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      My lieutenant’s hands settled on the daggers strapped over her short red skirt. “We’re here for the cash,” she told Grimclaw.

      We were deep beneath Manhattan in an abandoned subway tunnel, the only light coming from a kerosene torch I’d jammed beneath the rusted steel rails. Water trickled down the grimy tile walls, forming stagnant pools on the concrete, and patches of mold crept across the ground. The air was heavy with the scent of damp earth and decay.

      Grimclaw ignored Velma to address me. “Sorry, bro.” He spread his hands, playing innocent. “I don’t have it. Next month, you’ll get double. That’s a promise.”

      My lieutenant—and best friend—bristled. “That’s not acceptable.”

      Grimclaw scowled at her from beneath a nest of dark hair. “You can’t get blood from a stone.”

      “But you’re not a stone, are you? You’re much…softer,” she said with a pointed glance at his crotch.

      I chuckled.

      Grimclaw blinked, then puffed up his chest, fangs pricking out between his pale lips. “Bitch. Who d’you think you are?”

      My chest rumbled in warning. Even in the Underworld, we vampires had a pecking order, and I was the alpha, the top dog in this realm of misfits and outlaws, with Velma my beta. This pasty, leisure-suit-wearing wannabe alpha of a measly crew needed to remember who he was talking to.

      Grimclaw swallowed. “Sorry, bro. But—”

      “I’m not your ‘bro,’” I snapped.

      “Of course, my lord. I didn’t mean anyth—”

      Velma yanked her daggers free. The silver glinted in the dim light, long and lethal. “You live down here, you pay Spider tribute. Otherwise, leave. See how long you last.”

      Grimclaw’s gaze darted around the tunnel like a trapped rodent. He knew damn well that anywhere else, his lair would be fighting tooth and nail to survive. I might be a cold-blooded bastard, but I kept my corner of New York peaceful.

      He licked his lips. “I don’t have the money, but I can get it. I just need a little time. Please, my lord.”

      “That’s what you said last week.”

      “I know, but—”

      I cut him off with a slash of my hand. “Stake him,” I told Velma.

      “What?” Grimclaw’s eyes bugged. Apparently, he’d thought he could keep jerking me around forever. “The hell you will.” He dropped into a crouch and whipped out a switchblade.

      Velma swatted it out of his hand, and it flew into the gloom, leaving Grimclaw open-mouthed. Even for a vampire, she was fast.

      A subtle shift in the air behind us made me spin around. Two members of Grimclaw’s lair were creeping along the track, blades out.

      I let my eyes flash with the blue of my vampire. “Try it,” I told them, “and you’ll meet the Dark Goddess along with your alpha.”

      They halted mid-step, throats working.

      “Drop. The. Weapons.” I threw all my dominance behind the command.

      The blades clattered to the ground. “Sorry, Grim,” the vampire on the right muttered, hands raised in surrender. “I ain’t messin’ with Spider. Might as well off my own self and be done with it.”

      Grimclaw’s response was garbled. I turned back to see Velma had pinned him to the wall. She drew back her free arm, dagger poised to strike.

      His gaze beseeched me. “Have a heart, man,” he wheezed. “I can pay you, I swear.”

      “Yeah?” I asked skeptically. “With what?”

      “Not…money. I have something…better. Can we…talk in private?” He was turning purple now, but he managed to cut his eyes at Velma and his men.

      “No.”

      “Please. Trust me. You want…this.”

      I studied him. The dark gods knew, I was sick of Grimclaw’s games, but his lair served a purpose, keeping a far-off section of the Underworld tunnels clear of other vampires.

      “Let him go,” I said.

      Velma shook her head but obeyed.

      “My lieutenant stays,” I told Grimclaw. I didn’t trust him not to have more people hidden in the shadows.

      He slumped against the tiled wall, sucking in air, but managed a nod.

      “Back the fuck off.” I jabbed a finger at his men. “But stay where I can see you. You got phones?”

