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Jenna Hazel Skye, 29, a lifelong resident of University City, MO, passed away Friday morning, January 19, 2018, in a tragic house fire. She was born October 3rd, 1988, the daughter of Antonia Skye, a St. Louis police detective, who preceded her in death. 

Jenna graduated from University City High School in 2007 and went on to receive an associate degree in criminal justice before joining the St. Louis police force in 2009, where she served for seven years as a patrol officer within the second precinct. She was promoted to vice detective before transferring to the K9 division, but shortly after was recruited by the FBI and assigned as an agent in a specialized division of the St. Louis field office.

Jenna is survived by her twin sister, Laura, her foster daughter, Amanda, and countless friends and colleagues. In addition to her mother, she is preceded in death by her former partner, Detective William Banks. 

A public memorial for Jenna will be held at Mooney Park from 4 to 6 p.m., Thursday, January 25th. The family has requested no flowers and ask that any donations be directed to Project Paws Alive, a non-profit organization that provides lifesaving K9 equipment nationwide.



WELL. THAT WAS MY LIFE in a sugar-coated nutshell. 

I would have called foul on the countless note, though considering how many jobs I’d blown through in the past year, I supposed the abundance of colleagues made up for the friends I could count on one hand—more like one finger, if I only considered those who knew I was undead but still kicking.

I closed the program and frowned at the outdated picture on the front. It had been taken the day I graduated from the police academy. My blue eyes stared stoically into the camera, completely oblivious to all the fuckery that awaited me in the not-too-distant future.

“You should have seen them.” Mandy snorted. Her curls fanned across the white fur throw angled over the foot of my bed, and her skinny legs stretched up the gray duvet cover. She’d shed the wool coat but hadn’t yet changed out of the black sweater dress she’d worn to my funeral. 

The public memorial was two days off, but I didn’t expect Mandy to go. Not everyone had the stomach to keep up such a charade. Speaking of class acts...

“Did Laura put on a good show?” I asked. 

Mandy rolled her eyes. “Oh, it was award-worthy, for sure.”

I smirked and lay back on the bed beside her, pulling my blond ponytail over my shoulder. In my black tunic and tights, I looked as if I might have been at the funeral with her—and not just posing as a fancy jar of ashes. 

I wondered what Laura would do with whatever—or whomever—they’d found to put in my urn. Would she display it on her fireplace mantle? Tell her guests all about me and put on a waterworks show? Would she consider it an improv exercise? The thought made me queasy, so I pushed it away as Mandy snuggled closer.

At this angle, we had a perfect view of the framed photograph above the headboard. The massive sunrise print was the only spot of color in the room, a burst of pink and purple against the shades of gray my little world had been reduced to.

The duke hadn’t exactly confined me to the room in his Ladue manor, but he might as well have. There was no one I cared to see in this zip code outside of Mandy, which was convenient since she’d been set up in the room next door. She’d also been tasked with delivering fresh blood to me from the household harem since I refused to feed from the donors. There was no sense getting attached to anyone here.

Mandy chuckled in my ear. “Langford even made an appearance, though his crocodile tears weren’t fooling anyone. It was pitiful.”

“Ugh. I bet Mathis loved that.” 

The two police captains were night and day. I’d only served under each of them for a short while before the incident that led to my actual death last year, not the staged one mentioned in my obituary.

Mandy laughed again, but it sounded nervous rather than amused. “Patz was there, too. He kept his mouth shut, but it was all I could do not to take a bite out of him.”

I couldn’t blame her. Of all the captains I’d worked under, Patz was my least favorite. I’d wanted to take a bite out of him plenty of times myself—even before acquiring my fangs. But I didn’t really care whether or not Patz was at my funeral. We were just working our way up to the harder questions.

“How are the Bankses doing?” I asked. 

Mandy exhaled a long, trembling breath. “Alicia is a wreck. Serena, too. The closing on their house is next Friday. Alicia went ahead and hired a moving company since I had to bail on helping her, thanks to my new house arrest schedule. I’m glad that she’s going to be closer to Serena.”

I hugged myself and resisted the urge to offer Mandy an out. She took offense whenever I suggested releasing her from my harem. I assumed she felt as obligated to me as I did to her, a bond we’d forged long before she began sharing her blood.

“Vin was there, too.” Mandy chewed her bottom lip. “He didn’t say anything to me, but that’s probably because he was too busy pissing himself over Tweedledee and Tweedledum.” 

Mandy wasn’t fond of the werewolf duo the duke had assigned to keep watch over her. I’d spied them out in the hallway the night before the funeral. They were beasts, each at least three times her size, and also the reason we huddled together like girls at a slumber party and spoke in hushed voices—for fear their wolfy ears were pressed against my bedroom door.

There was nothing I could say about Vin without incriminating him or myself. I had a feeling Mandy knew about the mess we’d made—how I’d let him draw my blood to experiment with, and how that blood and research had been stolen by one of his colleagues. Because I clearly wasn’t in enough hot water. At least he’d had the good sense not to question my more recent death.

