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            Chapter One

         

         Kimber Treat, one of only a few necromancers licensed by the county of Summit, Ohio, pushed open the door to the Medical Examiner’s lab. “You’ve got a Lazarus for me?” she asked.
         

         “Yep. Let me get ’im.” The Chief M.E. swung open the heavy metal door of the cooler, went inside, and within a few seconds wheeled a sheet-covered corpse into the room. As he did, Kimber took stock of her surroundings. A stenographer perched on a stool nearby, her machine in front of her, fingers poised over the keys. Two burly security guards stood ready, just in case. When the investigation into a murder ran cold and the cops had nothing else to go on, they called in a necromancer.

         Most of the time the deceased was revived, questions were asked and answered, and the newly revived was put back to his or her eternal rest. But every once in a while the reaction of the deceased to suddenly being cognizant again was confusion that quickly morphed into frenzied panic. The guards were a necessary precaution.

         “You sure you’re ready for this?” Homicide detective Carson Bishop moved to stand next to her. He loosened his tie and flicked open the top button of his white shirt, then shoved his fists into the front pockets of his slacks. He tipped his chin toward the sheet-covered body on the metal gurney the Chief M.E. placed in front of her. “Half his face is gone.”

         She glanced at him then looked at the M.E. “He can talk, though, right? His jaws are intact?”

         The older man nodded. “Yep. Most of the damage is to the upper half of his face.”

         “Then there shouldn’t be a problem. Go ahead.”

         The M.E. folded the sheet down to the collarbones. “Poor fella. This is what taking a gunshot to the face does to ya.”

         Kimber took a bracing breath before she looked down. Dear God. She’d been around a lot of corpses—with her job there was no way around it—but she’d never seen anything quite this bad. Bile rose in her throat. She swallowed it down and backed up a few steps.

         Bishop’s hand came out to steady her. “You okay?”

         She nodded. She had a job to do, and the sooner she did it the sooner she could get out of there. “I’m fine.” She moved forward and rested one hand on the corpse’s shoulder. Her palm tingled. Good. Some vitality remained, which let her know this man had been dead only a couple of days at the most. If he’d been dead longer than that, well… With each day that passed after death, the energy dissipated more and more. Then it took a major blood sacrifice—a goat or several chickens—to reunite the soul with the body for even a few minutes. There was awesome power in pain and blood.

         But with this poor guy, she could summon his soul by using a relatively small amount, so she’d use her own. Then they could find out who had put him in this state. “What’s his name?” she asked.

         The M.E. consulted the file in his hand. “Richard Whitcomb.”

         Kimber wondered who he’d been, what he’d planned to do with his life before someone took it from him. There wouldn’t be time to find out. There would only be time to help him through his initial confusion and find out who killed him, if he even knew.

         She withdrew the knife she kept sheathed at the small of her back. The hilt was a familiar, comforting weight in her hand. After broadening her stance, she sliced across her inner forearm, a long but not very deep cut, just below a faint row of thin scars. Even though the laceration was shallow, she sucked in her breath at the sharp sting. She walked a circle around the gurney, allowing a miniscule amount of her blood to drip on the floor. Once she’d completed her circuit, she stood inside the circle of power and let her blood drip onto the face of the dead man, making sure it covered his mouth before wiping the blade on the sheet. She slid the knife back into its scabbard. She’d make sure to sterilize it once she got home.

         The M.E. handed her a gauze pad and a strip of medical tape. She secured the gauze over her wound and placed her palm on the shoulder of the corpse again. Called by the life essence in her blood, the mists of the netherworld—that shadowy place where all life began and ended—began to stir. So far, so good. Kimber started to chant. “Hear me, Richard Whitcomb. I call you from beyond. I call you to journey from the Unseen to the Seen. By blood and magic I summon you. Arise, Richard. Arise. Come to me now.” She always made sure to use the singular when she summoned someone from the dead. She wanted to make sure she was the only one who controlled them. She’d seen firsthand how horrific a summoning could become when the dearly departed had been brought back by someone using “us” and “we” instead of “me” and “I.”

