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Chapter One
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I COULD NOT GET MY fangs to suck back up into my gums. 

I crinkled my nose and tried to think of unappetizing things, but all I could come up with was cold cow’s blood. A line of drool spilled over my bottom lip, thanks to my mouth hanging open like an idiot. I wiped it away with the sleeve of my coat and made a slurping noise that only kids who wore retainers had a good excuse for.

The bedroom closet in Casey Poe’s apartment was dark, but enough light seeped through the slats on the door that Mandy took notice of my condition. The whites of her eyes swelled as she glared at me.

“You didn’t drink enough blood before we left,” she accused in a razor-sharp whisper.

“Did, too.”

“I told you to have a second pot.”

“I had three,” I hissed.

“Must be the adrenaline then,” Mandy said, her voice dropping lower. She readjusted herself in the small nook we’d made between the hanging clothes. “You haven’t been out of the house in a good while.”

I nodded, refraining from speaking again as my elongated eyeteeth made the act uncomfortable. Besides, if I accidentally cut my lip and spilled fresh blood, our hiding spot would be blown all to hell. The werewolf we waited for would scent us long before he entered Casey’s apartment. 

I still wasn’t convinced that the activated carbon we’d dusted our clothes with would fix that, but Mandy had insisted that it would make any lingering traces of us smell like ancient history. She’d also said that the pile of dirty laundry on Casey’s bed was strong enough to draw flies from the next state over. 

Thank goodness the girl was such a shitty housekeeper. At least breathing through my mouth meant that I didn’t have to endure the odorific fog hanging in the air. 

Mandy squinted down at her watch. Again. Her nerves were just as itchy as mine. We’d both be getting our asses chewed when we returned to the duke’s manor—though if our suspect made an appearance tonight, the backlash would be tenfold.

Can’t have your blood and drink it too, I reminded myself. Saving the day—or night—was worth the royal reaming that was sure to follow. 

Casey Poe was Phillip Salinger’s daughter. The half-sired minion Kassandra had sent to kill Dante’s potential scions had knocked up another donor-in-training at the blood finishing school he’d attended as a teen. Casey’s mother had died giving birth. She’d never outed him as the father, and he’d decided not to officially claim the child—not after being accepted into the personal blood harem of the Duchess of House Lilith.

As sleazy as that made Phillip in my book, I respected him for keeping tabs on the girl. Dante had granted me access to Blood Vice’s resources and permission to investigate after Phillip and Kassandra had been coffin-locked. I wanted to know how the duchess had done it—how she’d convinced someone to commit such awful crimes and forfeit their life for hers. 

Was it blind devotion? Blackmail? Hypnosis?

Between Blood Vice’s private DNA library, their back door into Interpol’s DNA database, and Phillip’s online search history, I’d pieced together the big picture.

Casey’s youth had been far from ideal. She’d played musical foster homes until her seventeenth birthday, then dropped off the grid until five years later when she ended up in a Chicago hospital after being viciously raped and left for dead. The news article about the incident mentioned a series of similar attacks in the area, and the only other survivor had been murdered the day after she was released from the hospital. 

The creep was covering his tracks. Blood Vice only stepped in if a crime was glaringly supernatural or wild animals were suspected, especially in a big city. By not shifting, the creep managed to keep the evidence within human jurisdiction—until I’d taken a closer look at Casey’s lab results. 

Spawning non-consensual werewolves was punishable by death. If the guilty party wasn’t pledged to a pack, then the sentence was carried out by the Vampiric High Council. 

A second article that turned up in Phillip’s search history detailed how Casey had made a miraculous recovery before going missing from the hospital. From there, she dropped off the grid again, though Phillip’s bank accounts were noticeably lighter from then on as the statements proved. 

He’d sent gift cards for groceries, signed her up for a subscription to a butcher box under a fake name, and made rent and utility payments for the apartment—which, while not the fanciest of abodes, was close to a conservation area where Casey could run during full moons. Phillip had taken care of everything for her. 

Right up until All Hallows’ Eve when he’d been laid down for a long, velvety nap.