      When they nodded, I said, “I want the flashlights on. Shine them on your faces so I know you haven’t gone into the shadows.”

      “Yes, my lord.” They withdrew twenty-five yards or so and turned on their flashlights, sending a fat gray rat scurrying deeper into the darkness.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Start talking,” I told Grimclaw. “And make it good, because I’ve already wasted too much time on your shit.”

      “It’s good.” A nervous twitch of his lips. “She’s good. You’re gonna be very…satisfied. I seen you looking at her.”

      Could he mean—?

      My slow-beating heart gave a hard thump. Because this sorry excuse for an alpha did have something I wanted. Very much.

      Or make that someone.

      “Go on,” I prompted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          LARK

        

      

    

    
      ONE WEEK LATER

      I skidded to a stop, the stolen dagger a cold weight against my inner thigh.

      At nine P.M., the Village Halloween Parade was just hitting its stride. The streets were packed with dancing, singing Jack Skellingtons, Maleficents, Beetlejuices and other monsters, not all of them human.

      Halloween in New York is off the hinge.

      But then, so was my cousin Grimclaw’s latest scheme. Off the hinge, as in: irrational, demented, no-way-we’d-get-away-with-it.

      The real question was, why had I gone along with it?

      You didn’t have a choice, Lark.

      Grimclaw had made it clear that if I didn’t steal the dagger, I could find another lair. And who would take in Grimclaw’s cousin/stepsister? They’d think I was spying for him. The man wasn’t exactly popular in the Underworld.

      Dodging a sweaty human in a werewolf pelt, I threaded my way through the crowd until I reached Sixth Avenue. Steam rose from a subway grate, adding to the Halloween-y vibe. A New Orleans jazz band high-stepped their way past, a gargantuan witch operated by four puppeteers in slo-mo pursuit.

      I chanced a look behind me. No sign of Spider, but the skin between my shoulder blades crawled. He was out there somewhere.

      He’d seen me running away from his lair.

      On the other hand, he hadn’t seen me with his dagger. That had been safely stowed in a special pocket tied to my inner thigh. Maybe he’d think I hadn’t gotten anything and let me go?

      Nah. This was Spider.

      I hadn’t just broken into his lair, I’d been in his freaking bedroom. He couldn’t let me get away with that.

      I swallowed, still tasting the chocolate caramels I’d shoved into my mouth before heading into his bedroom. Big mistake. The time I’d taken to poke around in his lair’s pantry had cost me precious seconds, but I hadn’t been able to resist dipping into that turquoise MariBelle’s box. Living with Grimclaw, I was so cash-poor I rarely had the means to treat myself to really good…anything, really.

      And those chocolates had been really, really good.

      Twisty the Clown sidled up to me. “Well, hello, Wednesday.”

      He dropped an arm around my shoulders and toasted me with a can of vodka soda. I stiffened, itching to carve a new smile into his face with my blade. But Twisty was camouflage.

      “Hey,” I replied in my best deadpan Wednesday Addams.

      My costume—black dress with a white collar, hair parted in the middle and braided into two long pigtails—had been chosen to blend in. I’d even powdered my face white to dampen my telltale glow.

      Unfortunately, there weren’t that many Wednesdays running around, especially bleeding ones. The gash Spider’s little trap had left in my palm still hadn’t closed—silver wounds take time to heal.

      I’d been rinsing my hand in his bathroom sink when I’d heard him outside his lair, talking to a guard. I’d grabbed a handful of tissues, pressed them to my bleeding palm, and faded into the shadows.

      I’d escaped, but the shadow world drains you dry, and I’d lingered too long. When I’d dropped back into the physical world, my hand was still bleeding, and trust me, you didn’t want to be leaving the scent of blood with a vampire tracking you.

      And this wasn’t any vampire—this was Spider, New York’s Underworld kingpin. The guy was stupid powerful. Even out West, we’d heard of him. I’d wager my (pathetically small) stash of precious stones that he could track me even in a throng like this.