         She’d never make that mistake again.

         The fine hairs on the back of her neck lifted. The magic of the Unseen rippled. The soul was almost reunited with the body. Just one more push should do it. “Richard, come to me. Arise, Richard. Arise!”

         The palm of her hand tingled where it rested on his shoulder. He was reanimating. “Just a few more minutes,” she murmured.

         A surge of power flowed from the corpse up her arm, the energy of the Unseen coursing through her like an electrical charge, making her wince. What the hell? That wasn’t normal. She could usually feel the Unseen but it had never reached for her like this before.

         Though her instinctive reaction was to shake her hand, she kept it where it was. But she did take a step back, ready to break contact if she needed to, and thereby severing the conduit of her magic with that of the Unseen.

         “Everything okay?” Bishop asked. He took a step closer to the gurney, hand on the gun at his waist, even though she knew that he knew bullets wouldn’t stop this kind of zombie. Only the one who summoned him, through her magic and force of will, could compel an animated corpse to return to his eternal slumber. He could pump this guy full of bullets and as long as Kimber held sway over him, he’d keep right on coming. Headless, armless, legless, he’d keep on trying until the necromancer returned the essence that animated him to the Unseen.
         

         “Yeah. Yes,” she said more forcefully. She had a reputation to uphold. This was a little unusual, but nothing she couldn’t handle. She’d been raising the dead ever since her power had manifested when she hit puberty. Almost twenty years now. Granted, eight of those years she’d been under the guidance of a mentor, but still, she had a lot of experience. More than most.

         And right now she needed to bear down and put that experience to use. She focused her ability and drew on the Unseen. Another strong wave crashed into her but she maintained her contact with the dead man. “Richard Whitcomb, I summon you by blood and magic. Arise!”

         A shudder worked its way through the corpse then pale lids flew open. Or, rather, a pale lid. The eye on the ruined side of his face was gone. Equally pallid lips parted on a groan. His one eye flicked back and forth. Frown lines creased his brow. When Kimber lightly squeezed his shoulder, his gaze skittered to her face.

         “It’s all right,” she soothed. “Richard, you’re safe. You can’t be hurt anymore.”

         His mouth worked but no sound came out. His eye widened and he jerked against the metal table.

         “Richard, it’s all right,” Kimber said again. She’d learned long ago that she needed to keep using the deceased’s name; otherwise they took a much longer time remembering who they were and what they’d been doing right before they died. “Richard, look at me. Focus on me, Richard.”

         His head turned and that filmy blue eye fastened on her. His mouth continued to open and close; only now low, gruff grunts came out.

         “It’s all right,” she whispered. “You’re safe. Be calm.” She felt some of the tension ease from the cold muscle beneath her palm. “That’s it.” She leaned closer. “Your name is Richard Whitcomb. Do you remember?”

         He bobbed his head.

         “Good.” Kimber was aware on some level of the people around her, but she kept her attention on the dead man. He’d been human, once, maybe he still was, and that meant he deserved her respect. And some dignity. She grabbed the sheet just as it started to slide off to one side, and made sure his nudity remained hidden.

         Confusion was still evident in his gaze. She needed to give him time to realize he was dead. Sometimes they got it right away. Sometimes it took a few minutes.

         “Wh…where…”

         When he didn’t go on, she figured he wanted to know where he was. “You’re at the County Medical Examiner’s office.”

         His frown deepened. “H…how…”

         She tightened her lips. He needed to remember how he got here, not have someone tell him. Otherwise he might not recall the details they were looking for.

         “You were shot,” the M.E. volunteered.

         “Doc,” she muttered. She looked at him and shook her head. This wasn’t their first dance with the dead. He should know better.

         “He seems confused. More than normal,” he said. When she merely stared at him, he shrugged. “Sorry.”

         “Sh…shot?” Richard struggled to sit up. Kimber helped him. When the sheet slid to his waist she gave silent thanks that it kept the important bits covered up. She wasn’t a prude, she’d seen naked man parts before, but she wasn’t particularly thrilled about seeing them on a dead guy.

