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        Gabriel…

      

        

      
        They say Gabriel Redthorne is the most ruthless royal vampire of all.

      

        

      
        They say he tore out a man’s throat just for spilling his bourbon.

      

        

      
        They say his heart is so cold, the women he beds turn to ice.

      

        

      
        Good. Let them talk.

      

        

      
        The vampire prince has always known it’s better to be feared as a monster than loved as a fool, no matter how cold his bed is.

      

        

      
        But then he meets her.

      

        

      
        The witch who conspired with the enemy to take down the royal family.

      

        

      
        Dark and devious.

      

        

      
        Fire to his ice.

      

        

      
        His prisoner.

      

        

      
        And after one forbidden taste, the addiction that will utterly ruin him.

      

        

      
        Jacinda…

      

        

      
        For seven years, dark witch Jacinda Colburn has been preparing.

      

        

      
        Preparing to betray her half-demon bloodline.

      

        

      
        Preparing to change her identity.

      

        

      
        Preparing to disappear.

      

        

      
        But for all her careful scheming, nothing could’ve prepared her for the heartless vampire prince—or for the punishments her wicked sins have earned.

      

        

      
        They say Gabriel Redthorne is vicious. Filthy. That he can kill a man with just a touch.

      

        

      
        But now that he owns her, all Jaci wants to know is…

      

        

      
        What can that vicious, filthy touch do to a woman?
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      The witch was going to be a fucking headache.

      Gabriel Redthorne had known it since he’d first spied her roaming his brother’s gardens at Ravenswood.

      Then, he’d found her mysterious and compelling—an obsession he’d been nurturing for weeks.

      Now?

      “Your chances of seeing another sunrise are entirely dependent upon your cooperation, witch.” He said it like the dirty word it was, lip curling as he took in the sight of her.

      Obstinate. Ornery. Filthy.

      They were secluded in one of the VIP rooms on the upper level of Bloodbath, the East Village nightclub he and his royal vampire brothers had liberated from their enemies last night. The window that overlooked the ground level offered a breathtaking view of the carnage the Redthorne allies had wrought: mutilated demons, still twitching where they lay. The wet ash of all the traitorous vampires they’d slaughtered. Broken bones, lost limbs, shattered glass, rivers of blood still gleaming in the cracks and crevices.

      Luck or magic—one of them had spared the witch’s life.

      “You will answer my questions,” he said.

      She glared at him. Her sapphire-bright eyes stood out starkly in a face painted by death. Gabriel wore the same mask, the taste of demon blood still rancid in his throat long after it had dried on his clothing.

      She wasn’t the only witch they’d captured—a half-dozen of them had been working their dark magics for the enemy—but Gabriel had no use for the others.

      It was Jacinda he needed. Jacinda whose intoxicating gaze held a fire that sparked in him thoughts too dangerous to voice.

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you, Prince,” she hissed. She sat on a plush velvet chair against the back wall, nursing a bottle of water one of his inconveniently compassionate brothers had given her. Clothing hung from her in tatters—dark, blood-spattered jeans, one side ripped from ankle to knee. A lacy black top missing a sleeve. No shoes, bare toes curled against the cold floor, her violet nail polish chipped.

      She held herself haughtily, as though she were dressed for the runway.

      “Not quite ready to grind my bones into dust, then?” Gabriel smirked, recalling her earlier taunt. To be fair, that particular threat had come after he’d tied her to a barstool downstairs, but still. Even without the idle threats, her crimes were severe enough to warrant a thorough questioning, followed by an even more thorough punishment.

      His specialty.

      She shrugged, sipped her water. “I don’t like to vanquish enemies on an empty stomach.”

      “Is that what I am?” He prowled across the room, stopping to loom over her. “Your enemy?”

      All that bravado, all that fire, yet her fingers gripped the bottle so tightly they turned white. The scent of adrenaline soured her blood.

      Gabriel leaned forward, hands settling on the arms of her chair, bracketing her lithe frame. Beneath the gore of battle, her true scent lingered, like black pepper and damp earth and things that grew only in darkness.

      He waited for it to turn his stomach. To inspire in him the same revulsion all witches inspired.

