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Phone cradled between her shoulder and ear, Ivy Tamwood scooped another chunk of chili up with her fries, leaning over the patterned wax paper so it wouldnt drip onto her desk. Kisten was bitching about something or other, and she wasnt listening, knowing he could go on for half her lunch break before winding down. The guy was nice to wake up to in the afternoon, and a delight to play with before the sun came up, but he talked too much.

Which is why I put up with him, she mused, running her tongue across the inside of her teeth before swallowing. Her world had gone too quickly from alive to silent on that flight back home from California. My God, was it seven years now? It had been unusual to foster a high-blood living vampire child into a sympathetic camarilla, taking her from home and family for her last two years of high school, but Piscary, the master vampire her family looked to, had become too intense in his interest in her before she developed the mental tools to deal with it, and her parents had intervened at some cost, probably saving her sanity.

I could keep Freud in Havana cigars all by my lonesome, Ivy thought, taking another bite of carbs and protein. Twenty-three ought to be far enough away from that scared sixteen-year-old on the sun-drenched tarmac to forget, but even now, after multiple blood and bed partners, a six-year degree in social sciences, and landing an excellent job where she could use her degree, she found her confidence was still tied to the very things that screwed her up.

She missed Skimmer and her reminder that life was more than waiting for it to end so she could get started living. And while Kisten was nothing like her high school roommate, he had filled the gap nicely these last few years.

Smiling wickedly, Ivy gazed through the plate-glass wall that looked out on the floor of open offices. Weight shifting, she crossed her legs at her knees and leaned farther across her desk, imagining just what gap shed like Kisten to fill next.

Damn vampire pheromones, she breathed, and pulled herself straight, not liking where her thoughts took her when she spent too much time in the lower levels of the Inderland Security tower. Working the homicide division of the I.S. got her a real office instead of a desk in the middle of the floor with the peons, but there were too many vampsboth living and undeaddown here for the air circulation to handle.

Kistens tirade about prank phone calls ended abruptly. What do vamp pheromones have to do with humans attacking my pizza delivery crew? he asked in a lousy British accent. It was his newest preoccupation, and one she hoped hed tire of soon.

Rolling her chair closer to her desk, Ivy took a swig of her imported bottled water, eyes askance on the bosss closed door across the large room. Nothing. You want me to pick up anything on the way home? I might be able to wing out of here early. Arts in the office, which means someone died and I have to go to work. Bet you first bite hes going to want to cut my lunch shortshe took another sipand Im going to take it off the end of my day.

No, Kisten said. Danny is doing the shopping today.

One of the perks of living atop a restaurant, she thought, as Kisten started in on a shopping list she didnt care about. Pulling her plate of fries off her desk, she set them on her lap, being careful to not spill anything on her leather pants. The bosss door opened, catching her eye when Art came out, shaking hands with Mrs. Pendleton. Hed been in there a full half hour. There was a stapled pack of paper in his hands, and Ivys pulse quickened. Shed been sitting on her ass going over Arts unsolved homicides for too long. The man had no business being in homicide. Dead did not equal smart.

Unless being smart was in manipulating us into giving the undead our blood. Ivy forced herself to keep eating, thinking the undead targeted their living vampire kin more out of jealousy than maintaining good human relations, as was claimed. Having been born with the vampire virus embedded into her genome, Ivy enjoyed a measure of the undeads strengths without the drawbacks of light fatality and pain from religious artifacts. Though not in line with Arts abilities, her hearing and strength were beyond a humans, and her sense of smell was tuned to the softer flavors of sweat and pheromones. The undeads need for blood had been muted from a biological necessity to a bloodlust that imparted a high like no other when satedaddictive when mixed with sex.


Her gaze went unbidden to Art, and he smiled from across the wide floor as if knowing her thoughts, his steady advance never shifting and the packet of paper in his hand moving like a banner of intent. Appetite gone, she swiveled her chair to put her back to the room. Hey, Kist, she said, interrupting his comments about Dannys recent poor choice of mushrooms, change of plans. By the amount of paperwork, its one of Arts cleanup runs. I wont be home till sunup.

Again?

Again? she mocked, fiddling with a colored pen until she realized it telegraphed her mood and set it down with a sharp tap. God, Kisten. You make it sound like its every night.