      Damn Grimclaw, anyway. Spider wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near his lair. Grim had sworn, hand to his black, shriveled heart, that Spider would be out tonight, with only minimal security on duty.

      “It’s Halloween,” Grim had reminded me. “Everyone will be out hunting.”

      I ground my back teeth. Thank you very much, Grim.

      It wasn’t the first time my cousin had promised something he couldn’t deliver. I was the ass for believing him. But in my defense, it was Hallow’s Eve. We’re all—vampires and dhampirs—out roaming on the wildest night of the year. Humans are amped up on adrenaline and alcohol; they practically offer themselves to you on a platter.

      Getting into Spider’s lair had been easy. I’d only had to evade two booby traps. Then I’d waited in the shadows until one of the men guarding the door had entered the lair and slipped through the door after him. Inside, the lair had been nearly empty.

      Piece of cake, right?

      But as I opened the wall safe in Spider’s bedroom, I’d tripped a third trap, a silver razor that nearly sliced my hand in two. Now I was battling silver poisoning on top of the aftereffects of too much time in the shadows. Both were messing with my ability to heal my palm.

      “Great parade, huh?” Twisty yelled in my ear.

      I moved a shoulder. “It’s…adequate.”

      “Adequate?” He laughed. “Good one, Wednesday.”

      My nape tingled, raising hairs all over my body. Spider was near. I felt it.

      “Later, Clown Boy.” Shaking off his arm, I darted under the barricades, ignoring the shout of an irate cop, and shot across Sixth Avenue ahead of a group of glowing skeletons. I ducked under another barricade and pushed my way into the crowd on the far side of the street.

      The humans muttered and shot me irritated looks. “Rude,” said a woman under her breath.

      I flashed my fangs at her. She blinked, then eyed me, interested now. Too bad I didn’t have time to play.

      Where was Spider?

      Scanning the area for a tall, brown-skinned man in a gold-and-brown paisley shirt, I eased backward through the mass of people. Hoping against hope I’d lost him.

      The gash on my palm had finally healed over. I balled up the bloody tissues and shoved them into a trash can, hoping to throw him off the scent.

      Gradually, the crowd thinned. I sidled up next to a cross-dressing Morticia in towering heels. Maybe Spider would think we were a duo.

      Morticia dipped their chin to me, unsmiling. “Daughter.”

      “Mother,” I replied with an equally straight face, pretending interest in the parade at the other end of the block.

      A float rolled past, its DJ hyping up the crowd, the heavy beat of techno bouncing off the brownstones. Footsteps sounded to our left. I chanced a look around Morticia’s flowing black dress and caught a glimpse of gold stretched across broad shoulders. He was looking the other way, his brown skin glowing faintly in the darkness like it was moon-touched. A vampire’s tell. One that, as a dhampir, I shared.

      Hell.

      Heart hammering, I attempted to melt into the shadows, even though I was running on fumes. After a few shaky seconds teetering between the physical and twilight worlds, I gave up and ducked into an alley, hugging the wall until I reached a beat-up dumpster. It reeked like something had died in there, but the stench would cover my scent.

      Darting around the dumpster, I pressed my back to the gritty brick wall on the other side, taking shallow breaths through my mouth. I palmed my switchblade, wincing as the handle brushed my wound, and wedged myself into the corner made by the dumpster and the wall.

      The footsteps halted.

      I stilled and held my breath.

      The air stirred. Icy prickles skittered up my spine.

      The dumpster lid creaked. Spider—because it had to be him—had climbed on top of it. My head jerked up. A man’s shadow loomed on the bricks above me.

      I bolted for the alley’s end.

      I didn’t make it three steps before he crashed onto my back, taking me to the pavement. The impact drove the air from my body. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move.

      Strong thighs straddled my hips. I bucked wildly, trying to throw him off.

      Cold silver touched my throat. “You know what I do to thieves?” he said against my ear.

      I froze. “I—I—” I dragged in some much-needed oxygen and wriggled my hips, using the distraction to shove the switchblade back into my pocket.