I should’ve turned the information over to the duke and Blood Vice. But the last time Dante had allowed me to help with a case had been...anticlimactic. He’d pulled me at the first sign of progress—after I had made a significant discovery. Like snatching a baby bird out of the sky before it could fly more than two feet from the nest.

I couldn’t stomach that again. Not after all the time I’d spent training to be part of Blood Vice. Not after all the legwork I’d put into this investigation. It was ridiculous. Frilly dresses and regal balls were nice, but I belonged out here, where I could make a difference.

Besides, it wasn’t as though any of House Lilith’s enemies knew what Mandy and I were up to tonight. No one did. We’d kept the simple yet brilliant plan we’d hatched to ourselves for days. Tonight, it was just us—well, us and the big, bad werewolf prying open Casey’s bedroom window.

I still couldn’t close my mouth, but I held my breath and silently begged my pulse to find somewhere other than my ears to do its relentless thundering. 

Mandy stood perfectly still beside me, eyes level with a gap in the closet door slats. The skin between her brows creased, and I realized that she hadn’t expected this to work. Hell, I hadn’t expected it to work. What kind of creep-o stalker responded this quickly to bait? And years later, at that.

Red flooded my vision, and the man’s outline came into view as he hooked a leg over the windowsill and climbed inside the apartment. The fire escape stairwell rattled behind him, and he paused, tilting his nose into the air.

Even from the closet, I could smell the tequila that saturated Casey’s bed sheets. We’d found it in her kitchen and helped ourselves. It was a nice touch, considering the false DUI claim included in the carpool requests I’d posted online—after sending Casey off on an all-expenses-paid cruise to the Bahamas. 

At least someone was enjoying my life’s savings.

When tall, dark, and creepy closed the window behind him, my grip tightened around the silver-pronged stun gun I’d brought with me. My coat felt uncomfortably light, considering that I usually kept a .40 handgun in each breast pocket. But shooting up an apartment in north St. Louis would involve the human police. We would have hell to pay with the duke as it was, so I’d resigned myself to the stun gun.

Mandy’s eyes took on a golden sheen as the man angled toward the closet. She could shift in a matter of seconds, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t be fast enough to keep us out of Shit Creek if this guy decided that he wanted our hiding spot.

As his head turned back toward the bed, drool oozed from the corner of my mouth, and I instinctively slurped. It was just a small sound, but for a werewolf, it might as well have been a fire alarm.

I shoved Mandy into the shadowy corner of the closet—under the longer items of clothes and behind a cheap wicker hamper—just before the closet door was ripped open. It smacked the bedroom wall and rattled as if it might break right off its hinges. 

Then a fist connected with my jaw.

My mouth snapped shut at the impact, and both fangs punctured the flesh of my bottom lip. Hot blood filled my mouth and dribbled onto my chin. The man’s yellow eyes glowed in the dark as he sucked in a deep breath through his nose.

“Vampire,” he whispered. 

I expected the revelation to spook him, but something in his tone suggested that he was more intrigued than threatened. I covered my aching mouth with one hand and thrust the stun gun at his chest, but he caught my wrist, leaving the silver prongs crackling in mid-air.

“Are you here for my girl?” he asked, taking hold of my opposite wrist and prying my hand away from my mouth.

“She’s not your girl.” I spat the words at him, dotting his face with my blood as he pulled me out of the closet. 

Though the room was dark, the Eye of Blood picked out the man’s every detail—the thin mustache, a chipped front tooth, and a receding hairline. He drew my arms apart, forcing me closer to him so he could take another whiff.

“Mmm,” he moaned. “You have a weakness for the she-wolves.”

I took the opportunity to jam my knee into his groin. Fair fights were for the sparring ring. 

A human would have released me and crumpled to the ground. Not this guy. A slow, rolling growl that sounded more like a purr rushed past his lips.

“I prefer humans myself,” he said, tightening his grip on my wrists until I felt something pop. “I’ve never had a bloodsucker.”

Then he wrenched me off my feet. The tips of my boots grazed the ceiling. Half a second later, my back flopped heavily onto Casey’s cheap mattress, and all the air left my lungs. 

