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THE FORMAL ADMISSION letter for the Blood Authority Training Center in Denver was vague as hell. I had no idea what to pack, and my frayed nerves weren’t helping. Dialing up my diva sister in Hollywood to ask for advice probably hadn’t been the best idea either. 

“Don’t forget moisturizer,” Laura snapped. “That altitude is horrible for your skin. Oh! What about a bathing suit?”

“It’s boot camp for vamps, not a vacation,” I said.

“Hey, they might want you to do some swimming exercises. You never know.”

I snorted and cradled my cell phone between my ear and shoulder so I could rummage through my duffel bag. So far, I was working with underwear, socks, and basic toiletries. The police academy had provided a dress code and gear list. Without that, I had no idea what was expected—and I certainly wasn’t going to call Roman to find out.

Laura sighed in my ear. “Dumb question, but I’ll ask it anyway. You’re bringing blackout curtains for the hotel you stop at halfway, right?”

“Of course,” I said a little too quickly, my voice hitching an octave. 

“Don’t even think about asking Max to drive all the way through.”

“I won’t.”

“That’s stupid dangerous,” she went on, ignoring me entirely. “If you get into an accident—hell, if you’re involved in a fender bender—you’re up in flames.”

“I said I won’t, okay?” I huffed and snatched a pen and notepad off my night table, scribbling curtains down on the packing list. 

Above the curtains, Mandy’s chicken scratch detailed a dozen junk food items she’d insisted were essential to any proper road trip. And above that, Collins’ typewriter-perfect print nailed down most of the important stuff: jumper cables, flares, flashlights with fresh batteries, survival blankets, extra water, a bag of oranges, pop-top beans, iron supplements, and a first aid kit. I was betting Collins had already gathered most of this stuff. And he’d probably packed his bags a week ago. At least one of us had it together.

“How’s filming?” I asked Laura. Her heavy sigh almost made me regret changing the subject.

“David hired a writer from one of the teenybopper shows. I feel like I’ve been recast as a grandmother.”

I smirked, feeling slightly smug that I had at least one thing going for me that Laura was jealous of. Eternal youth. In twenty years, she’d be touching up grays and getting Botox. Of course, I couldn’t allow myself to think any further ahead than that. It was too depressing.

“And I don’t have a single sex scene this season,” Laura continued. She prattled on about the crappy set lighting and the heavy-handed makeup department, while I packed yoga pants and tank tops. I added a few long-sleeved tee shirts, wondering if any of this training would take place outside.

“So,” I said once Laura ran out of things to complain about. “Are you still happy that you moved back?”

She huffed. “Yes. The constant sunshine, beaches, and adoring fans make all this crap worthwhile, I suppose. But I do miss you. Mandy even,” she added.

I grinned. “We miss you, too.”

We said our goodbyes, and I went to fish my bathing suit out of the back of my closet. Maybe Laura was right about the swimming exercises. Her guess was as good as mine.

As I hauled my packed duffel bag into the living room, the doorbell rang. Mandy had left earlier to say goodbye to Serena, but she had a key now. And Collins had a romantic evening planned with his husband for our last night in the city. Vin’s shift at the morgue wasn’t over for a few hours either. I was out of guesses. 

My hand went to the holster at my hip, fingers curling around the grip of my Glock as I neared the front door. After the break-in a few weeks ago, I never went anywhere unarmed—not even within my own home.

I held my breath as I glanced through the peephole on the front door. Roman Knight stood under the pale glow of the porch light. If not for his alarmingly blue eyes and white hair, I would have second-guessed his presence. He was in jeans and a gray, button-down shirt. His civilian clothes, I realized.

The last time I’d seen Roman had been at the Duke of House Lilith’s manor in Ladue. That had been a few weeks ago, but it felt like ages. I’d expected him to visit or call me afterward, but when he hadn’t, I suspected he was brooding over the duke admitting my blood harem and me into the training program. 

The shame and wounded pride I felt from our most recent mishap had kept me from reaching out to him. I’d saved his life with my blood. That he’d been ungrateful was a massive understatement. 

The way Roman saw it, I had deprived him of the opportunity to become a vampire fifty years sooner than his contract with Blood Vice stated. I’d strangled him within the one loophole he was allowed. And he hated me for it—a devastating blow to the torch I carried for him.