         “What do you remember?” she asked him.

         He gave a slight shake of his head and raised a trembling hand to his face. When he felt the ruin on the right side, he let out a cry.

         “Richard, you’re okay.” Kimber gave another gentle squeeze to his shoulder. “Look at me.” She repeated it until he turned his attention to her. “I won’t let anyone hurt you again, all right?”

         He swallowed. “All right.” He looked down at his fingers and clenched them. “Feel…strange.”

         She couldn’t even imagine how weird it was for him. She didn’t pretend to know. “Tell me what you remember about that night.” She glanced at the stenographer. The woman tipped her chin to acknowledge she was ready.

         A low sigh, almost a moan, came from the zombie. “We fought. We were always fighting. I don’t think we knew how to do anything else.”

         “Who’s we, Richard?” Kimber asked.

         The click-clack of the steno’s keys sounded loud in the otherwise quiet room.

         Kimber leaned closer to the zombie. “Who did you fight with?”

         He looked up. His confusion and sadness twisted into anger. “She did this to me!” He swung his legs over the side of the gurney. “She killed me.”

         It wasn’t out of the ordinary for a murdered person to be outraged upon realizing what had happened. It also wasn’t unusual for them to become physically agitated as a way to work off some of the mental and emotional anguish. Even so, Kimber wanted to keep him as calm as possible. A calm dead man was one who went back to being dead with little effort. “Richard, it’s all right. She can’t hurt you again.”

         His one eye held dark rage. “I know she can’t hurt me anymore. But I sure as hell can fuck her up.”

         Bishop took another step forward. “Kimber…”

         She waved him off, never taking her gaze off Whitcomb. “Richard, I need you to pay attention.” When he ignored her, she lost the soothing tone and made her voice commanding. “Richard Whitcomb, look at me.”

         He looked at her. She saw something move in his gaze, something that felt dark. Evil. Something she’d never seen or felt before at a reanimation. She tried to ignore the sensation that niggled at the back of her mind, that feeling that something was really, really wrong. She had a job to do; she could manage this.

         To re-establish her magical connection, she placed her hand on his shoulder. His skin was still ice cold and dry to the touch. “Richard, who did you fight with? Who shot you?”

         “My unfaithful slut of a wife.” His thin lips pulled back in a gruesome smile. He jumped down off the gurney.

         She tried to ignore the flash of teeth through his ruined cheek as well as the dead man’s junk. “We’ll make sure she pays for her crime,” she promised him. “Now, get back on the gurney and we’ll let you rest.”

         He gave a slow shake of his head. “No. I don’t want to rest. And I don’t need you to make sure of anything. Oh, no.” His chuckle came from a dry throat. “I’ll take care of her, don’t you worry.”

         That response wasn’t all that unusual, either. The need for revenge was a common theme among murder victims.

         Kimber drew upon the Unseen and felt her magic surge within her. “Richard Whitcomb, I command you to lie down.”

         He stared at her. “No.” With a grimace he reached up and gripped her hand. He removed it from his shoulder but held onto it. He looked down at their fingers then began tightening his hand. His head came up and he stared at her from his one eye, malevolent pleasure shining there despite the film of death.

         She winced at his hold. “Richard, let go.”

         “Can you make me, necromancer?”

         That was not his voice. Someone—or something—else spoke through him.
         

         Bishop moved forward. As he reached for Whitcomb, the zombie released Kimber and pushed her into the detective. She and Bishop stumbled back. Richard headed for the door.

         “Whoa, there!” The M.E. grabbed the zombie by one arm and yanked him to a stop. “You’re not goin’ anywhere but into the ground, my man.”

         Whitcomb snarled. He struggled against the doctor’s hold, but the older, portly man clearly had some strength beneath the flab. The two security guards and Bishop jumped in, quickly manhandling the zombie onto the gurney. While they held him, the M.E. strapped him in with duct tape while the stenographer looked on.