      It didn’t.

      “Where is Renault Duchanes?” he demanded, his voice an icy blade sharpened over decades of interrogating enemies, making simpering victims of far more formidable beasts.

      But this beast offered nothing but indifference, keeping her gaze locked on his like a dare. “Halfway around the world by now, if he’s a smart bloodsucker.”

      “If he were smart, he wouldn’t have abandoned his bonded witch to torture and…” Gabriel fingered the collar of her torn blouse and leaned in closer, breath stirring her hair. “Ruin.”

      A shiver rolled up her spine, but she kept that hot steel in her voice. “I’m not his keeper. He bailed on me, same as he bailed on everyone else, no forwarding address.”

      “You admit to working for him, then?”

      She lifted a shoulder far too soft and elegant to be covered in demon blood. Gabriel resisted the urge to lick it clean.

      “It’s not exactly classified intel,” she said. “I was the House Duchanes bonded witch.”

      “For how long?”

      “Long… longer than I should’ve been.” She finally turned away, a note of regret echoing behind the admission.

      Again, her scent drifted to him. Lingered.

      Gabriel backed off, retreating to the other side of the room. This wasn’t going according to plan at all. He needed answers from her—answers that would lead him to the traitor Duchanes. Answers that would usher in the brutal end to a rivalry that’d stretched on for far too many decades.

      More than answers, though, he needed her help.

      Thanks to one of his late father’s many indiscretions, the Redthorne line had been cursed centuries ago, damning the royal family and any new vampires they sired. Gabriel had only recently begun to feel the effects, but they were already excruciating. Extreme light sensitivity, an inability to properly synthesize blood, a fog of the body and mind that—left unmitigated—would certainly destroy him.

      Along with the few vampires left on this earth he gave a single fuck about.

      A dark witch had bound the curse. Only a dark witch could unbind it.

      “In your capacity as the Duchanes witch,” Gabriel said, forcing himself to stay focused, “you performed certain services. Correct?”

      She nodded and glanced at his forearms, his sleeves rolled up past the evidence of his own witch-provided services—the spelled tattoos that enabled vampires to walk in daylight, to eat human food with the blood that sustained them, to drink good liquor and charm beautiful women and fool the world into believing they weren’t immortal monsters.

      Tattoos that—thanks to the family curse—were losing their potency.

      “Spells, charms, minor hexes,” she said with a shrug. “Sometimes he wanted his Tarot cards read.”

      “And the attempted murder of the vampire king?” he asked, cool tone recapturing her gaze. “Whose idea was that?”

      “Not mine.”

      “Yet you crafted the poison, did you not?”

      She closed her eyes and sighed. “Yes.”

      They said it couldn’t be done, poisoning a vampire. Especially a royal vampire. Yet Duchanes and his witch had found a way to bring down Dorian Redthorne with the very herbs she’d collected at Ravenswood.

      On her knees in the moonlight, skirt hiked up to mid-thigh, slender fingers digging in the dirt, luscious hair spilling down her back in waves…

      The image snuck into Gabriel’s mind, sending a pulse of heat to his balls. Had he known she was already plotting his eldest brother’s murder that night, he might not have let his fantasies take root.

      But he didn’t, and they had, and nothing short of his demise would dislodge them now.

      Bloody fucking witches.

      “If not for some quick thinking on the part of Dorian’s woman,” Gabriel said now, “my brother would be ash in the wind, and you and I would be having a very different sort of conversation.”

      “It was the demon’s doing. Chernikov and Duchanes made a plan, I got an assignment.”

      “What assignment, exactly?”

      After a long pause, she finally opened her eyes, gaze flickering with genuine sorrow. “Devise a poison strong enough to kill a vampire, slow enough to make him suffer.”

      “Any vampire? Or a specific vampire?”

      “I didn’t ask questions.” A shiver followed, a fresh shot of adrenaline coursing through her blood. “Nikolai Chernikov kills witches who ask questions. Hell, he’d probably kill me for talking to you.”

      Gabriel could’ve eased that particular worry for her; thanks to Dorian’s newly forged alliances with the Rogozin demons, Chernikov and his hellspawn crew would be dead by sunset.