If that weren’t enough to fuel my guilt, Roman had also put his career on the line to keep me from being sentenced to death by the very authority I was prepared to train with. That secret had the potential to end us both now. 

I knew he had hoped I would be easy to sweep under the rug. That I’d be some quiet, good deed he could pat himself on the back for whenever he was forced to slay some other sireless vampling on the duke’s orders. I guess I was just too ambitious to go gentle into that good night.

The corners of Roman’s mouth drew down as he impatiently pushed the doorbell again, and I noticed a briefcase in his opposite hand. I released my held breath and unlocked the door, pulling it open as if ripping off a bandage.

We stood there, staring at each other in silence for a long moment. I didn’t know what to say to him, and he was clearly struggling to find words, too.

“Can I come in?” he finally asked. 

I nodded stiffly and took a step back, opening a path for him. Roman pressed his lips together and took a deep breath through his nose before crossing my threshold, his shoulders squared and chin held high. I watched his throat bob as I closed the door behind him.

The living room felt too casual and intimate, especially with Mandy’s half-folded basket of laundry strewn over the sofa, so I led Roman into the kitchen instead. I waved a hand at the stools along the breakfast bar, silently offering him a seat before circling the counter and facing him from the opposite side. The buffer seemed to put us both more at ease.

“What’s the occasion?” I asked, pushing my tangle of blond hair over my shoulder. Roman’s eyes dropped to my chest, and I remembered that I was still wearing the lace-trimmed tank top I’d worn to bed. Sans bra. I folded my arms over my breasts as his eyes darted down to my bare legs stretched out beneath a pair of cotton shorts. My skin flushed at the attention. 

Roman set his briefcase on the countertop. His thumbs made short work of the combination lock, and the leather box sprang open, revealing several manila envelopes. He removed them and dug a fingernail under the dark lining along the bottom of the case. A hidden compartment popped open, and from it, he retrieved a tiny, plastic box containing a micro SD card.

“Is your cell phone password protected? Are you able to listen to classified files on it?” he asked, sliding the box with the chip across the counter toward me.

I frowned but gave him a quick nod. “What is this?”

Roman took another deep breath and blinked up at me. I wondered how long he had been dreading this meeting.

“Can you tell me your sire’s name?” he asked flatly.

I felt my cheeks warm, even though I’d been practicing. “Pablo Zajalvo,” I answered.

“And what do you know about him?”

“He immigrated to the States from Spain ten years ago.”

Roman raised an eyebrow. “What’s the name of his village in Spain?”

“You never told me.” I refrained from snorting at him. “Is that what’s on this chip?”

“Among other things.” Roman looked away from me as he tucked the manila folders back inside his briefcase. “You’re not ready for Blood Vice. Not by a long shot.” He scoffed, but the sound was more disappointed than patronizing. “I wasn’t able to talk any sense into you before. That chip is all the help I have to offer on such short notice.”

“Thank you.” I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially since I hadn’t expected Roman to come bearing gifts in the first place. 

He cleared his throat and rolled a thumb over the dials on the case, locking it. “When do you leave?” he asked.

“Tomorrow evening, as soon as I rise.”

Roman nodded and cleared his throat again before tugging at the cuffs of his shirt. He couldn’t seem to make eye contact with me for more than a second or two. It was unnerving, and I wasn’t sure if his discomfort stemmed from guilt—like my own uneasiness—or from something else.

Sharing blood was disconcertingly invasive. Like walking in on someone while they were naked. Or bumping into them and grazing their crotch with your hand. It was awkward and sometimes unintentionally intimate, especially in a life-or-death situation. I remembered the conflicted feelings I’d had after Roman saved my life...and now I imagined he was riding that same roller coaster.

“Any final words of wisdom?” I asked, trying to fill the looming silence.

“Don’t share anything with anyone that you don’t have to,” he said. “Don’t try to make friends.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Is that advice working out well for you?”

“I’m serious.” A muscle in his jaw feathered, and his gaze met mine. “The other cadets will be more experienced and conniving. They’ll use anything you give them to gain an advantage. This isn’t like the police academy, Jenna. And it’s no Quantico either. The bat cave might sound like a cute nickname, but I assure you, it’s like nothing you’ve experienced. Be careful.”