         Every once in a while the woman glanced at Kimber. Her eyes showed her fear and distaste over the situation, as well as a certain amount of distrust. Kimber couldn’t blame her—if she’d been at a reanimation and the zombie had run amok, she’d wonder about the necromancer’s skills, too.

         “Kimber, what the hell?” Bishop faced her, his expression making the craggy lines of his face more pronounced. Rioting emotions enhanced the blue in his usually smoky gray eyes. “What just happened?”

         Whitcomb started shouting obscenities and struggling against his bonds of tape. Even though the security guards remained beside him, Kimber kept an eye on him while she answered the detective. “I honestly don’t know. There’s something more inside him than just his soul.”

         Whitcomb’s single-eyed gaze slid to her. “Wouldn’t you like to know what I am, necromancer?” His slow grin sent a shudder through her that she did her best to suppress. He must have seen something, though, because he chuckled. “Not as cool a cucumber as you’d like your friends to think you are, eh?”

         “We have what we need,” Bishop said. “Finish it.”

         “She can’t!” Whitcomb’s shrill laugh bounced off the walls. “Little bitch isn’t powerful enough.”

         “Now, see here…” The M.E. moved closer. “You keep talking like that and I’ll duct tape your mouth.”

         Whitcomb’s eyebrows climbed. He looked from the older man to Kimber and back again. “You got it for her bad, don’t you, doc? She is awfully juicy, I agree.” His gaze shifted to Kimber again. “Bet you’re a hot little slut in bed, aren’t you, necromancer?” He looked at her breasts and then lingered on the juncture of her thighs. “Yeah, baby. That’s one sweet pussy.”

         “That’s it.” The M.E. tore off a piece of tape and reached for the dead man’s mouth.

         Whitcomb lifted his head and sharp teeth snapped down onto the doctor’s hand. The M.E. cried out and jerked his hand away to the sound of the zombie’s maniacal laughter. Kimber saw the drip of blood before the doctor turned and hurried to the hand wash station.

         Kimber put both hands on Whitcomb. Her palms tingled from the supernatural energy animating his body. It surged toward her like before. This time she was prepared and tamped it down with her own magic. She stared into his ruined face and intoned, “Richard Whitcomb, I consign you to the grave. Your soul is released once more to its everlasting journey.”

         He continued to struggle and curse, but there didn’t seem to be as much strength behind his efforts as before.

         “Go to your eternal rest, Richard.” Kimber ignored the curses he flung her way. She focused all her energy on him and felt the tingling in her hands begin to decrease. It was working. She caught sight of the fresh blood tingeing his mouth and realized she could use that. “By blood and magic, I consign you to eternity.”

         The fight went out of him like the strings cut to a marionette. Kimber kept her hands on him a few seconds longer, just to be sure. Once she was certain there was no more magic flowing between them, she withdrew her hands and blew out a breath. Now that she was no longer a magical conduit, exhaustion dragged at her. All she wanted to do was go home and climb into bed. She knew, like always, she’d have nightmares after tapping into the Unseen. She just hoped this time they weren’t worse than normal.

         She looked around the room, meeting the gaze of the other occupants. Forcing gaiety into her voice she said, “Phew! That was something, wasn’t it?”

         The stenographer stared at her with accusation in her eyes then without a word gathered up her machine and left. The two security guards glanced at each other and followed her out. That left Kimber alone with the M.E., Detective Bishop, and the newly re-deceased Richard Whitcomb.

         “That was not normal.” Bishop’s troubled eyes searched hers. “What the hell was that?”
         

         She lifted her hands. “I don’t know.” At his skeptical expression, she insisted, “Bishop, seriously. I have no idea. I’ve never had that happen before.” She glanced at Whitcomb. “But it’s over now, so all’s right with the world. He told you who killed him, so…” She looked at Bishop again. “Go get ’er.”

         He shook his head, but she saw a smile tug at one corner of his mouth. He looked over at the M.E. “Doc? You okay?”

         The doctor waved at him without turning around. “I’m fine, though it’s the first time I’ve been bitten by one of my…patients.”

         It wasn’t the first time a zombie had gone after someone like Whitcomb had the M.E., but it was certainly the first time she’d seen one take a bite out of anyone.