Kisten sighed. Leave the paperwork for tomorrow, love. I dont know why you bust your ass so hard. Youre not moving up until you let Artie the Smarty go down on you.

Is that so, she said, feeling her face warm and the chili on her tongue go flat. Tossing her plate to her desk, she forced herself to remain reclining with her booted feet spread wide when what she wanted to do was hit someone. Martial arts meditation had kept her out of civil court until now; self-control was how she defined herself.

You knew the system when you hired in, he coaxed, and Ivy tugged the sleeves to her skintight black pullover from her elbows to her wrists to hide her faint scars. She could feel Art crossing the room, and adrenaline tickled the pit of her stomach. It was a run, she told herself, but she knew Art was the reason for the stir in her, not the chance to get out of the office.

Why do you think I wanted to work with Piscary instead of the I.S.? Kisten was saying, words she had heard too many times before. Give him what he wants. I dont care. He laughed. Hell, it might be nice having you come home wanting to watch a movie instead of ready to drain me.

Reaching to her desk, she finished her water, wiping the corner of her mouth with a careful pinky. She had known the politicshell, she had grown up in thembut that didnt mean she had to like the society she was forced to work within. She had watched it end her mothers life, watched it now eat her father away, killing him little by little. It was the only path open to her. And she was good at it. Very good at it. Thats what bothered her the most.

She stiffened when Art fixed his brown eyes to the back of her neck. Undead vamps had been looking at her since she had turned fourteen; she knew the feeling. I thought you stuck with Piscary because of his dental plan, she said sarcastically. His dentals in your neck.

Ha, ha. Very funny, Kisten said, his good humor doing nothing to ease her agitation.

I like what I do, she said, putting a hand up against the knock on her open door. She didnt turn, smelling the stimulating, erotic scent of undead vampire in her doorway. Im damn good at it, she added to remind Art she was the reason they had pulled his murder-solved ratio up the last six months. At least Im not delivering pizzas for a living.

Ivy, thats not fair.

It was a low blow, but Art was watching her, and that would unnerve anyone. After six months of working with her, he had picked up on all her idiosyncrasies, learning by reading her pulse and breathing patterns exactly what would set her rush flowing. He had been using the information to his advantage lately, making her life hell. It wasnt that he wasnt attractiveGod, they all werebut he had been working the same desk for over thirty years. His lack of ambition didnt make her eager to jump his jugular, and being coaxed into something by way of her instincts when her thoughts said no left a bad taste in her mouth.

Even worse, she had realized after the first time she had come home hungering for blood and finding Piscary waiting for her that the master vampire had probably arranged the partnership knowing shed resistand Art would insistthe end result being shed be hungry for a little decompression when she got home. The sad thing was she wasnt sure if she was resisting Art because she didnt like him or because she got off on the anticipation of not knowing if it would be Piscary, Kisten, or both that shed be calming herself with.

But her weakness was no reason to bark at Kisten. Sorry, she said into the hurt silence.

Kistens voice was soft, forgiving, since he knew Art was playing hard on her. You gotta go, love? he asked in that lame accent. Who was he trying to be, anyway?

Yeah. Kisten was silent, and she added, See you tonight, that curious tightening in her throat and the need to physically touch someone settling more firmly inside her. It was the first stage of a full-blown bloodlust, and whether it stemmed from Kisten or Art didnt matter. Art would be the one trying to capitalize on it.

Bye, Kisten replied tightly, and the phone clicked off. He said it didnt bother him, but he was alive as she was, with the same emotions and jealousy they all had. That he was so understanding of the choices she had to make made it even worse. She often felt they were like children in a warped family where love had been perverted by sex, and the easiest way to survive was to submit. Her invisible manacles had been created by her very cells and hardened by manipulation. And she didnt know if she would remove them if she could.

Ivy watched her pale fingers as she set the phone down. Not a tremor showed. Not a hint of her rising agitation. That was how she kept them awayplacid, quiet, no emotiona skill learned while working summers at Pizza Piscarys. She had learned it so well that only Skimmer knew who she really wanted to be, though she loved Kisten enough to show him glimpses.