I swallowed a scathing remark and nodded, trying to push past the tension to find some sliver of gratitude. Roman was trying to help. He didn’t have to. I could cut him some slack for his effort—even if it was at least half-inspired by self-preservation.

“I’ll be careful,” I said. “Thanks.” I held up the plastic box with the memory card.

“Don’t mention it. To anyone,” he added, confirming the literal sense of his reply.

Roman pulled the briefcase off the counter and turned for the living room. I followed him to the front door, keeping a comfortable distance between us. His cocoa butter and grass scent tended to overwhelm me whenever I got too close, and I wondered what he would smell like once fall and winter set in. It was ridiculous, but I was looking forward to finding out once I returned from Denver.

Out on my front porch, Roman turned to face me. “There’s a bed and breakfast halfway between here and Denver,” he said, blanching as if he weren’t really sure he wanted to share the information. “It’s just past Salina, Kansas. They cater to your kind. The Cottage Crypt.” At my raised eyebrow he added, “Vanessa and I stayed there on our way to St. Louis.”

“I’ll check it out.”

Roman dipped his head in a final farewell nod before descending the porch steps and cutting across the dark lawn toward his SUV. As I watched him pull away from the curb, I tugged my cell phone out of the waistband of my shorts, eager to investigate what was on the chip.

Hopefully, something more useful than a bathing suit or jumper cables.

* * * * *
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“OUCH!” I JERKED MY arm away from Vin and grimaced as I rubbed the angry welt forming in the bend of my elbow. “Just because I heal faster, doesn’t mean that hurts any less,” I snapped, leaning away as Vin reached for me.

“Sorry.” He bit his bottom lip and gave me a pained smile. “Your quick healing is part of the problem. I have to push the needle in deeper just to keep the blood flowing long enough to fill one of these.” He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and shook a tube of my dark blood before slipping it inside an insulated lunch bag where he’d stashed five more just like it.

In the past, he’d drawn two at most. But since I would be in Denver for the next three months, he’d requested more. My conscience was taking a beating for it—along with my elbows.

Once I became an official Blood Vice agent, I would be expected to arrest vampires who supplied human doctors or scientists with their blood for study and experimentation. I felt like a total hypocrite, and I knew that this part of my relationship with Vin would have to come to an end soon. 

I should have cut him off a long time ago, but I’d let guilt cripple my morals. Guilt over the fact that I couldn’t offer him a normal relationship. We would never have a nice meal together. Never share a bag of popcorn at the movies or have Christmas dinner with his family. We’d never feed each other wedding cake. We’d never have children. We would never grow old together.

This thing we had was dying, and there was no preventing it. And while he was technically part of my blood harem, he was outside the inner circle. He wasn’t going with us to Denver. Vin was a forensic pathologist at the county morgue. He couldn’t just take a three-month vacation to follow me across the country because I vanted to suck his blood. If I were being honest with myself, it wasn’t really his blood I vanted anyway.

When my eyes closed and my teeth sank into flesh, there was only ever one person I saw. Roman. It wasn’t right or fair, but it wasn’t something I had any control over. On any given day, I couldn’t decide if I hated the half-sired agent or wanted him. Maybe I just hated that I wanted him.

And...there was that guilt again. Spurring me on to do the stupid thing whenever Vin gave me one of his charming, boyish smiles and asked me to open a vein. I knew he’d offer me his neck after, too, which made refusing him even harder.

Collins and Mandy were really more than enough, but neither of them was comfortable with the fang-to-flesh action. So, they bled into a cup for me. It got the job done, but...something was missing. I couldn’t put my finger on it, the aching pinch of rejection I felt in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t experience it with Vin, but my guilt was so thick, how could I feel anything else?

“I don’t have to work tomorrow,” Vin said as he stood from the dining room table. He crossed the kitchen and stashed the lunch bag of my blood in the refrigerator.

I glanced down at my watch. “Sunrise is in an hour.”

“Right.” He blinked stiffly.

A human girlfriend could have lain in bed with him all day, or gone for a walk in the park, or done any number of normal couple things. I, on the other hand, would be dead until the sun set. Dead and alone. The thought of Vin snuggling my cold, unconscious body freaked me right the hell out.