      “Tell me something,” he said instead. “How desperate does a witch need to be before she gets into bed with the head of the demonic Russian syndicate?”

      He pictured her signing the contract. Pictured Chernikov’s greasy smile, his black demon-eyes roving her body, a sheen of lust gleaming on his brow.

      Anger leaked into Gabriel’s chest. They were all the bloody same. Witches, vampires, humans—the dumb and the desperate never read the fine print on a demon deal.

      Stupid girl.

      “I’m not,” she replied defensively, and Gabriel wondered if she’d read his thoughts.

      “Not desperate? Or not in bed with demons?”

      “Every last demon can burn,” she ground out, and now her blood sang with something more powerful than fear—a pure, honest emotion that echoed in the darkest places of his own tarnished soul.

      Vengeance.

      Gabriel raised an eyebrow. Perhaps she wasn’t such a stupid girl after all.

      “Let me go,” she demanded. “This is bullshit—I’ve got nothing to do with vampire politics. Especially royal ones.”

      “Says the witch who poisoned the king at the behest of his political rivals? Forgive me if I don’t leap at the chance to cut you loose.”

      Gabriel paced the room, glanced back out the window. Down below, a handful of Rogozin’s underlings attempted to mop the glass and blood from the floor. Slow, sticky work.

      He wondered how long it would take to renovate the place. To leach the stink of death from the walls and turn it into a nightclub to rival his properties in Las Vegas. He’d have to sell his clubs and casino now that he was relocating back to New York, but it was just as well. The desert was no place for a dying vampire with cursed blood and a target on his back.

      “What do you want from me, bloodsucker?” she asked. “Why am I still here?”

      When he turned to face her again, genuine confusion had tempered the fury in her eyes.

      Why haven’t you killed me? That’s what she really wanted to know. If one were inclined to believe the legends, the youngest Redthorne prince had parted thousands of demons from their heads just for breathing on him, staked his own kind for beating him at cards, and ate the hearts of human babies for breakfast—an entirely unfair accusation given that he hardly ever ate breakfast.

      “You stand accused of conspiring against the royal family,” he said. “My family. There are consequences.”

      “You got proof? Working as a bonded witch isn’t a crime.”

      Gabriel nodded toward the window. “You were found at the scene of this crime, aiding and abetting.”

      “And you caused the scene of this crime.”

      “A defensive maneuver, I assure you.”

      The witch shook her head, clearly disgusted with him. Beneath the matted blood and ash, her hair was a silvery shade of blonde. He remembered it from that night at Ravenswood. It reminded him of moonlight, giving her an ethereal softness he was trying desperately not to notice.

      To crave.

      Fuck.

      Since he’d been turned, Gabriel had lived his immortal life in hard edges and angles, clean lines, sharp knives, sharper fangs. Blood and death, ice and thorns. His world left no room for softness.

      Least of all for a witch.

      “Dorian found one of your grimoires,” he said. “In the home of yet another demon working against the crown.”

      “Another demon? Wow, you guys have a lot of enemies. Maybe if your family had been less...” She curled her hands into claws and grimaced like a made-for-television monster. “…you’d have fewer people trying to murder you? Just a thought.”

      “We know all about your dark magic, witch. Your work resurrecting the gray vampires was particularly damning, not to mention utterly repugnant.” Bile rose in his throat. He hated those fucking grays—the decay, the primitiveness, the constant reminder of what he and his kind would become without the magic of their own bonded witches. No conscience, no soul, no humanity. Just blood and bones and instinct, an endless hunger driving them to consume anything in their paths.

      Thanks to Jacinda’s clever spellcraft, Duchanes turned the foul beasts into a weapon. One Gabriel and his brothers needed to defuse before the human authorities figured out the real story behind a rash of so-called animal attacks plaguing the tri-state area.

      “I did what I had to do to survive,” she said. “Same as the rest of the freaks in this city.”

      “In this city, witch, death is a kindness. That you’d seek to defy it is nothing less than madness.”

      “The grays are already dead.”