Before I could regain my breath, the werewolf was on top of me. His thick legs straddled mine, effectively pinning me to the bed. Another grating purr echoed in my ears as he lowered his face to mine, lapping at the blood that had spilled from my mouth and trailed across my cheek. His weight pressed me deeper into the mattress, and I wheezed out a pathetic noise in protest.

The joints in my wrists felt loose. My hands and fingers tingled at the lack of circulation, but I hadn’t dropped the stun gun. I squeezed the buttons on either side of the device, taking comfort in the motion despite its uselessness. The werewolf still had a hold of my wrists, and now my arms were stretched over the booze-soaked mounds of Casey’s laundry.

Just as the creep’s tongue reached the corner of my mouth, he paused and lifted his head, sniffing the air. I feared that he’d finally figured out that Mandy’s scent wasn’t coming from me but rather the closet where she was likely mid-shift. But then I smelled it, too.

Smoke coiled up from the dirty socks and tee shirts on the bed beside us. I stared at it, just as confused as my assailant—until I realized how close my hand with the stun gun was. The clothes suddenly ignited, and we both gasped as flames reached for our faces.

I tried to roll onto my side away from the fire, but I couldn’t move. As alarmed as he was, the werewolf refused to let go of me. I wasn’t going anywhere.

He brought my wrists up over my head and tried to secure them in one of his meaty hands. I didn’t make it easy for him, which earned me a sharp slap once he managed the feat. Then he attempted to snuff out the fire with one of Casey’s pillows. 

I squeezed the stun gun again, angling the prongs down at the stretch of mattress above us. Without the pile of clothes for cover, the werewolf noticed this time.

“Sneaky bitch.” He abandoned the small fire to reach for the device, but he didn’t quite make it. 

The bed jolted, and then Mandy in her dark wolf form was on the guy’s back, teeth sinking into his shoulder. The man garbled out a broken scream then balled his free hand into a fist and punched Mandy in the muzzle. A whine punctuated her growl, but she held on, jerking her head as she tried to pull him off me.

I bucked my hips, hoping to unbalance the creep. The flaming pile of clothes burned brighter, spreading now that it had been left unattended. It made our shadows dance across the walls of Casey’s room and painted a film of slick sweat over my skin. 

I ignored the throbbing pain in my wrists and groaned through clenched teeth as I strained to pull my hands apart. The werewolf’s grip was failing, thanks to Mandy and the fire. 

One hand finally sprang free. The creep let go of my other to grasp at the stun gun, but Mandy gave his shoulder another yank. His hand came down on my face instead. My bottom lip seared with fresh pain as he clawed at me, and I felt the pads of his fingertips roughen against my skin. 

He’s attempting to shift. My mind exploded with panic. We were having a hard enough time with him in human form. As a wolf, he’d be ten times worse. 

I stabbed the stun gun into the male’s chest. The silver prongs ripped holes in his shirt, and his eyes faded from yellow to dark brown as I lit up his world. My fingers shook violently, but I had enough strength left to squeeze the device until the asshole started foaming at the mouth.

Mandy pawed my arm and yipped at the fire. She pressed her muzzle into the man’s arm as he slumped and began to slide off me, pushing him toward the flames. She intended to use his limp body to put out the fire. At least one of us still had their head screwed on right.

I did what I could to help. The man’s chest flopped onto the bed beside me, covering the bulk of the retail kindling and blowing hot ash in my face. I scrambled off the bed to the opposite side of the room before hacking up my lungs. 

Mandy shifted and used Casey’s pillow to put out the rest of the flames. When she was done, she clicked on the bedside lamp. Her naked body was spattered with blood and soot, yet she crinkled her nose at the mess I’d made of Casey’s bed. 

I wondered how Blood Vice would cover this up for our unaware host. She was a wolf, so maybe the truth wasn’t entirely out of the question. All I knew was that my work here was done.

“So...” Mandy said, taking in the charred sheets and unconscious werewolf. “High-five now? Or later after we call this nightmare in and survive the aftermath?”

“Later. Much later,” I said, rotating my bruised wrists. 