I sucked in my bottom lip and watched him from across the kitchen, waiting patiently. This was the part where he was supposed to offer me his blood, and I was yearning for it. Either because he’d taken so much of mine, or because I knew this would likely be the last time I snacked on him. At least for three months. Maybe forever.

Vin slipped his glasses off and set them on the counter. Then he undid the top few buttons of his polo, his lips twitching up into a suggestive grin. A different brand of hunger than my own lit his eyes. He was just as eager to give his blood as I was to take it.

Even if this couldn’t work out, I would miss Vin. The familiarity. The easy comfort food. The genuine care he took to make sure I survived this strange nightmare that was my new reality.

I pushed my guilt and gratitude aside and stood to follow him back to my bedroom, ready to sate my thirst before sending him off and dying with the dawn.
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Chapter Two
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ROAD TRIPS AT NIGHT sucked. The highway was lined with semis and reckless asshats who had clearly been on the road for too long. Or who were drunk, I decided as we passed a weaving car that was halfway on the shoulder. Their turn signal had been flashing for five miles.

Collins whipped his blue Toyota RAV4 around a questionable pickup truck with a burnt-out taillight, shooting the driver a stern look as we breezed past in the right lane. Mandy leaned across his lap and pressed her middle finger up against the driver’s side window.

“Come on now,” Collins said, nudging her out of his personal space.

Mandy huffed and flopped back in her seat, her mousy ponytail poking through the gap under the headrest. She stuck her opposite hand out her own window, twining her fingers through the air rather than giving the shitty drivers a piece of her mind. Her fingertips were stained orange from the bag of Cheetos she’d inhaled in the first half hour of our trip.

“Sure is beautiful country,” Collins said for the fifth time, good-humored sarcasm seeping through his words. He winked at me in the rearview mirror.

I rolled my eyes and pushed my earbuds in deeper before pressing play on my phone.

“¿Quién es tu creador?” a feminine, Spanish voice asked.

“Who is your sire?” a masculine, English voice echoed.

I hit repeat and mouthed the words to myself as a headache formed along the base of my skull. I hadn’t expected to find Spanish lessons on the chip Roman had given me, but it made sense. That didn’t mean I was happy about it. 

There were only a few other files on the disk in addition to the crash language course—including several paintings and photographs of dear ol’ Pablo and his home back in Spain. I also found dated sets of notes regarding the training regimen at the bat cave. 

It took a little reading before I understood why Roman would care how the course had evolved since he passed it fifty years prior. Once he was turned, he would have to pass it again as a vampire. Bummer.

Mandy twisted around in her seat and lifted both eyebrows at me as she shoved a Dorito into her mouth. “Find anything about wolfy training in there?” she shouted to be heard.

I sighed and paused the Spanish lesson before popping out my earbuds. “Just that the program is called Canine Aptitude Training.” I shrugged.

Mandy gave me a level glare. “Canine Aptitude Training? Abbreviated C-A-T? You can’t be serious.”

Collins snickered, and Mandy’s evil eye shifted to him. “And what about this clown’s program? Did they get clever while naming that one, too?”

“No idea. I don’t see a name, though it seems pretty similar to the vamp program, as far as I can tell,” I said, scrolling through the files on my phone for another look. “It’s just a watered-down, mortal version. Roman passed it fifty years ago, but the notes he’s been keeping since are all about the vamp training.”

“That was really cool of him to share,” Collins said, stealing another glance in the rearview mirror. His keen, green eyes had been watching me off-and-on throughout the trip.  

I pressed my lips together and nodded. “Yeah.” I didn’t voice out loud what I really thought of Roman’s help. How I was pretty sure he was just covering his own ass so I didn’t bring him down with me if my true lineage were discovered.

Mandy’s brow pinched, and she gave me a warning frown. We hadn’t shared the full truth with the newest member of my blood harem. Collins didn’t know that my sire was the exiled Baron of House Lilith. Or that Mandy had killed him—and eaten him—right after he murdered me. Her revenge snack had been messy enough to result in the freak accident of my transformation, and now...here we were.

The Toyota slowed as we passed through Columbia, and Mandy’s expression softened. She gazed out at the shopping mall where Serena worked part-time. She wouldn’t be there tonight. My late partner’s daughter spent her weekends in St. Louis, visiting her mother and Mandy. 