      “No more than I.” Crowding into her space once more, he ran a finger along her jawline, his touch as deceptively soft as his whisper. “Would you bring me back? Breathe your venomous words, deliver me from hell’s doorstep?”

      Her heart pounded with new fury, so loud and defiant he sensed the disturbance beneath her skin. The hot, sudden rush of her blood unleashed a scent that nearly brought him to his knees.

      With hunger.

      With desire.

      His fangs burned to break free, his control slipping…

      “You know nothing,” she spat, jerking away from his touch and shattering his momentary trance. “Nothing about me. Nothing about my life or my magic.”

      “Resurrection is a devil’s bargain—that I know. When Death finally claims you, be certain he’ll demand a reckoning.”

      She lowered her eyes, cheeks darkening. With shame, frustration, or pleasure, Gabriel hadn’t a clue.

      Dorian thought Jacinda was innocent, forced into the work by a stronger, deadlier foe. Duchanes. Chernikov. Any number of rival vamps or demons looking to make a move, using the witch as their own personal warhead.

      But necromancy wasn’t a natural talent. Wasn’t something a witch or mage picked up on a whim—even under threat. It was a dark, unwieldy thing, a razor-sharp skill set whose cultivation took years of study and intense dedication. Defying death went beyond even the darkest of known magics, a practice so vile it could seep into your soul and eradicate all traces of humanity.

      Another beat passed. Two. No answers, no confessions, no sounds but the muted din of the cleanup crew downstairs.

      With a deep sigh, the witch dragged the back of her hand across her brow, leaving a pale smudge in the grime. “Look, Prince. As much fun as this is, I really need a shower, and you should probably get back to pulling the wings off butterflies or whatever it is you do for fun.”

      “Butterflies? No, not exactly.” Gabriel fingered a lock of her moonlight hair, silky as a flower petal, resisting the urge to press it to his lips.

      A deep tremor rumbled through her body.

      In a flash, he dropped the lock of hair and grabbed her face, jerking it upward, forcing her to meet his gaze. Her breath caught, heartbeat clamoring, eyes wide.

      The pressure of his touch was light enough, but they both knew he could shatter her jaw.

      Gabriel hovered close—so close he could see the galaxies swirling in the blue depths of her irises. So close a breath could turn into a kiss.

      In a dark whisper, he said, “Why do you insist on making this more difficult than it needs to be?”

      Her gaze scorched the air between them. “Because I’m no one’s fucking butterfly.”

      A twitch of his lips, a smile nearly set loose.

      It wouldn’t do.

      Gabriel released her and turned toward the small bar at the corner of the room, spared the destruction that had decimated the main level. He reached for a bottle of bourbon, poured two glasses.

      Over his shoulder, he said, “They say my brother has a tender heart.”

      She laughed, a sound full of nails and teeth. “Yes, you bloodsuckers are all such lovable softies.”

      “He’s forbidden me from killing you. And while I’m not in the habit of taking orders from my brother—and I despise witches almost as passionately as I despise demons—I’m feeling sentimental today.” He turned toward her and held out one of the glasses. “Lucky for you.”

      Daggers glinted in those bright eyes, but she took the offered beverage, downing it in a few gulps. “Unlucky for you, King Tender-Heart hasn’t forbidden me from killing anyone.”

      Gabriel’s laughter finally escaped. Dry and brittle, like dust blown from a long-forgotten heirloom. Crossing the room, he turned to her once more and said, “You’re my prisoner, witch. Stripped of your charms and amulets. Exhausted. Easy prey. Think you can take me down? Have a go.”

      Without hesitation she touched her neck, lips muttering a silent hex—all part of the show. Short of a demon’s hellfire, the well-aimed throw of a sharp stake, or a very long sword, nothing could kill a vampire at any sort of distance.

      “Do you feel it, Prince?” Her husky whisper rolled over Gabriel’s flesh, making him shiver.

      It seemed to unleash something, that whisper. An uncomfortable itch in his chest. A flicker of doubt in his mind.

      “Is it just the dryness in the air?” she mused. “Ash from one of the many vampires you and your friends staked last night?”

      Gabriel’s throat tightened. Ached.

