.

      “Your call,” Brien said at last. “But make sure she knows this is her last chance. She’d better behave herself or I will take action.”

      “Understood, and thank you.” I knew he’d only agreed because of our friendship, and I appreciated it. “FYI, I’m also bringing a kid back. Seventeen or eighteen. Name’s Rio. He was living with her, and she cares about him—he’s insurance that she’ll behave. If he works out, I might use him as a PA, too.”

      “I trust your judgment,” he said. “Is that it? Twilight’s waiting.” Twilight was Brien’s new mate.

      “Only that I want to put Eden in the garden suite. She needs fresh air, being pregnant and all.”

      He grunted assent, clearly uninterested in where Eden slept, and ended the call.

      My next call was to the Hotel Garnet concierge. A blood-bond ritual required a bracelet. As I expected, the concierge was happy to compile a selection for me to choose from.

      “Something simple,” I told him. “Nothing too fancy. And I want blue stones.”

      Because despite everything, I wanted to please her, and Eden wasn’t a fancy, frou-frou type. The blue stones were to match her eyes.
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