      His blade held steady against my skin, the silver burning like a bee sting. “Talk. Where’s my dagger?”

      I rested my cheek against the asphalt and rasped, “Don’t know.”

      “Like Hades you don’t.” He screwed the point deeper, making me suck in a pained breath. “Lie to me again and I’ll cut your goddamn tongue out.”

      I gulped. Jesus, the man was cold. I’d been right to stay out of his way.

      He lifted the blade from my neck. “Let’s try that again. Where’s my dagger?”

      “I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong person.”

      Technically, it wasn’t a lie. I hadn’t said what I was the wrong person for.

      A harsh sound low in his throat was my only warning before the alley spun around me and I was flat on my back. Spider shoved a blade into a leather holster and straddled my chest. His hands landed on my shoulders, pushing me into the pavement.

      He examined me from beneath long, thick lashes. “Where is it?”

      I licked my lips, excruciatingly aware of both his knife against my inner thigh and the switchblade concealed in the pocket of the pleated skirt bunched up around my hips.

      His gaze went to my mouth, and my mind just…blanked. I’d never seen Spider up close before.

      All vampires are gorgeous with an innate magnetism that can scramble your brains. But I was a dhampir, dammit, with some of that beauty and magnetism myself. I should’ve been immune.

      Spoiler alert: I wasn’t.

      In my defense, the dude was hot, with this whole alpha-vampire, I’ll-give-you-the-best-fuck-of-your-life thing going on. Liquid brown eyes, shoulder-length hair styled in long twists, a dark scruff covering his chiseled jawline.

      But it was more than that. Tall and broad-shouldered, he oozed charisma like a rockstar on stage, commanding attention like it was his right.

      He even smelled good. Coconut oil, and something rich and very male. I drew a breath, pulling his scent into my lungs, and his gaze dropped to my flared nostrils.

      His sculpted lips tugged up like he was fighting not to laugh.

      My cheeks heated. I was amusing him.

      Working my hands between us, I shoved at his rock-hard abs. “Get off me!”

      His eyes tracked from my flushed cheeks to my throat and back to my face again. “Say please.”

      Something tightened in my core. The way he’d said that…

      I was instantly wet. Clearly, it had been too long since I’d had sex.

      “What?” I repeated in a too-husky voice.

      “You heard me. Beg me, and maybe I’ll get off you.”

      I met his eyes. “Fuck. You.”

      His face hardened, and he leaned closer, his ropes of hair falling forward to brush my neck and face. The diamond studs in his earlobes glittered like stars against his moon-touched skin.

      “D’you know who I am?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “Then if I were you, I’d start begging.”

      Alright, now he was pissing me off. Plus, he’d underestimated me because he’d left my hands free. I brought them back to my sides, casually resting my right hand on my rucked-up skirt.

      “Make me,” I told him, soft and seductive.

      His pupils darkened. “Make you?”

      Huh. This was almost too easy.

      “Mm-hm.” I slipped a hand into the pocket and closed my fingers around my switchblade.

      His eyes narrowed. “What’re you up to?”

      “Me?” I released the catch and pulled it out of my pocket, slashing at his face.

      His hand shot out, cobra-fast, and plucked the knife from my fingers. He tossed it to the asphalt and slammed back onto me, locking his arm over my throat like an iron bar. “That was a mistake, Lark Nightstar.”

      When I stiffened at my full name—which no one in the Underworld knew except Grimclaw—a feral smile curved his lips. “Yeah, I know who you are. You think you can live down here for six months without me knowing anything about you? And since you wanna play games, I’m Spider. The man who owns you now.”
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      Lark’s eyes widened. She pushed at the arm I had clamped over her throat. “Owns me?”

      I eased up on the pressure, and she gulped in a breath. “For the next month,” I confirmed in a stony voice.

      The deal with Grimclaw had been for three nights, but that was before Lark had stolen my favorite dagger, the one forged for me personally. When I’d chased her down, I’d still planned to use her, then send her back to her cousin…minus a finger.