      She brought her fingertips to her lips and blew away imaginary ashes, a child wishing on dandelion seeds. Then, through a menacing grin, “Or maybe, bloodsucker, I’m not such easy prey after all.”
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      “Need some water, Prince? A lozenge?” The witch frowned, shiny black fingernails fluttering over her collarbone like beetles. “Cherry’s my favorite, but they say honey-lemon’s better for a scratchy throat.”

      Gabriel coughed. The tightness in his chest progressed to a burn that quickly stole his breath.

      He panted like a dog, hands trembling as he reached for her. “If you’ve… poisoned… I’ll kill—”

      “No. You won’t.” She lowered her hand and flashed a saccharine-sweet smile.

      At once, his throat relaxed. Breath rushed back into his lungs, clear and crisp. The tremor vanished, hands steady once again.

      Gabriel blinked away the blur in his eyes. Couldn’t be certain it’d even happened—already, his memory of the last few seconds was fading. He took another breath. Pressed a hand to his chest, testing his heart.

      Still beating, for fuck’s sake.

      “Feeling better?” she cooed.

      Bloody hell. He stalked toward her again, done with the games. Done with the niceties. Done with all of it. The sooner he could set her straight, the sooner he could escape her intense presence. “I need three things from you, witch.”

      She glanced at her fingernails, calm and collected. “You and every other bloodsucker in this city. Take a number, Prince.”

      “One, you’ll reveal the location of your former vampire master. If you don’t know his location, you’ll help me discern it by any means necessary. Two—”

      “I already told you, I have no idea—”

      “Two, you’ll break a blood curse—dark magic, demon-bought, definitely in your wheelhouse.”

      “Excuse me? Curses aren’t—”

      “Three, you’ll confess your crimes and accept your punishment.”

      “Ah, and there it is, folks.” Jacinda rolled her eyes. “The final threat of a desperate vampire. Also, a boring one. Confess your crimes and accept your punishment? Really? Did you practice that line in front of the mirror last night? I bet you did. That and the sexy eyebrow thing.”

      “Sexy eyebrow thing?”

      “Straight out of a vampire soap opera.”

      Amusement stirred inside him, but he kept it in check—along with his sexy eyebrow—and swallowed another mouthful of bourbon. “I’m not prone to threats, witch. Or soap operas. Only promises.”

      “Why don’t we just skip to the good part, then?” She made a slicing motion across her throat, then held out her glass for a refill, defeat finally settling on her shoulders. “What a fucking day this turned out to be. TGIF, motherfuckers!”

      Gabriel smiled. A real one, utterly unintentional.

      Fuck.

      He was starting to like this witch. The fire. The fight.

      He poured them each another round.

      “Tell you what.” He downed his drink and refilled his glass again, emptying the bottle. “I’ll let you pick two out of three. Player’s choice.”

      “Is this a joke?”

      “It’s a kindness.”

      She shrugged and ran a black-tipped finger around the rim of her glass. “I thought you wanted me to work behind the bar. Isn’t that what you told your brother?”

      “That was a joke. Putting a poisons expert in charge of serving drinks to New York’s supernatural elite? Not exactly good business sense.”

      “That’s too bad, because I’ve got zero experience with curses and no clue about Duchanes.”

      “That is too bad. Choosing death, are we?”

      She folded her arms across her chest, assessing. “Death by what, exactly?”

      “Exsanguination.” Devil’s balls, how he loved the way that word rolled off the tongue.

      “I see. And who’s doing the drinking?” Her smile was lighter now. Teasing. Bordering on flirtatious. “You, I presume?”

      He grinned and spread his arms. Welcome to the party, witch.

      She stood from the chair and set down her glass, the tatters of her blouse lifting to reveal the expanse of skin across her lower abdomen, smooth and unmarred. Kissable.

      Gabriel’s cock stirred.

      Then, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin, his bold little witch huffed out a breath and said, “Fine. Do it. Make it quick, though—I hate melodramatic endings.”

      She was still smiling. Still teasing.

      The woman had no idea who she was playing with.

      And that’s all it was. Games and spells, smoke and mirrors. Gabriel and his cock would do well to remember it.

      He set down the empty bottle. The glass.