Carefully removing all emotion from her face, she swiveled her chair, boot tips trailing along the faded carpet. Art was standing to take up half her doorway, with a packet of stapled paper in his long fingers. Clearly they had a run. By the amount of paperwork, it couldnt be pressing. Probably cleanup from before she became his partner and started following behind him with her dust broom and pan.

Im eating, she said, as if it wasnt obvious. Can it wait a friggin ten minutes?

The dead vampireat least fifty years her senior on paper, her contemporary by appearancesinclined his head in a practiced motion to convey a sly sophistication mixed with a healthy dose of sex appeal. Soft black curls fell to frame his brown eyes, holding her attention. His small, boyish features and his tight ass made him look like a member of a boy band. He had the same amount of personality, too, unless he made an effort. But God, he smelled good, his aroma mixing with hers to set in play a series of chemical reactions that whipped her blood and sexual libido high. Ill wait, he said, smiling.


Oh joy. Hed wait. Arts practiced voice sent a trail of anticipation down her back to settle at the base of her spine. Damn it all to hell, he was hungry. Or maybe he was bored. Hed wait. Hed been waiting six months, learning the best way to manipulate her. And she knew shed more than enjoy herself if she let him.

Bloodlust in living vampires was tied to their sex drive, an evolutionary adaptation helping ensure an undead vampire would have a willing blood supply to keep him or her sane. Being bidden for blood imparted a sexual high; the older and more experienced the vampire, the better the rush, the ultimate, of course, being blood-bidden by a powerful undead undead.

Art had been dead for four decades, having passed the tricky thirty-year ceiling where most undead vampires failed to keep themselves mentally intact and walked into the sun. Why Art was still working was a mystery. He must need the money since he certainly wasnt good at his job.

The vampire breathed deeply as he stood on her threshold, pulling in her mood the way she inhaled a rare fragrance. Sensing her rising agitation, Art rocked into motion, rounding her desk and easing himself down in her leather office chair in the corner. Her face blanked as her pulse quickened. Art was the only person to ever sit there. Most people respected her attempts to avoid office friendshipsif her sharp sarcasm and outright ignoring them werent enough. But then, Art didnt like her for her personality but for the reputation he had yet to get a taste of.

Eyes on her immaculate desk, Ivy exhaled. He was dead, and she was alive. They were both vampires driven by blood: she sexually, he for survival. A match made in heavenor hell.


Art reclined, smiling, with his long legs crossed and an ankle on one knee, managing to look powerful and relaxed at the same time. He brushed his hair back, trailing his fingers suggestively across his face kept at a clean-shaven tidiness as he tried to blend in with the younger crowd who would be more receptive to what he offered.

A shiver of anticipation rose through her. It didnt make any difference that it came from Art pumping the air full of pheromones rather than true interest. The desire to satiate herself was as much a part of her as breathing. Inescapable. Why not get it over with? The gossip was because she was resisting, not because it was expected. And that was why he sat there in his expensive slacks and shirt with his two-hundred-dollar shoes and that confident bad-boy smile. The dead could afford to be patient.

Tying off some of your loose ends? she said dryly, glancing at the packet of papers and leaning back. She wanted to cross her arms over her chest, but instead put her boot heels up on the corner of her desk. Confident. She was in control of herself and her desires. Art could turn her into a pliant supplicant if he bespelled her, but that was cheating, and he would lose more than face, hed lose the respect of every vamp in the tower. He had to bid for her blood. Playing on her bloodlust was expected, but bespelling her would piss Piscary off. She wasnt a human to be taken advantage of and the paperwork adjusted. She was the last living Tamwood vampire, and that demanded respect, especially from him.

Homicide, he said, his teeth a white flash against his dark skin that hadnt seen the sun in decades. We can get there before the photographer if youre done with yourlunch.

She allowed a sliver of her surprise to show. A homicide wouldnt come with that much information. Not anymore. She had pulled their solved ratio high enough that they were often among the first on the scene. Which meant theyd get an address, not a file. As her eyes returned to the papers he had set over his crotch, he moved them so she was looking right where he wanted her to. Irritation flickered over her. Her eyes rose to meet his gaze, and his smile widened to show a glimpse of teasing fang.

This? he said, standing in a graceful motion too fast for a human. This is your six-month evaluation. Ready to go? Its clear across the bridge in the Hollows.