      Yeah, she was fetish-sexy in the short black dress and Mary Janes, her shiny dark hair in braids framing a fairy-like face and long-lidded, witchy green eyes. It would be a crying shame to mar that beauty. But nobody stole from me and got away with it.

      Then she tried to carve a piece out of me, and damn if everything masculine in me didn’t sit up and take notice.

      Sexy and spunky? Sign me up.

      “For a month?” A mixture of shock and defiance battled on her face. “You must be joking.”

      “No joke.” I sat up, still straddling her, and retrieved her switchblade. When it was safely in my back pocket, I fingered her oversized white collar. I recognized her costume now, but the buttoned-up dress and short skirt had a naughty schoolgirl feel that had my dick hard as baseball bat. “I don’t joke about things like this. And I could use a new thrall.”

      Actually, I hadn’t kept a thrall in years. But for Lark, I’d make an exception.

      Her pointed chin raised a notch. “I’m nobody’s thrall. I know my rights—you need my consent.”

      I eyed her. Was she really that naïve? But no, her tense shoulders told me this was a last-ditch effort to save herself.

      “You must be confusing me with a syndicate primus. Down here, I’m the law. If I say you’re my thrall, then you are.”

      The vampire syndicates had inked treaties with the humans to keep the peace and secure a steady supply of thralls for the blood and sex we all crave. The syndicates were big enough and visible enough that they’d had no choice but to negotiate with the humans.

      The Underworld, however, was a whole different beast. The vampires down here were outcasts who didn’t fit into the syndicates’ strict pecking order.

      Lark’s thick black lashes fluttered. For the first time, I saw fear, quickly concealed.

      “But I’m not a human,” she said, like that made a difference.

      “I know.” I brushed bits of gravel from her cheek. “You’re a dhampir, and you steal for your cousin Grimclaw. And I can drink from you same as a human thrall.”

      Actually, a dhampir’s blood was superior, the magic in their veins making it more potent. I leaned closer. “And I can fuck you,” I added, slowly and deliberately, “same as a human thrall. You stole from me, woman. Now you have to accept the consequences.”

      “But I don’t—I’m not a thrall.”

      “So I’ll be your first.” I ran my finger down a shiny braid. “I’ll take good care of you. You won’t have to risk your life like you do working for your cousin.”

      Who obviously hadn’t informed her of the deal he’d made with me. The man was even more of an SOB than I’d realized.

      “But what I do for Grim is my choice,” she said. “Maybe I’d rather risk my life than be your toy.”

      She lobbed that last word at me like it would bother me. Instead, it made my dick twitch. Lark as my toy? The word tugged at something primal in me, the part that liked the idea of owning her.

      “You should’ve thought of that before you broke into my lair and helped yourself to my favorite dagger. Now your ass is mine.”

      She looked a little sick. “I’ll give it back then, and we’ll call it even. Alright?”

      I gave her braid a hard tug. “No.”

      “Then I’ll steal for you, okay? There must be something you want, and I can get just about anything if you give me time.” When I shook my head, she said, “Please. I mean it. I’m good. I was trained by the best there is.”

      “Trained by who?”

      A flare of pain crossed her face. “You wouldn’t know their names. They were that good.”

      I frowned down at her, wondering if she meant her parents. When she’d first joined Grimclaw’s lair, we’d run a quick check on her, enough to know she’d been raised out West, a part of the syndicate world without ever joining one in particular. Her parents had disappeared six months ago, right before she’d showed up in New York. However, once I’d determined Lark Nightstar was harmless, I’d had Velma stop looking. Down here, we were all hiding something. As long as Lark wasn’t a danger to me, I didn’t care what the fuck she’d done.

      That explained why she was with Grimclaw, though. She must’ve had nowhere else to go. And yeah, it bothered me some to realize how alone she was, how desperate.

      But I hadn’t gotten where I was by being a nice guy.

      “I don’t need you to steal for me. I have a half-dozen lairs paying tribute.” Not to mention my business investments. “So, no. I’ll take you.”