      Gave her one last look, dark and deadly.

      He was on her in a flash, one hand gripping her hip, the other fisting her hair and yanking it to the side, exposing her neck.

      She gasped at the roughness of his handling but didn’t draw back. Didn’t flinch. Not even when he pressed his mouth to her soft flesh, that tantalizing spot just below the jaw.

      Jacinda trembled in his arms.

      Fear? Lust? Shock? Gabriel didn’t give a fuck.

      A steady pulse throbbed beneath his lips. His tongue darted out to taste.

      Everything about her drove him mad.

      The salt of her sweat. Soft wisps of hair tickling his nose. That forbidden, dark-earth scent. The heat of her, warm and throbbing and full of life, like the very heartbeat of existence.

      Blood rushed beneath her skin, darkening her neck. Singing to him once again. Begging.

      His fangs barely broke through, sharp points grazing her tender flesh, and—

      “Wait!” she gasped, adrenaline spiking once again. “Please… please stop.”

      It was nothing more than a whisper, but a concession nevertheless.

      “Fear makes honest fools of us all,” Gabriel said.

      The words rang hollow. He should’ve been thrilled at his victory, but this one left a bitter taste, the reasons for which he had no interest in exploring.

      Grudgingly, he released her and backed off.

      Jacinda swept her hair back in front of her shoulders, hiding that delectable neck from view. Her smile was gone, eyes no longer glittering. “How long?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “If I agree to help you, how much longer will you let me live? A week? A month?”

      At his obvious confusion, she continued, “Everyone was terrified of Augustus, Prince, and with good reason. But that old bloodsucker? He had nothing on you.”

      Gabriel bristled at the mention of his dead father. At the comparison. The witch was utterly clueless, and her presumptions put his lingering desire on ice.

      “I know your game,” she pressed. “Everyone in this city talks, and believe me, I’ve heard all the stories about the ruthless Redthorne prince.”

      “Have you, now? And what do the stories say?”

      “People are nothing but transactions to you—even your own family members. Once they’re no longer useful, they… they disappear. Usually after you torture them to death.”

      She lifted her eyebrows as if she were daring him to deny it.

      Those blue eyes blazed right through him.

      He blurred into her space once more, hand curling possessively around that delicate neck, thumb brushing the pulse point.

      Jacinda sucked in a startled breath, and he thought again of her kneeling in the dirt at Ravenswood, face turned up, a pale flower blooming in the darkness.

      His fangs descended in earnest. It took everything in him not to sink them into her flesh and fucking break her.

      “Then I suggest, little moonflower,” he whispered, “you find a way to remain useful.”
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      Seeing no better options at the moment—not her finest, mind you—Jacinda Colburn followed her captor out of Bloodbath and into the bright Manhattan day.

      Gabriel winced at the sunlight and hurried their pace, weaving them through the stumbling, post-hangover brunch crowd toward a nondescript building across the street, about halfway down the block.

      If anyone noticed the fact that she and the vampire were covered in blood and looked like they’d been set on fire and run over with a dump truck six times, they kept the commentary to themselves.

      A small comfort in what was otherwise a flaming-shit-sandwich of a day.

      “Where are we going?” Jaci demanded, struggling to keep pace in her bare feet. She’d lost her favorite heels in the attack last night, which sucked almost as much as her current predicament.

      “Home,” came the prick’s reply. No elaboration.

      Reality, harsh and sudden, bitch-slapped her across the face.

      “Wait. You expect me to move in with you?” She stopped on the sidewalk before the building’s entrance, forcing him to turn around. “No. No way. That was not part of the deal.”

      Gabriel grabbed her arm, glaring down at her with those deadly green eyes that made her shiver.

      Damn it. Being in such close proximity to the vampire prince was like being stuck in perpetual winter. Forget exsanguination—the first time those cold green eyes pinned her this morning, she’d nearly died of hypothermia.

      Until he’d put his mouth on her skin and damn near set her on fire…

      No. She wouldn’t even give that thought room to grow. The prince might’ve set her nerves ablaze with that little stunt in the VIP room, but clearly that was some temporary Stockholm-Syndrome-induced insanity on her part, because Gabriel Redthorne was just all kinds of wrong.