I was already debating whether I should use my mild injuries to gain sympathy from the duke. I’d receive none from my sire. But whatever cross words they had for me was a small price to pay for what Mandy and I had accomplished tonight.

That’s what I told myself anyway as I watched Mandy retrieve her cell phone from her abandoned coat and punch in Dante’s number.
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Chapter Two
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DANTE AND I HAD OUR fair share of arguments. Of course, this was our first one as a married couple. He’d surprised me with a counterfeit marriage certificate, and a pretend proposal last week as an early Imbolc gift. My House Lilith name change was official, and I had access to my savings again. 

Just in time for operation zap-a-wolf.

“I should have known you were up to no good when I saw this on the bathroom counter,” Dante said, handing the diamond and sapphire band to me without making eye contact. He was in one of his nicer black suits. I had intentionally chosen tonight for the mission because of the extra meetings on his calendar.

The streetlights over I-270 flickered past the backseat window, outlining Dante’s profile every few seconds and accentuating the frown lines that pulled at the corners of his mouth. I’d made peace with the fact that he would not be happy with me for sneaking out of the manor to play vigilante, but his disappointment still stung.

After the responding Blood Vice agents had fed me a blood bag and wrapped my wrists, Dante had ushered me into the back of the car and ordered the driver to take us home. 

Mandy stayed behind to finish answering questions and to fill out our report. She also wanted to be on the wagon that was set to deliver our catch—Gordon Wikes, according to the wallet we’d found in his back pocket—to his last known pack alpha in Chicago. I would have given just about anything to be with her right now instead of here.

I sighed and put the ring on, wincing as the cold metal slid over my swollen knuckle. “I didn’t want to lose it or get it dirty,” I said. When Dante still refused to look at me, I added, “You can’t seriously be mad at me for not wearing a fake wedding ring to take down a killer werewolf—”

“Fake?” His furious gaze latched on to mine. Well, that did the trick. “Fake! That ring is worth more than this car.”

“Good God.” I held my hand out to get a better look at the glitzy band. “Why would you spend that kind of money on a bogus bride?”

“I spent that kind of money on you,” he countered. “It is a gift worthy of a duchess—even if you refuse to act like one.”

“Hey, I didn’t sign up for this gig,” I reminded him. “I didn’t spend three months in Denver training to sit on my ass and wear overpriced jewelry.”

“What would you have me do, Jenna?” His voice took on a raw edge that made my stomach clench with guilt. “Shall I tell the queen and council that you have refused the sire appointed to you? What do you suppose will come of that?”

I gritted my teeth and turned to glare out my window. “I did a good thing tonight. You can’t convince me otherwise.”

“It was a good thing that someone less important could have done.”

“Someone less important.” I laughed. “Do you hear yourself?”

“Someone less important to me,” he amended. “Someone less important to our enemies.”

“Our enemies are all boxed up in coffins in the queen’s basement.”

Dante’s hand wrapped around my thigh. He didn’t have to call me out. We both knew it wasn’t the truth.

“I am not your sire,” he said softly, reminding me that the worst of my night was yet to come. “It is not for me to decide your punishment. And it is not within my rights to intervene.”

* * * * *
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MANY OF THE VAMPIRES in House Lilith had been selected for some creative talent or another. The queen, Lili, was said to have been exceptional at beadwork and crafting headdresses among her tribe. Kassandra, the diabolical former duchess, had been a ballerina, and Alexander, the sire she shared with Dante, had been among the New World’s first professional stage actors—before the uptight colonists began outlawing them and chased most of Alexander’s company off to Jamaica.  

Ursula had been chosen for her singing voice, though I was positive she’d missed her calling as a theater diva. The only thing she could pull off better than a poker face was a full-blown meltdown.

I found her waiting for me in the foyer, pacing back and forth in front of the double doors that led to Dante’s office. Her red mane was tangled on one side, and she clutched a bloody espresso cup that she immediately threw upon seeing me. I ducked just in time, though blood and bits of ceramic peppered my coat as the cup shattered against the wall behind me.

“Insolent child,” she hissed. “Ungrateful peasant.”