         “Good. I’ll see you later.” Bishop looked down at Kimber. “You look tired. This one really took it out of you.”

         “I’ll be all right.” He was a nice guy, the real deal. Why she couldn’t feel anything romantic for him was beyond her. But then, who had time for romance when there were the dead to raise and put back down? She sent him a smile. “Take care, Bishop.”

         “You, too. Time to go save the world.” He gave her a jaunty two-fingered salute and sauntered out of the room.

         Kimber walked over to the M.E. “Are you sure you’re okay?” She placed one hand on his upper arm.

         He finished taping the gauze wrapped around his hand and held it up. “I’m good to go,” he said. He met her eyes. “This is my own damn fault for getting within biting distance. But, hell, girl, none of ’em’s ever done that before.”

         She shook her head. “No, I’ve never seen it happen, either.” And it had never been as hard to put one back to rest. She needed to talk to another necromancer, or maybe a few, and see if they’d ever experienced something like this. Or was she the lucky one?

         She made sure Whitcomb was really still dead and said her good-byes to the doctor. She grabbed her handbag from the chair by the door and left the room. As she exited the building, she saw a man sitting on the trunk of her twenty-year-old POS that still ran in spite of being held together by hope and rusted bits of metal. The illumination from the pole light she’d parked under gave a glossy sheen to his black hair. When he saw her he slid to his feet.

         Duncan MacDonnough. Vampire prince-wannabe and royal pain in her ass. She’d known him for a couple of years. There’d been an initial, immediate attraction she’d done nothing to fight until the night she’d realized what he was and what that meant for her—that because of him she and her parents had come to the attention of the local vampire queen, and her parents had died.

         After that she’d made sure to keep things friendly but not too friendly, but there had always been a sexual undercurrent flowing between them she couldn’t deny. She knew if she issued an invitation to her bed he’d take her up on it. She just wasn’t overly interested in a relationship where her lover could drain her dry. No matter how sexy he was.

         “Duncan,” she greeted. After the night she’d had she was in no mood to put up with any of his crap.

         “Kimber.” His deep, husky voice rasped across her ears. As usual, his demeanor was solemn. Somber. “I hear you had some trouble tonight.”

         She stopped a few feet away from him and crossed her arms with a scowl. “And how did you hear that?”

         “Bishop.” He rested a lean hip against the back fender of her vehicle. It creaked and she had the hope it wouldn’t fall off. How embarrassing would that be? Duncan added, “We talked briefly when he came out to his car.”

         She frowned. “What, you’ve just been hanging out in the parking lot?”

         One of his dark brows quirked. On anyone else she would have thought it to be a sign of humor. With Duncan… She didn’t think she’d seen him smile more than a handful of times over the years she’d known him. “As a matter of fact… I was not,” he said. “I came to see the doc, but when Bishop told me what happened and said you were on your way out, I thought I’d wait to talk to you out here.”

         “Talk to me about what?”

         “You know about what.”

         She tightened her lips. She was not going to work for him or his queen. There was nothing in the world that would make her join forces with a bunch of bloodsuckers, even if she did regularly spill her own blood on the job. For one, she didn’t trust that none of them would bite her. Second, she didn’t trust that none of them would bite her. Yeah, that whole biting thing they had going on was the overriding reason she refused to work for them.

         She shoved memories of her parents’ dying expressions, agonized and fearful, to the back of her mind. “There’s nothing to talk about,” she muttered and moved forward. “Get off my car.”

         He straightened and let her unlock the door. As she opened it he said, “Maddalene is very determined, Kimber. And very old, which means she’s more powerful than you can know. I’ve never known her to not get what she wants eventually.”

         “Well, then, I guess she’ll finally have to learn what disappointment feels like.” She tossed her purse onto the passenger seat and turned to face Duncan. He was less than six inches away. She gasped and backed up until she bumped into the open car door. She hadn’t heard him move. It was surprise that made her move back, that was all. It certainly wasn’t because he was a hot, sexy beast that made her want to forget about all her misgivings. It had nothing to do with those clear glass-green eyes of his that seemed to see into her soul. Nothing to do with the way the muscles of his shoulders, arms and chest seemed to beckon her to rest within their shelter. Nothing to do with the way his night-black hair beckoned her fingers to twine in its depths.