Ivy stood, part habit and part worry. Her work had been textbook exemplary. Art didnt want her moving up the ladder and out from under him, but the worst scenario would be a reprimand, and she hadnt done anything to warrant that. Actually the worst would be that hed give her a shitty review and shed be stuck here another six months.

Her job in homicide was a short stop on the way to where she belonged in upper management, where her mother had been and where Piscary wanted her to be. She had expected to be on this floor for six months, maybe a year, working with Art until her honed skills pulled her into the Arcane Division, and then to management, and finally a lower-basement office. Thank God her money and schooling let her skip the grunt position of runner. Runners were the lowest in the I.S. tower, the cops on the corner giving traffic tickets. Starting there would have put her back a good five years.

Confident and suave, Art brushed by her, his hand trailing across the upper part of her back in a professional show of familiarity that no one could find fault with as he guided her out of her office. Lets take my car, he said, plucking her purse and coat from behind her door and giving them to her. A jingle of metal pulled her hand up in anticipation, and she caught his keys as he dropped them into her waiting palm. You drive.

Ivy said nothing, her faint bloodlust evaporating in concern. That he was pleased with her evaluation meant she wouldnt be. Arms swinging as if unconcerned, she walked beside him to the elevators, finding herself in the unusual position of meeting the faces of the few people eating at their desks. She hadnt made friends, so instead of sympathy, she found a mocking satisfaction.

Her tension rose, and she kept her breathing to a measured pace to force her pulse to slow. Whatever Art had scrawled on her evaluation was going to keep her hereher family name and money had pulled her as far as they could. Unless she played office politics, this was where she was going to stay. With Art? The luscious-smelling, drop-dead gorgeous, but lackluster Art?

Well, screw that, she whispered, feeling her blood rise to her skin and her mind shift into overdrive. That was not going to happen. She would work so well and so hard that Piscary would talk to Mrs. Pendleton and get her out of here and where she belonged.

Thats the idea, Art murmured, hearing only her words, not her thoughts. But Piscary wasnt going to help her. The bastard was enjoying the side benefits of her coming home frustrated and hungry from Arts attempts at seducing her blood. If she couldnt handle this alone, then she deserved the humiliation of picking up after Art the rest of her life.

They halted at the twin sets of elevators in the wide hallway. Ivy stood with her hip cocked, frustrated and listening to the soft conversation filtering in from the nearby offices. Art was attractivemore so given the pheromones, God help herbut she didnt respect him, and letting her instincts rule her conscious thought, even to move ahead, sounded like failure to her.

Leaning closer than necessary, Art pushed the UP button. His scent rolled over her, and while fighting the pure pleasure, she watched his eyes go to the heavy clock above the doors to check that the sun was down. She could feel his confidence that the sun would rise with him getting his way, and it pissed her off.

Her booted foot tapped, and her image in the double silver doors did the same. Behind her, Arts reflection watched her with a knowing slant to his pretty-boy features. He was an ass. A sexy, powerful, conceited, ass. Because of who she was, it was assumed that she would rise in status by way of her blood, not her skills or knowledge. It was how business was done if you were a vampire. Always had been. Always would be. There were papers to sign and legalities to observe when a vamp set his or her sights on anyone other than another vampire, but having been born into it, she fell under rules older than human or Inderland law. That she had been conditioned to enjoy giving her blood to another left her feeling like a whore if it ended with her being alone. And she knew it would with Art.

As her mother had said, the only way out was to give them what they wanted, to sell herself and keep selling until she reached the top where no one would have a claim on her. If she did this, she would be promoted out from under Art and someone a little smarter and more depraved would be her new partner. Everyone would want a taste of her on her way up. God, she might as well break off her fangs and become an unclaimed shadow. But she had grown up with Piscary and found that the more powerful and older the vampire, the more subtle the manipulation, until it could be confused with love.

Taking a slow breath, she touched the ponytail she had put her hair in this afternoon, pulling the band out and shaking the black waist-length hair free. It and her brown eyes were from her mother. Her six-foot height and pale skin she got from her father. Accenting her Asian heritage was an oval face, heart-shaped mouth, thin eyebrows, and a leggy body toned by martial arts. No piercings apart from her ears and a belly button ring Skimmer had sweet-talked her into while high on Brimstone after finals, kept as a reminder. Twenty-three, and already tired of life.