I still wasn’t sure how I felt about the girls’ blossoming romance. About keeping another bombshell secret from the Banks family. Serena couldn’t know that her father had been murdered by a vampire. She couldn’t know that I was a vampire, or that she was dating a werewolf. If one secret came to light, the others would soon follow. I was sure of it. And I couldn’t bear it. 

Serena had experienced enough life changes and heartache lately. We all had.

* * * * *
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I’D NEVER BEEN THROUGH Kansas. I’d never been much of anywhere, really. But everyone I knew who had crossed the Sunflower State complained of the flat, boring view. Farmland that stretched like an endless sea of nothing in all directions. 

I couldn’t tell for certain—not in the darkness that coated everything beyond the highway. I considered attempting to activate my blood vision, but I didn’t want to waste the gift or the energy on something so trivial.

The waning, gibbous moon rose behind us slowly, painting blue shadows over the nothingness I strained to see. It’d been full just a few nights ago when Mandy had shifted and chased the neighbor’s cat through the backyard. I didn’t have the heart to ask if she’d caught it.

A cluster of city lights brightened our trip here and there, and then the blinking beacons atop a span of commercial windmills snagged my attention. They looked alien and mysterious—like a warning of what lay ahead.

I spent the remainder of the drive attempting to learn Spanish—the slapdash Dracula version, anyway.

“Soy un vampiro.”

“I am a vampire.”

“Necesito sangre.”

“I need blood.”

“¿A qué hora es el amanecer?”

“What time is sunrise?” 

By the time we took the exit for Salina, I was ready to chuck my phone out the window. I’d barely passed English in school. There was no way I would master Spanish well enough to convince anyone that Pablo had deemed me scion material.

We passed an IHOP and a few hotels, and soon, blue-tinged darkness swallowed us again. Collins turned the Toyota down a gravel road. We passed a mailbox with no numbers and continued on for several miles without seeing so much as a driveway.

“You’re sure Roman gave you the right directions?” Collins asked, glancing at me in the rearview mirror. “We don’t have to leave Kansas, do we, Toto?”

Mandy turned around in her seat and pinched her nose. Her eyes watered as she rasped her next breath. “Roadkill. That’s definitely skunk.”

“That’s what you get for leaving your window down.” I smirked and crinkled my own nose as the smell reached me, drifting in along with gravel dust. Collins gave Mandy a pointed look.

“Well, I can’t roll it up now,” she balked. “The smell will be trapped in here with us.”

“What’s that?” I pressed my face up against my window, taking in the outline of a farmhouse as it came into view. It was a two-story with a wide front porch. Yellow light spilled from every window. As the Toyota rolled closer, I heard faint piano music playing. “This is it.”

“How can you be so sure?” Collins’ brow creased as he gave the farmhouse a skeptical frown.

“It’s three in the morning, and the place is lit up like the Fourth of July,” I said. “You do the math.”

Mandy gave him a grave nod. “I can smell it—another vampire, not more roadkill,” she clarified. She sniffed deeper. “A few humans, too.”

Another mailbox marked the driveway leading up to the farmhouse, and this one was painted with two curly, blue Cs. As we turned off, musical laughter joined the piano, filtering through a screen door on the side of the house. The stoop was covered by a tiny awning, and from it hung a sign that matched the lettering on the mailbox. 

The Cottage Crypt was spelled out this time, though the sign was poorly lit and hardly visible from the road. There hadn’t been a listing for it online, and there was nothing but farmland for miles around. If someone weren’t actively looking for this place, they’d never find it.

Collins followed the driveway back to a small parking area in front of a detached garage. A vintage, slightly rusty Chevy Bel Air and a nicer—yet equally vintage—Rolls Royce took up most of the space, leaving just enough room for the Toyota. Gravel faded into weeds beyond the glow of a security light fixed to the peak of the garage roof.

I waited for Collins to kill the engine and then climbed out to stretch my legs and take another look around. A clothesline draped with sheets and towels cut through the backyard, but before that was a small garden and sitting area. It was lit up like the house, displaying an arched bench trellis with night-blooming flowers and a bubbling fountain.

“Cozy,” Mandy said, taking in the very normal scene with me while Collins locked up the car.