         He rested a long arm on the roof of her car and bent toward her, effectively caging her in the opening of her car. “Be careful. She won’t put up with this attitude of yours any more than she’ll continue to accept your refusal.” His somber gaze held hers. “She wants your necromancy services, Kimber. She’ll keep coming until you give in.”

         Kimber crossed her arms and tipped her head back so she could look into his handsome face. He had six inches on her in height and outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds, making her feel feminine. Protected, even though he was what he was.

         She looked her fill. Pretty, pretty man with long black eyelashes framing those incredible eyes. Her gaze drifted to his mouth, those sensual lips that tempted her so much. She drew in a bracing breath. It would take more than what he had to make her put herself into harm’s way. As much as she didn’t want to, the memory of her parents’ deaths at the hands of vampires—vampires who had been under Maddalene’s command—that memory kept flashing into her thoughts. It didn’t matter that Duncan had destroyed the ones who’d killed her parents. It was all too little too late. There was no way he would tempt her to forget exactly what he was, what he was capable of.

         Yep, keep telling yourself that, Kimber. Maybe at some point it’ll actually be true. She cleared her throat. “She can’t force me.”
         

         “Can’t she?” He leaned closer until his mouth was a mere inch from hers. “You have no idea what she’s capable of.”

         “Oh, I think I do. I have a scar to prove it, remember? You were there.”

         “And you’ve never forgiven me for not protecting you then.”

         She clenched her teeth. He’d promised no harm would come to her, and she’d believed him. She’d trusted him. Even after Maddalene had given the order to have Kimber’s parents used as vampire bait, Kimber had believed that Duncan would somehow protect her from the bitch queen. He’d kept Maddalene from killing her, but Kimber had a scar that ran from the left side of her throat down her back—a constant reminder of her fight with the vampire race.

         “No, I haven’t,” she said in answer to his claim. In reality, she had, at least intellectually. Emotionally was another matter. It all came down to trust, and she wasn’t sure she could trust him.

         He was so close she could see herself reflected in his eyes. Her pulse pounded in her throat. She resisted the urge to clap her hand over it, though as close as he was she suspected he could hear the increased rhythm of her heart. She couldn’t deny his appeal, and she refused to be ashamed of having a natural reaction of female to male. But she wasn’t going to let him seduce her into doing something she didn’t want to do. “I said no, and I meant no.”

         He stared into her eyes. She didn’t feel him in her head, so she knew he wasn’t trying to use his vampire wiles to influence her. “You need to reconsider,” he said, his breath puffing against her lips as he spoke. “I promise you, this time I will protect you. With my life if need be.” His voice deepened. “I’m telling you this for your own good, Kimber. Reconsider.”
         

         She planted her palms on his chest and pushed him back, aware with some anger that the only reason she was able to budge him was because he allowed it, not because she’d been strong enough. “Is that a threat?” she asked, staring hard at him. She didn’t care if he was faster and stronger than she was. She wasn’t going to let him intimidate her. She made sure her voice was hard and tough. “Are you threatening me?” She almost added “punk” to the end but her sense of self-preservation prevailed.

         Nevertheless, his eyes narrowed at her tone. “No, I’m not. I’m trying to help you.”

         “Help…” She shook her head. Vampires didn’t ordinarily go out of their way to help people, especially people like her, people who held sway over the dead. It made them nervous, she supposed, seeing as how they, too, had been dead once upon a time. They had to have the thought, somewhere in the back of their minds, that maybe, just maybe, she’d be able to control them if she put her mind, and her magic, to it. She hadn’t ever seriously considered doing it, because if she tried and couldn’t, it would be very bad for her. Or if she was successful and then released control—again, it would be very bad for her.