      You could see it in those eyes.

      “I expect you to obey me,” he growled, the threat in his gravelly voice turning an otherwise panty-melting British accent into a thing of nightmares. “If you think I’m above making a gruesome scene on a public street, feel free to push me.”

      Jaci didn’t need to push him. Crazy eyes never lie—she’d learned that from her sister.

      A different sort of shiver threatened to overtake her, but she fought it off.

      The vampire continued his brooding glare. Out there in the daylight, his eyes were a lighter shade of green than she’d first thought, like new moss clinging to an old stone.

      “Are you coming willingly, witch, or are we already renegotiating our terms? Not off to the best start, it seems.”

      She opened her mouth to tell him just how far off he could go fuck, but then thought better of it.

      Bide your time, girl. Pick your battles.

      As much as Jaci hated to admit it—hated getting stuck in this ridiculous predicament with yet another cocky vampire who thought witches were their personal property—she needed him. Even more than she needed a shower and a bucket of bleach and some new heels, which was saying something.

      Besides, as monstrous as Gabriel Redthorne was, Renault Duchanes was worse.

      Renault would always be worse.

      Blowing out a heavy sigh, Jaci gestured toward the door. “Lead the way, Prince.”
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      The fourteenth-floor apartment was sunny, spacious, and a serious upgrade from the perpetually dank basement her former vampire “master” had stashed her in.

      It was also not Gabriel Redthorne’s residence. As an earth witch with a nose for magic, Jaci was good with scents. The royal vampire’s was cold and mysterious, like evergreens in winter, like crushed mint on ice, like something fervently alive trapped beneath an eternal snow.

      This place held no trace of it.

      “Who lives here?” she asked, bracing for the answer as she eyed up the living area—spacious, pretty, fully furnished. French doors led to a balcony outside, a café table and two chairs waiting invitingly in the sunshine.

      A grim smirk turned up the corner of his mouth. “A newly acquired witch eager to prove her usefulness.”

      “So you’re paying my rent now, vampire?”

      “Think of it as a bonded arrangement, only without the actual bond, without the promise of my protection, without unfettered access to my blood for your spellcraft, and without any further obligation from me—aside from allowing you to keep existing.”

      Jaci narrowed her eyes, trying to see through his self-satisfied mockery.

      It was a trap. Had to be. Gabriel believed she’d willfully tried to murder his brother, not to mention all the other crimes he’d rattled off earlier. Now he was putting her up in damn-near luxury accommodations? Without supervision?

      She peered over his shoulder into a short hallway that led to the back of the apartment, half expecting it to be overrun with a writhing horde of grays. It would serve her right, getting mauled by the very ghouls she’d helped unleash on this city.

      Guilt simmered in her gut, but beyond Gabriel’s unnervingly motionless physique, she found nothing but white walls and gleaming hardwoods, the faint smell of fresh paint floating on the air like an invitation to a brand-new life.

      An invitation witches like Jaci never received. Not without a whole lot of strings and sharp objects attached.

      “The kitchen is fully stocked,” he continued, gesturing around the open-plan apartment like some kind of vampire real estate agent. “Down the hall you’ll find the bedroom and bath, toiletries, linens, clothing. If there’s anything else you need, leave a list outside the door and one of my associates will attend to it.”

      “Your vampire henchmen are now my personal shoppers?” She stifled a laugh, picturing a bunch of fanged goons in black leather jackets selecting ripe mangoes from the market, picking up her feminine supplies, rifling through the half-price underwear bin at Macy’s for her size.

      Gabriel folded his arms across his chest but said nothing. Not unless sighs and grunts could be considered a language.

      Jaci headed into the kitchen, always her favorite spot, trying to tamp down her bubbling curiosity. The cupboards were the same gleaming oakwood as the floors, the walls painted a deep olive, the countertops ridiculously spacious. A massive granite-topped island stretched across the center, perfect for making spell jars and hex bags. A bay window took up most of the far wall, a large pantry nestled in beside it. Against her better judgment, she was already picturing the shelves stocked with jars of dried herbs and other magical ingredients, the sunny window seat overflowing with her favorite plants.