I could always tell how pissed she was by the number of broken items in a room and the archaic nature of her insults. The cup she’d aimed at my head wasn’t the only one littering the hardwood floor. The remnants of at least three others were scattered beneath Audrey’s piano bench and under the towering Christmas tree in the opposite corner.

Dante sighed and handed me a handkerchief from his breast pocket. Then he retreated and took a seat at the piano, presumably to protect it from Ursula’s tantrum.

“I won’t apologize for my good deeds,” I began, wiping at the dots of blood on my coat. It was pointless. The blood from earlier had already dried, and I wasn’t even sure if a quality dry-cleaner could save the garment now.

“Where is that filthy mutt of yours?” Ursula demanded. “I’ll have you begging for mercy before dawn.”

“Leave Mandy out of th—”

Ursula’s hand closed around my throat, cutting off the sentence before I could finish it. She was as fast as any werewolf, but I guessed that came with age. Her eyes filled with black, and she screamed in my face, revealing her extended, pearly fangs.

“I am your sire,” she said. “You will do as I say.”

I gurgled an incoherent reply and tried to swallow as my heels came up off the floor. My hands instinctively went to Ursula’s wrists. She hadn’t resorted to violence in some time, but then again, I hadn’t given her any reason to. 

My gaze darted to Dante.

“He cannot help you, vampling.” Ursula squeezed my neck until her long nails bit into my flesh. “You are mine.”

“S-s-sorry,” I whimpered, straining to get the word out. I was too startled to be ashamed at how quickly I’d eaten my words. 

“What was that? I cannot hear you, Your Grace.” Ursula lifted me higher until only my toes touched the floor.

“Sorry,” I said again, choking on the word.

“That’s better.” She dropped me. “Now. Your pet wolf?”

“I apologized,” I rasped, still trying to catch my breath.

“Do not make me ask again.”

“She is with Blood Vice,” Dante answered. “Delivering the fiend they apprehended to Chicago.”

“You sent her away on purpose!” Ursula accused.

Dante lifted his chin. We were in his house, but the princess still outranked him—for the most part. “She may be your scion’s personal donor, but Agent Starsgard is also employed by Blood Vice, and therefore, mine to order about as I see fit.”

“I would have done this with or without Mandy’s help,” I said, finding my voice again. When Ursula raised her hand to slap me, it took all my effort not to flinch. “Is this how Morgan gained your respect and obedience?”

Ursula’s open hand curled into a fist, and she screamed. The gut-wrenching sound set my teeth on edge, and my eyes bulged. I took a careful step back, my boot crunching on the ruins of her tea service as she ripped out a handful of her own hair.

Maybe I’d gone too far, bringing up her late sire.

And then, just like that, it was over. An eerie, placid, nothingness smoothed Ursula’s expression.

“I’m ordering a coffin. The next time you leave this house without my permission, you’ll be sleeping in it instead of with your precious duke. Do you understand?”

I swallowed. “Yes, Your Highness.”

Ursula left unhurried, as if in a trance, and headed for the north stairwell. I assumed that she was heading to Belinda’s office to place her order. Either that or to the library to research what to do with a defective scion. I waited for her to round the landing and disappear before exhaling a trembling breath.

Dante clapped his hands to his thighs as he stood. “That went surprisingly well.”

“Did it?” I rubbed my throat and glared at him.

“Shall I draw us a bath?” he asked, ignoring my irritation. 

I supposed he thought turnabout was fair play. And how could I insist that he allow me to work with Blood Vice and then expect him to shelter me from the wrath of the princess?

“And perhaps order a pot of blood?” Dante added, taking in the mess on the foyer floor with a frown as he collected the handkerchief I’d dropped. I imagined that Belinda would be ordering new china along with the coffin. I shuddered, wondering how serious Ursula’s threat had been.

Dante blinked at me, awaiting a reply. Some blood and a bath were exactly what I needed. 

I nodded, unable to speak past the lump in my throat.
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Chapter Three
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I DIDN’T KNOW WHAT to expect from Dante after Ursula’s outburst. It would have been naïve to assume that he’d let the issue go, but he seemed content to set it aside, at least for the rest of the night. We enjoyed our blood and bath in silence and then settled into bed just before dawn.