Art was gazing at her reflection beside his, and his eyes flashed black when she melted her posture from annoyed to sultry. God, she hated thisbut she was going to enjoy it, too. What the hell was wrong with her?

Pulling away from Art, she set her back casually against the wall and put one foot behind her, balancing it on a toe as they waited for the lift. Youre a fool if you think Im going to let an evaluation keep me in this crappy job, she said, not caring if the people in earshot heard. They probably had a pool going as to where and when hed break her skin.

Art moved with an affected slowness, eyes pupil-black. He knew he had her; this was foreplay. Her eyes closed when he placed the flat of his arm beside her head, leaning to whisper in her ear, I like you following behind me, tying off my loose ends. Picking up my slack. Doing mypaperwork.

He smelled like leaf ash, dusky and thick, and the scent went right to the primitive part of her brain and flicked a switch. Her breath caught, then came fast. She hesitated, then with a feeling of self-loathing she knew would fade and return like the sun, she breathed deeply, bringing his scent deep inside, coating her dislike for him with the sweet promise of blood ecstasy, silencing her desire to avoid him with the quick, bitter lust for blood. She knew what she was doing. She knew she would enjoy it. Sometimes, she wondered why she agonized over it. Kisten didnt.

Letting his keys drop to the carpet with her coat and purse, she curled an arm around his neck and pulled him close, an inviting sound lifting through her, realigning her thoughts, shutting down her reasoning to protect her sanity. What do you want to change my evaluation?

She sensed more than saw his smile widen as she leaned forward. His earlobe was warm when she put her lips on it, sucking with just a hint of pressure from her teeth. He slid his fingers along her collarbone to rest atop her shoulder, easing his fingers under her shirt. Eyes closing at the growing warmth, her muscles tensed. He exhaled against her, a soft promise to bring her to life with an exquisite need, then satisfy it savagely.

The elevator dinged and slid open, but neither of them moved. Art breathed deeply when the doors closed, an almost subliminal growl that touched the pit of her soul. Your paperwork is above reproach, he said, his fingers moving to grip the back of her neck.

A jolt of blood-passion lit through her. Without thought, she jerked him forward into her, spinning them until Arts back hit the wall where hers had been. Breath fast, she met his hunger-laced eyes with her own. She felt her jaw tighten and knew her eyes had dilated. Why had she put this off? It was going to be glorious. What did she care if she respected him? Like he respected her? Like any of them did?

And my investigative skills are phenomenal, she said, maneuvering a long leg between his and hooking her foot behind his shoe, tugging until their hips touched. Adrenaline zinged, promising more.

Art smiled, showing his longer canines that death had given him. Hers were short by comparison, but they were more than sharp enough to get the job done. Undead vamps loved them. She likened it to how a sexual pervert loved children. True, he said, but your interpersonal skills suck. His smile widened. More accurately, you dont.

Ivy chuckled low, deep, and honestly. I do my job, Artie.

The vampire pushed from the elevator, and together they found the opposite wall. Ivys jaw clenched as he tried to physically manipulate her, making her feel as if she was moving on animal instinct. She had been putting this off so long that it might last all night if she let it.

This isnt about your job, Art said, his fingers tracing the trails he wanted his lips to follow, but there was a strict policy against bloodletting in the tower. She could tease and flirt, drive him crazy, let him drive her to the brink, but no blood. Until later.

Its about putting your time in, he continued, and Ivy shivered when his lips touched her neck. God help her, hed found an old scar. Pulse hard and fast, she pushed him away and around again so he was between her and the wall. He let her do it.

I am putting my time in. Ivy put a hand to his shoulder and shoved him back. He hit the wall with a thump, black eyes glinting from behind his black curls. What is my evaluation going to say, Mr. Artie? She leaned into his neck, taking a fold of skin between her lips and tugging. Her eyes closed, and as her own bloodlust pulsed through her, she forgot that they were standing in the elevator hallway, deep underground, amid the hum of circulation fans and electric-lit black.

Art rode the feeling she knew she was instilling in him, letting it grow. He had been dead long enough to have gained the restraint to string the foreplay out to their limits. Youre argumentative, closed, and refuse to work in a team environment, he said, his voice husky.