      “But—” She squirmed on the asphalt, reminding me we were still on the hard ground.

      I almost apologized for keeping her there so long. My mama, the gods bless her soul, would be rolling in her grave. I muttered a curse and rose to my feet, holding out my hand to Lark.

      She ignored it to get up on her own, her right hand held to her side.

      I swore as I glimpsed the red gash bisecting her palm. I grabbed her wrist. “Lemme see that.”

      “It’s okay.” She curled her fingers in. “The bleeding stopped.”

      “I still want to see it.” I turned her hand over, examining the palm.

      She was right, the wound had healed over, but I could tell it had gone deep. I scowled. She shouldn’t be risking her life and freedom like this. If she were mine for real, I’d tie her to my bed for a week if she pulled a stunt like that.

      And that cousin of hers deserved to be staked for his part in sending her to steal from me.

      “You cleaned it?” I asked. The faster you washed out the silver, the less entered your bloodstream.

      “Yeah. That’s what slowed me down. You would’ve never caught me otherwise.”

      “Good.” I released her wrist, backing her up to the wall and slapping a hand against the brick next to her head. “But just so we’re clear, I would’ve caught you. There’s nowhere in this city you can hide from me.”

      “Whatever.” She slumped against the bricks, her face weary beneath the pale makeup. The silver poisoning must be hitting her hard by now.

      My jaw tightened. Then some Good Samaritan impulse made me press my wrist to her mouth. “Drink, dammit.”

      Her eyes rounded. Then she took hold of my arm, her fangs sliding out against my skin. She reared back a few inches, then plunged them into my wrist.

      An electric current shot down my spine to my balls. Sex and blood for us is interlinked. Drinking enhances the pleasure of fucking, and vice versa, especially when Lark hummed low in her throat and sucked harder. My heart gave a thump and my already hard dick started pounding with need.

      She was feeling it, too. Her hips rocked against the brick wall, brushing my aching cock, and the salty musk of her arousal filled my nostrils.

      I was a goddamn saint, because I didn’t take her against the wall right there. Instead, I gritted my teeth and reminded myself that she needed to heal from not just the wound but the silver poisoning before we did anything further.

      Her sucking slowed. Then she lifted her head and retracted her fangs, lapping at my wrist like a kitten to close the tiny holes she’d left in my skin.

      “Thank you,” she said. Her color was better, her eyes brighter.

      I moved a shoulder, uncomfortable with her thanks, even though it was almost unheard of for a vampire with my dominance to let a dhampir—or anyone, for that matter—drink from me.

      “Don’t be. I need you in good shape.”

      “Right.” The gratitude on her face faded, leaving me with a hollow feeling in my chest.

      “Let’s get outta here.” I stepped back, glancing up and down the alley. When I looked back, I realized she’d edged sideways.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have fed her until I had her safely back in my lair.

      “Don’t. Run,” I rapped out.

      She straightened to her full height, which was still a good eight inches shorter than me. But the woman had tall energy, I’d give her that.

      “Why not? What are you gonna do to me?”

      I cupped her throat and pressed her up against the bricks. “Anything I want, little thief. And you’ll let me, is that clear?”

      She swallowed, the muscles of her neck moving beneath my fingers. The heavy beating of her heart sparked an answering rush in my own veins.

      Her gaze dropped, unable to hold mine, but she gamely fought on. “Then I might as well run.”

      I gave her throat a light squeeze. “Try it.”

      But I couldn’t help admiring her spunkiness. I couldn’t think of another dhampir except for the three Kral brothers—and they were high-ranking dominants—who wouldn’t have caved in by now.

      “Look,” I said, stroking my thumb over the soft skin beneath her jaw. “Maybe we can work something out.”

      “Like what?” she asked warily.

      “How about you return that dagger you stole along with an extra ten grand for inconveniencing me, and we’ll call it even?”