By sunset that evening, my injuries were entirely healed. As a human, it would have taken weeks. I’d been a vampire for a year and a half, and I still couldn’t get over how much my physiology had changed. I wasn’t sure I ever would.

Much of the snow we’d received earlier in the month had melted, but a light dusting from the day coated the grass. Dante and I shared our first blood of the night on the patio behind the manor. It was freezing outside, but I enjoyed the fresh air. I had a feeling that Dante thought it would help ease my cabin fever.

Audrey tagged along, bundled in her new, baby blue coat and matching ear muffs. She’d received a teacup Pomeranian for Midwinter, and the thing had a bladder the size of a pea—which was fitting, considering she’d named the little hellbeast Sweet Pea. 

Dante and I watched her chase the dog around the yard in the slight glow of the string lights decorating the roof. We were set to leave for Imbolc in a week, and Dante had promised his pending scion that the holiday decorations wouldn’t come down until then.

“Are you going to tell me how you managed to slip past security, or shall I start firing people?” Dante asked as he poured us each a second cup of blood. 

I gave him a dry grin and stopped fiddling with the wedding ring. “Taking a page out of Ursula’s book?”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re threatening others to force my cooperation. Pretty manipulative, wouldn’t you say?”

He set the blood pot down on the patio table and shrugged. “It is so hard to find quality help. I cannot fathom how you slipped past everyone last night, including the technician watching the cameras. I will have to start there, I suppose.”

“Don’t fire anyone.” I heaved an annoyed sigh. “Mandy rolled me out to the garage in her luggage.”

Dante didn’t look convinced. His eyes remained on mine as he took a careful sip from his cup of blood.

“She’s strong, and I’m...compactable,” I explained further, pulling my knees up to my chest and hugging them.

“I see.” He hitched an eyebrow. “And I assume this means Lane did not help Agent Starsgard with her luggage when he dropped her off at the office. Otherwise, he would have noticed something amiss.”

“He offered to help,” I said, rushing to Lane’s defense. “Mandy told him to save his chivalry for the harem and that her blood was off-limits.”

Dante huffed. “You two are quite the pair.”

“Thanks.”

“That was not a compliment, my dear.” He gave me a level stare. “Though I must admit that it was rather clever of you to send Phillip Salinger’s daughter off on vacation before you infiltrated and destroyed her home.”

I refrained from thanking him for the backhanded praise and cleared my throat before taking a sip of blood. If Casey knew what Mandy and I had used her apartment for, I was sure she wouldn’t mind one bit. In fact, I hoped she might even forgive me for cutting off her allowance from Daddy Dearest.

“Whatever savings Salinger has should go to her,” I said, hoping the thought had already occurred to Dante. He nodded slowly, but a bit of the light faded from his eyes.

“I will have Belinda forward Ms. Poe’s case file to Alexander’s accountant.”

The duke had not spoken to his sire since All Hallows’ Eve when we’d blindsided him by revealing Kassandra for the snake that she was. Everyone knew that Alexander’s second scion had been his favorite. She also happened to be his lover. The latter didn’t seem to bother Dante, but the former was a bit of a sore subject.

I often wondered why Alexander had chosen Dante. The duke’s artist medium of choice was photography, the most modern of House Lilith’s talents. It had existed during the Civil War when Dante was turned, but it was still in the early stages. From the fancy Union uniform that Dante pulled out for special occasions, I was reasonably certain that photography had not been his mortal occupation.

I liked to think that the duke had been chosen for his military prowess. That photography was a postmortem hobby he’d picked up to pass the abundance of time he now had. Kind of like my charcoal and pastel drawings. It made me feel less of an anomaly within House Lilith. And it gave me hope that I might eventually find my place like Dante had.

I finished my blood and held out my cup for the duke to refill.

“I’m going to call Dr. Delph later and see what the chances are of getting Casey an invite to Spero Heights,” I said, changing the subject in hopes it would ease Dante’s troubled expression.
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