Oh She pouted, gripping the hair at the base of his scalp hard enough to hurt. Im not bad, Mr. Artie. Im a good little girlwhen properly motivated.

Her voice had an artful lilt, playful yet domineering, and he responded with a low sound. The bound heat in it hit her, and her fingers released. She had found his limit.

He moved so quickly, she sensed more than saw the motion. His hand abruptly covered hers, forcing her fingers back among the black ringlets at his neck and making them close about them again. Your evaluation is subjective, he said, his eyes stopping her breath as time balanced. I decide if youre promoted. Piscary said youd be a worthwhile hunt, pull me up in the I.S. hierarchy as you resisted, but that youd give in and Id have a better job and a taste of you.

At that, Ivy paused, jealousy clouding her. Art was conceited enough to believe Piscary was giving her to him when the truth was Piscary was using Art to manipulate her. It was a compliment in a backward way, and she despised herself for loving Piscary all the more, craving the master vampires attention and favor even as she hated him for it.

I am giving in, she said, anger joining her bloodlust. It was a potent mix most vamps craved. And here she was, giving it to him. The only thing they liked more was the taste of fear.

But Arts domineering smile surprised her. No, he admonished, using his undead strength to force her back to the elevators. Her back hit hard, and she inhaled to catch her breath. Its not that easy anymore, he said. Six months ago, you could have gotten away with a nip and a new scar I could brag about, but not now. I want to know why Piscary indulges you beyond belief the way he does. I want everything, Ivy. I want your blood and your body. Or you dont move from that shitty little office without dragging me with you.

Fear, unusual and shocking, trickled through her and gripped her heart. Art sensed it, and he sucked in air. God yes, he moaned, his fingers jerking in a spasm. Give this to me

Ivy felt her face go cold, and she tried to push Art off her, failing. Blood she could give, but her blood and body both? She had flirted with insanity the year Piscary had called her to him, breaking her, lifting her to glorious heights of passion her young body could scarcely contain before dropping her soul to the basest of levels to pay for it, to make her kneel for more and do anything to please him. She knew it had been a studied manipulation, one practiced on her mother, and her grandmother, and her great-grandmother before that until he was so good at it that the victim wept for the abuse. But that didnt stop her from wanting it.

True to his word, she got as good as she gave. And she almost killed herself from the highs and lows as Piscary carefully built within her an addiction to the euphoria of sharing blood, warping it, mixing it with her need for love and her craving for acceptance. He had molded her into a savagely passionate blood partner, rich in the exotic tastes that evolve in mixing the deeper emotions of love and guilt with something that, at its basest, was a savage act. That he had done it only to make her blood sweeter didnt matter. It was who she was, and a guilty part of herself gloried in the abandonment she allowed herself there that she denied herself everywhere else.

She had survived by creating the lie that sharing blood was meaningless unless mixed with sex, whereupon it became a way to show someone you loved him or her. She knew that the two were so mixed up in her mind she couldnt separate them, but she had always been in a position to choose who she would share herself with, avoiding the realization that her sanity hung on a lie. But now?

Her eyes fixed on Arts black orbs, taking in his mocking satisfaction and checked bloodlust. He would be an exquisite rush, both beautiful and skilled. He would let her burn, make her weep for his pull upon her, and in return she would give him everything he craved to find and moreand she would wake alone and used, not cradled among sheltering arms that forgave her for her warped needs, even if that forgiveness was born in yet more manipulation.

Jaw clenching, she shoved Art away and moved to get her back from the wall. He fell back a step, surprised.

She did not want to do this. She had protected herself with the lie that blood was just blood, and had been prepared for the mental pain of whoring that much of herself. But Art wanted to mix blood with her body. It would touch too closely to the truth to keep the lie that held her intact. She couldnt do it.

Arts lust shifted to anger, an emotion that crossed into death where compassion couldnt. Why dont you like me? he questioned bitterly, jerking her to him. Im not enough?