         Tapping into the Unseen wasn’t something she did on a whim. It took a lot out of her, and she nearly always ended up with nightmares for a few nights after. Most other necromancers she knew did, too. No one really knew why, though they assumed it was because of the power they drew upon to reanimate the dead.

         In an effort to sort the mishmash that was her brain at the moment, she closed her eyes for a second. She couldn’t think clearly and look into that gorgeous face. When she lifted her lids again it was in time to see his dark head bend close. Passion flared in his eyes before he hid it by dropping his lashes. Then his lips slanted over hers and she lost her breath. And maybe her mind because, God help her, she liked it. A lot.

         This was the first time he’d followed through on the desire she’d seen reflected in his eyes from the first time they’d met. A reciprocated desire she kept trying to deny to herself. But now, with his kiss, the truth was impossible to refute. His mouth was cool against hers at first, quickly warming from contact with her lips.

         Her eyelids fluttered shut and she leaned into him, wrapping her arms around his waist. Big hands came up and cupped her face, tilting her head to the angle he wanted as he devoured her lips. His tongue glided between her lips to tease and torment. He swallowed her low moan. One hand slid down to her waist, drawing her closer, while the other hand cradled her skull, fingers tangling in her hair.

         Kimber slid her hands around to Duncan’s back. Feeling off-balance, she gripped his shirt to hold on in a world gone topsy-turvy. The feel of his firm flesh beneath the fabric served to heighten the desire she’d denied earlier. Now it flared to new life, setting her heart to pound hard against her ribs and her core to soften.

         He lifted his head and stared into her eyes. Whatever he saw there made him groan. His mouth crashed onto hers again, lips nibbling, rubbing. The hand at her waist moved lower, shaping her buttock, pulling her closer.

         The hard evidence of his desire excited her even further. Moaning softly, she pressed against his erection and skimmed her hands up his chest to hold his head. Silky dark hair slid through her fingers.

         His mouth left hers to travel along her jaw then down her neck. When his lips slid to the pulse point in her throat, she stiffened and pushed him away. God in heaven, what had she been thinking, letting him kiss her? Letting him get close enough to bite. But that was the problem, wasn’t it? She hadn’t been thinking.
         

         “Kimber—”

         “Don’t.” She held up one hand. “Just…don’t.” She was tired and felt like an idiot. Another second and she would’ve let him take her right there against her car. Take her with fangs and cock. She rolled her shoulders and stared at him, feeling like she was a hundred years old. “Anything for your queen, is that it, Duncan?”

         He scowled. Apparently he didn’t like her calling him a prostitute. Too bad. She didn’t appreciate him trying to seduce her so she’d acquiesce to his queen’s demands.

         “I didn’t kiss you because Maddalene wants you to work for her.” His face lightened and he looked at her mouth. “I kissed you because I wanted to. Because I’ve been wanting to taste you, feel those courtesan lips of yours beneath mine.”

         Now who was calling whom a prostitute? “Did you just call me a whore?” She raised her eyebrows. When he appeared to be a bit discomfited and denied her charge, her good humor returned. She was never one to pass up an opportunity to give a vampire a hard time. “I’m certain that ‘courtesan’ is a pretty name for ‘whore’. And if you think I have courtesan lips, then…” She tilted her head to one side and studied him, pointedly waiting for a response.

         “I don’t think you’re a whore,” he finally said. His tone was dry and his expression said touché as clearly as if he’d verbalized it. “I do, however, think you’re a brat.”
         

         She couldn’t hold back her grin. It felt good to finally get this composed, always in control man as off kilter as he got her. Even if it was only for a couple of seconds. “I’ll see you later,” she said and got into her car. She closed the door and cranked down the window. “You can tell your queen that my answer is still no.”

         As she drove away she glanced in her rearview mirror. Duncan was nowhere to be seen. Sneaky bastard. But what else could she expect? He was a vampire, and they were the definition of duplicitous. It was too bad, really. Now that she’d kissed him, she could definitely go back for more. If he weren’t what he was.

         For now they’d play this cat and mouse game and she’d see just how long she could hold out against Maddalene Vanderpool’s demands.
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