      I was pretty sure she didn’t have that kind of cash—as far as I could tell, Grimclaw kept her like some kind of fucking Cinderella, paying her only a minimal wage—but at least she couldn’t accuse me of not giving her a chance.

      And yeah, I was being a prick, but if she were anyone else, she’d already be in her final grave.

      “Ten grand?” Lark’s jaw dropped. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “So you don’t have it?”

      “Of course not.” Her chest heaved. “I don’t even have a thousand. Grimclaw takes everything I—” She bit her lip and shook her head.

      “So he was the one who put you up to stealing my dagger?”

      She briefly closed her eyes. “Yeah.”

      I grunted. Grimclaw must’ve realized Lark would never agree to be my thrall in return for his debt, so he’d come up with this steal-from-Spider scheme instead, knowing I’d catch her.

      Too bad for Lark, but that didn’t mean I was letting her walk. Like I’d said, I hadn’t gotten where I was by playing nice.

      I traced my fingers up her narrow ribcage, drawing a circle around her nipples with the pads of my thumbs. She dragged in a breath. Her hands came to my chest, her blunt-cut nails digging into my pecs. Her lids drifted down, and beneath the dress’s big white collar, the honeyed skin of her throat rippled in a hard swallow.

      My mouth watered and my fangs tingled, eager to sink into her pulsing vein, my erection straining painfully against my leather jeans. The blood craving rose in me, fighting to be let loose, to plunge both my fangs and my dick into her.

      “Lark,” I rasped.

      “Mm?” she asked dreamily.

      “Look at me.”

      Her lids lifted, but slowly, as if they were weighted. She blinked at me, then recoiled and knocked my hands from her tits. “Get off me.”

      With a growl, I grabbed her wrists, twisting her arms behind her back. “Let’s get one thing straight. You’re not the one in charge here, understand?”

      Her witchy eyes flashed, gold and brown lights sparking like fireworks in the green. “So what about working things out? Or was that just a lie?”

      “You said you don’t have that kinda cash.”

      “I don’t. But I can get it for you. I just need time.”

      “You sound like your cousin now.”

      She rolled her lips in. “Please, Spider.”

      I tilted my head, considering her. She’d stolen from me. As far as I was concerned, I owned her sexy little cat-burglar body now. She was lucky she was still breathing.

      But my mind couldn’t help flashing to Amina, who’d also pulled a switchblade on a bigger, more powerful vampire, a man who’d wanted revenge on me. He’d snatched her and abused her for three long nights while I tore Manhattan apart looking for her. Then he’d driven a silver stake through her heart. I’d arrived in time to see her body crumbling to ashes. I’d gone berserk, staking him and every last member of his lair, but nothing could bring Amina back.

      “Spider?” Lark’s questioning tones pulled me back to the present.

      I inhaled and focused on her again.

      I liked Lark’s pluck. She was a…challenge. For the first time in a long time, I felt a spark of excitement for a woman.

      Why not negotiate with her? It would be a shame to crush her spirit.

      I still intended to take my month, but why not pay her, like I would’ve any other thrall? When the month was finished, at least I’d have the satisfaction of knowing she’d have enough cash to tell Grimclaw to fuck off.

      “I don’t need your money,” I said, releasing her. “But I’m open to negotiations. Why don’t you start by returning my dagger?”

      “Sure,” she said with a shrug. “Like I said, it wasn’t my idea to steal it in the first place.”

      “How’d you know where to find it, anyway?”

      “Grim told me.”

      “How the fuck did he know?”

      “Don’t know. But he said it’d be in the wall safe of your bedroom.”

      I frowned. Had someone in my lair passed the intel to Grimclaw? But who? And why? On the other hand, the existence of my safe wasn’t a state secret. It was possible he’d heard about it and guessed that’s where the dagger would be.

      Then Lark’s fingers went to the hem of her dress and I forgot everything but her, my mouth literally watering as she drew the skirt up, high enough that I could see she wore sheer black thigh-highs. I swallowed a groan.

      She untied a slim bag attached to her inner thigh and held it out to me. “Here.”