Ivys pulse hammered as they stood before the elevators, and she cursed herself for her lack of control. He was enough. He was more than enough to satisfy her hunger, but she had a soul to satisfy, too. You have no ambition, she whispered, instincts pulling her into his warmth even as her mind screamed no. Arts jaw trembled, and his heady scent sang through her, starting a war within her. What if she couldnt find a way past this? She had always been able to avoid a test between her instinct and willpower by walking away, but here that wasnt an option.

Then you arent looking deep enough. Art gripped her shoulder until it hurt. Either I get a taste of why Piscary indulges you, or you take me up with you, promotion by promotion. I dont care, Ivy girl.

Dont call me that, she said, fear mixing with the sexual heat he was pulling from her. Piscary called her that, the bastard. If she gave in, it would start her on the fast track at work but kill what kept her sane. And if she held to her lie and refused, Art had her doing his dirty work.

Arts smile became domineering as he saw her realize the trap. That Piscary had probably arranged the situation to test her resolve only made her love the master vampire more. She was warped. She was warped and lost.

But her very familiarity with the system she had been born into would save her. As she stilled her panic, her mind started to work, and a wicked smile curled the corner of her lips. You forgot something, Art, she said, tension falling from her as she faked passivity and hung in his grip. If you break my skin without my permission, Piscary will have you staked.

All she had to do was best her hunger. She could do that.

He gripped her tighter, his fingers pressing into her neck where the visible scars of Piscarys claim had been hidden with surgery. The scars were gone, but the potent mix of neuron stimulators and receptor mutagens remained. Piscary had claimed her, sensitized her entire body so that only he could make it resonate to past passions with just his thoughts and pheromones, but she still felt a spike of desire dive to her groin at the thought of Arts teeth sinking cleanly into her. She had to get away from him before her bloodlust took over.

You knew that, didnt you? she mocked, her skin tingling.

Youll enjoy it, he breathed, and the tingles spun into heat. When Im done with you, youll beg for more. Why would you care who bit who first?

Because I like to say no, she said, finding it difficult to keep from running her fingernail hard down his neck to bring him alive with desire. She could do it. She knew exactly how exhilarating the feeling of domination and utter control over a monster like him would feel. Her fear was gone, and without it, the bloodlust returned all the harder. You take my blood without my acquiescence, and Ill get you bumped down to runner, she said. You can coerce, you can threaten, you can slice your wrist and bleed on my lips, but if you take my blood without me saying yes, then youlose. She leaned forward until her lips were almost touching his. And I win, she finished, pulse fast and aching for him to run his hand against her skin.

He pushed her away. Ivy caught her balance easily, laughing.

Piscary said youd resist, he said, his eyes black and tension making his posture both threatening and attractive.

God, the things she could do with this one, she thought in spite of herself. Piscary is right, she said, cocking her hip and running her hand provocatively down it. Youre in over your head, Art. I like saying no, and Im going to drive you into taking me without my permission, and then? She smiled, coming close and curling her arms about his neck and playing with the tips of his curly hair.

Eyes black with hunger, Art smiled, taking her fingers in hers and kissing the tips. The hint of teeth against her skin brought a shiver through her, and her fingers trembled in his grip. Good, he said, voice husky. The next six months are going to be pure hell.

Instinct rose and gathered. Licking her lips, she pushed him from her. Youve no idea.

He retreated to the wall beside the elevator. With a friendly ding, the elevator door opened as he bumped the call button. He stepped into the elevator, still wearing that shit-grin. Coming? he mocked, looking too damn good to resist in the back of the elevator.

Feeling the pull, she swooped for his keys beside her purse. Her pulse was faster than she liked, and she felt wire-tight from hunger thrumming through her. Damn it, it was only nine. How was she going to get to the end of her shift without taking advantage of the mail boy?

Im taking my cycle, she said, throwing his keys at him. Ill meet you there. Better put your caps on. I want out of this crappy job, and Id say youve got a week. You wont be able to resist once I put my mind to it.

Art laughed, ducking his head. Im older than you think, Ivy. Youll be begging me to sink my teeth by Friday.

The door closed and the elevator rose to the parking garage. Ivy felt her eyes return to normal as the circulation fans pulled away the pheromones they had both been giving off. One week, and shed be out from under him. One week, and shed be moving to where she belonged.

One week, and Ill have that bastard taking advantage of me, she whispered, wondering if at the end of it, she would be counted the winner.
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