      The whole place was a dream.

      “What’s the catch, Prince?” She tried to sound more irritated than excited, but judging from the smug look on his no-right-to-be-that-handsome face, she didn’t pull it off.

      “Catches,” he said. “Plural.”

      Jaci laughed and rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”

      “First, for obvious security reasons, the apartment will be monitored at all times, including the main living areas, the bedroom, the outdoor space, and the exits and exterior hallway. Your only true privacy is in the bathroom. All other rooms are fitted with cameras with a live feed.”

      “Cameras?” Jaci’s excitement died in a flash, the faint taste of smoke roiling up from her lungs.

      “Not in the bathroom,” he repeated.

      “So you’ll spy on me when I eat and sleep, but not when I shower or pee? Wow, thanks for being so considerate.”

      “Your cell phone will also be monitored.”

      “Are you serious? No. That’s—that’s a complete violation.” She reached into her back pocket, only to come up empty.

      Gabriel removed her cell from his shirt pocket and set it on the kitchen counter, again with that maddeningly sexy smirk-and-eyebrow combo she was pretty sure had caused the spontaneous loss of more panties, virginities, and dignities than there were supernaturals in this city. And rats. And supernatural rats.

      When the hell had he swiped her phone? Last night, as she’d dashed into the wine cellar to avoid the slaughter? This morning, when he’d nearly bitten her artery in the VIP room? Right in her back pocket, millimeters from her ass, and she hadn’t even felt him lift the damn thing.

      Not that it mattered. The only people she ever called or texted were Renault and his bloodsucking minions, and those assholes—the few that’d survived the Redthorne attack on Bloodbath—were long gone by now.

      “Next,” he said, “you’ll have free rein of the apartment and balcony, but you’re not to leave the premises without an escort—myself or one of my associates. If you attempt to leave without my permission, our deal is null and void.”

      “Deal. Right. You mean the part where you let me live to see another sunrise, provided I can give you what you want and obey your every command in the process?”

      Gabriel cocked his head, cold eyes glittering like ice. “You’re free to counter, witch, but unless your negotiating skills are as finely honed as your necromancy, you’ll find yourself on the losing end.”

      A draft rolled over her skin, poking its cold fingers through every tear in her clothes.

      Rubbing her half-bare arms, Jaci turned toward the kitchen window and peered down onto St. Mark’s Place. The street was lined with bars and cafés and trinket shops, sidewalks bustling with people and dogs. Across the way, a guy with green dreadlocks stood on a plastic milk crate, waving his arms and warning about the end times.

      “What if I just want to run out for a quick coffee?” she asked.

      “No need. There’s an espresso machine on the counter, along with several varieties of beans, a grinder, sweeteners, syrups.”

      “What about bagels? Pizza? Chinese?”

      “Like I said, make a list. All of your requests will be accommodated.”

      Soft and silent, her bare feet padded across the kitchen floor, one step, then another and the next. She didn’t remember telling herself to move, yet there she was, inching closer to him, swept up in his evergreen scent and the magnetic pull of his eyes and the thin line between danger and death she always found herself straddling. Balancing.

      Yearning for.

      “All of them?” she asked, voice thick with something that sounded annoyingly lusty.

      Get it together, slut muffin!

      Gabriel looked down at her again, towering a full head taller, a wall of muscle and ice. “Within reason, witch.”

      “And who’s judge and jury on what’s reasonable?” Her breasts brushed against his chest, making her nipples ache.

      Gabriel’s nostrils flared, heat gathering between them once more, and she wondered if he was thinking about that moment in the VIP room, just like she was. Remembering the way their bodies had melded together, however briefly. The brush of his lips on her skin, the heat of his touch on her body, two hearts banging against the walls like wild animals.

      He lifted a hand to her hair, looping one of her curls around his finger like he’d done earlier. In a soft, seductive voice that belied the tension in his body, he said, “My intention isn’t to starve you, Jacinda, or keep you in squalor.”

      “Then what is your intention?”

      He closed his eyes. Shook his head. Breathed out her scent as though he needed to be rid of it, his deep exhale tickling her cheeks.
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