“Let’s make sure they have room for us before we unpack our luggage,” he said, fingering his hair and smoothing the seatbelt creases in his shirt. The snug material hugged his chest, showing off the faint lines of his muscled pecs.

The piano music stopped, and hushed voices trickled out to us as we climbed the few steps under the sign. Through the screen door, I noticed a faded sofa set against busy, floral wallpaper. A lamp on a side table illuminated a stack of magazines and a rotary telephone on the wall.

Before I could press the button for the doorbell, the screen door flew open, and an ancient, shriveled woman peered up at me. Her white hair was coiled in a bun so tight that it stretched her papery skin back in an alarming facelift, made all the more eerie by her eager grin and wide, glossy eyes.

“Welcome,” she squealed. Her voice was high-pitched, and I was almost surprised when she didn’t follow up her greeting with a wicked-witch cackle. “You must be the crowd Roman called about. Jenny, is it?”

“Jenna.” I frowned as I took her outstretched hand. It felt like a cold bundle of sticks, the knuckles knobby and fingers stiff, but there was strength in her shake. “These are my—friends. Max and Mandy.”

Mandy stood stock-still beside me, nostrils flaring. Vampire. Without my blood vision, I couldn’t see it. But Mandy’s nose didn’t lie. Collins seemed to pick up on it, too, though he offered up a timid smile, ever the gentleman. The old lady winked at him before her eyes darted back to me. 

“No need to be shy around here, Jen. We know what’s what,” she said. “I’m Delilah. Why don’t you come on in and meet my friends.” She hobbled back a few steps and held the screen door open, beckoning us inside.

The stuffy sitting room opened into a larger space with hardwood floors and a gaudy, crystal chandelier. Several small tables were pushed up against one wall. A fainting couch and an upright piano filled the opposite side of the room. There was more busy wallpaper in here, but the swirly gold design was less offensive than the floral menagerie we’d just passed through.

A woman in a sequined flapper dress appeared as we entered the room. She looked like a younger version of Lydia, the woman I’d drank from at the vampire club, Bleeders. My heart raced at the memory, and I silently reminded myself that I’d already eaten tonight—half a cup of Collins’ lukewarm A-positive before we embarked on our trip.

“Cal’s making up a fresh bed now, Dee,” the woman said.

Delilah nodded, but I cut her off before she could introduce the newcomer.

“We’re going to need three beds, actually.” I blushed.

“Very well.” She waved a hand at the other woman. “Go help Cal set up the other two rooms, Stella.”

The flapper hurried off, her heels clacking on the staircase that stretched upward behind the fainting couch and piano. I watched her go—maybe a little too intently—until Delilah cleared her throat.

“I share my harem, but it costs extra.” She smirked and straightened her navy cardigan. “Angus serves breakfast at four. Richens the blood for a little nightcap before we nocturnals retire for the day,” she added, taking note of Collins’ raised eyebrow. An amused glint slipped into her expression, as if she had suddenly realized just how green we were.

“Wonderful,” Collins said, clapping his hands together. “I’ll just go grab our luggage then?” He shot me a questioning look, and I nodded my approval.

“I’ll help.” Mandy turned on her heel and followed him back through the sitting room, leaving me alone with Delilah. 

The old vampire clucked her tongue as she watched them go. She gave me a pitying smile. “I struggled with the intimacy at first, too, dear. My generation was especially squeamish about such relations. But, if this old bat can learn to fly, so can you.” She patted my shoulder, ignoring my flaming face, and turned toward an arched entrance at the back of the foyer. “I’ll go let Angus know he’ll have two extra mouths to feed. Stella will be down in a moment to show you to your rooms.”

I managed to croak out a weak, “Thank you,” before she slipped out of sight. The sudden silence sent my insecurities echoing through my head.

Was intimacy really so necessary when it came to feeding? Was I missing out on some vital part of being a proper vampire? The transition from bagged blood to freshly drawn had been a monumental leap for me as it was. 

I only fed fang-to-flesh from Vin, and even that had been difficult at first, but I’d grown comfortable with it over the past few weeks. We were dating, so the intimacy didn’t seem like such an awkward notion. How the hell was that supposed to work with an entire harem? Especially with a harem that had no interest in being intimate with me either?  
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