      I stood, unmoving, watching as her skirt fell back to cover her long, strong thighs. Her gaze lifted to my face, and she stilled at what she saw there.

      I took the bag, undoing the strings and drawing out my dagger. As my fingers closed around the familiar, carved ebony handle, a wave of relief swept over me. The dagger wasn’t just my favorite weapon, it was my lucky charm.

      In the three decades since Amina had given it to me, things had turned around. Lose it, and a superstitious part of me feared I’d lose everything else, too. I only took it out of my safe for special occasions. Otherwise, I kept it locked up.

      I slid the dagger into a thigh holster and took Lark’s face in my hands. Her heart rate kicked up. I drank in its uncertain, aroused beat.

      “Open your mouth,” I murmured.

      Her throat worked. “Why?”

      “Because.” I nipped her plump lower lip. “Before we discuss terms, you have to prove you’re worth whatever I decide to pay.”

      At her outraged gasp, I fought back a smile. I tipped her head back with my thumbs, licking the seam of her lips, but her mouth remained firmly closed.

      I caressed the underside of her jaw. “Open for me,” I told her sternly.

      She shook her head, but her hands came to my chest, stroking me like she couldn’t help herself.

      “That’s it,” I encouraged. “Touch me like I’m going to touch you.”

      I moved my mouth to the shell of her ear, tracing it with my tongue. She shivered, and I moved on to her ear lobe, sucking and nibbling. She made a small, sexy sound and gripped the back of my head, pulling me closer.

      I brought my lips back to hers, nibbling at her lips. They parted, and I murmured, “Good girl. Open for me.”

      Her chest shuddered, and with a moan, she sucked my tongue into her mouth.

      The dark, primal thing in me reared its head. I deepened the kiss, eating at her hungrily, pulling her higher so she had to come onto her toes. Lark melted into me, one hand around my nape, the other under my shirt, her nails digging into my back, feeding the primal thing with her eager compliance.

      I slid a hand between her legs, rumbling in approval when I found all she wore was a silky thong. She widened her thighs, and I pushed my fingers beneath the waistband, roughly caressing her. She whimpered and moved against me.

      I backed off, stroking her slow and easy, bringing her to the brink. Then I grabbed her thong to rip it off her. She was so wet I’d slide in easily. I could already feel her closing around my dick, hot and tight…

      A burst of laughter jolted me back to our surroundings. On the street, a group of teenaged humans trotted past. I’d actually forgotten we were aboveground, a dangerous lapse with so many supernaturals prowling the Village.

      “Spider?” Lark’s eyelids lifted.

      “Not here,” I muttered and reluctantly withdrew my hand from between her thighs.

      The dark thing snarled in displeasure, but if I let it out to play, Lark would be up against the brick wall with me buried balls deep inside her—and this wasn’t my territory. Yeah, I had an unofficial alliance with the Kral primus based on my friendship with his son Zaq, but I was damned if I’d get caught by a Kral soldier with my pants around my ankles.

      Lark dropped back to her heels and stared up at me, her lips reddened, her pupils blown so wide the green was only a thin ring around a bottomless black. She seemed as stunned as I was at what we’d unleashed.

      “Let’s go.” I put a hand on her lower back.

      She grabbed my arm. “If I agree, you have to promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “That you’ll let me go after a month—that you won’t just…keep me.”

      I took her by the chin. “Now you’re pissing me off. Insult me like that again and I’ll spank your ass red.”

      She dropped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you, but…please?”

      She’d lost some of her spunk. This meant something to her. She was truly afraid.

      “Fine,” I heard myself saying. “When the month’s up, I promise you’ll be free to go. You have my word on it.”

      She gave me a searching look, then nodded. “Okay.”

      “But until then,” I added, releasing her chin, “I’ll take you anytime and anywhere I want.”

      Her head snapped up. “I haven’t said I’ll be your thrall.”

      “Yet,” I shot back.

      Because we’d already started negotiations, and we both knew it.
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