“Lazlo asked if I wanted to stay with him and Collins,” Mandy said. A melancholy note entered her voice, and I again felt the tug to offer her a way out of the trap I was caught in.

“Did you tell Collins the truth?”

“He guessed.” Mandy’s head turned toward me, her voice dropping even lower. “When I went to hug him goodbye, he told me to pat his back if you were okay.”

I grinned. “He’s always been the smart one.”

Mandy’s brows knit together, and she looked away from me. “I think he was relieved when I turned down Lazlo’s offer.”

“It’s not you he wants distance from, it’s me,” I said, lacing my hands together over my stomach.

Collins had done his best to accept what I’d become. He’d even gone through Blood Vice training with Mandy and me. But I hadn’t been honest with him, and that had ultimately ruined our friendship. 

Being turned into a vampire was one thing—one very big, very scary thing—but adding myself to the top of an exiled royal’s shitlist? Then snacking on our boss’s sworn scion? As a member of my blood harem, that put Collins in danger, too.

I guessed we all had to draw a line somewhere. I hadn’t quite figured out where mine would fall, but Collins had. It was for the best. Having Mandy’s fate in my hands was nerve-wracking enough, and she had her own set of fangs. Besides, Collins would have only complicated matters.

After my last conversation with Roman, the duke had his flunkies confiscate my and Mandy’s phones. My line had been canceled, and one of the guards had been assigned to vet all of Mandy’s calls. It was just the two of us. Locked in this tense if well-decorated limbo, counting down the nights until the queen announced my replacement sire.

I had a terrible feeling that the duke wanted in the running, but royal scions were more carefully crafted. Everyone thought I was the orphaned, vampling scion of the late Pablo Zajalvo. I was his sloppy seconds, as far as anyone fancy was concerned.

Whoever the queen handed me over to would see the act as a punishment. I’d be a black sheep in a herd of them. After my recent upset in Blood Vice, I had a feeling the queen would be even less likely to appoint me to a decent household.

Someone rapped at the door, and a second later, it opened wide to reveal the duke. He was extra formal tonight, wearing a navy waistcoat over a crisp white shirt. His boyish curls had been combed back and slicked into place with some hair product or another. The look was severe, demanding of respect—a sentiment that had left a sour taste in my mouth where he was concerned. Sure, I respected him. But it was the brand born of fear rather than admiration now. 

Mandy and I scrambled off the bed and stood. It was expected in the presence of royalty, but more than that, his visit was alarming. I hadn’t seen Dante in almost a week, not since the night he snapped Roman’s neck and turned my world inside out.

The sight of him sent a jolt of rage-laced panic through me. My fists clenched at my sides, and I struggled to draw in my next breath.

Belinda, the duke’s assistant, and Mandy’s wolfy handlers followed Dante inside the room. The two guards had to duck to clear the doorframe, inviting in a healthy dose of claustrophobia along with them.

“Good evening, Ms. Skye.” Dante folded his hands behind his back and gave me a placid smile. Then he turned to Mandy, and my stomach dropped. “Ms. Starsgard.”

Mandy dipped her head and trained her eyes on the floor. “Your Grace.”

“Allen Cable, head of the St. Louis wolf division of Blood Vice, has formally requested your assistance on a case,” Dante said. His eyes darted briefly to me as if to gauge my reaction before he went on. “It is an urgent matter, and I am sending every wolf available to help. It may well be one of the only opportunities you have to stretch your legs over the next few months.”

Mandy’s breath hitched. I knew she hated being cooped up even more than I did. It was making her crazy, not being able to shift and run free, especially as the moon swelled in the night sky. And I knew how much she admired the Cadaver Dogs. To work a case with them would be a dream come true for her. 

But something told me that the duke had ulterior motives for separating me from my only ally under his roof. Mandy seemed to suspect the same.

“I... I can’t leave Jenna,” she said, shooting me a pained frown. “My blood—she needs me—”

“You won’t be gone but a few nights.” Dante’s focus shifted to me again. “And the household harem is more than adequate, I assure you. I selected each of the donors personally.”

“It’s okay.” I squeezed Mandy’s hand and tried to summon a smile. “You should go. It’ll be good for you.”

Collins had said I was dangerous to be around. No. He’d said I made myself dangerous to be around. He was right. And I didn’t know how to stop. Half a dozen nefarious plans skipped through my mind, things I wouldn’t dare risk if Mandy were around for the duke to use as leverage against me.

Part of me wanted to escape the manor, track down Roman in Denver, and whisk him off to someplace like Spero Heights where we could live happily ever after. But who was I kidding? The duke’s detail would be hard enough to ditch, but breaching the BATC facility...by myself... That was impossible. 

And then there was the question of whether Roman would even leave with me. For all I knew, he loved his new life as a vampire. I hadn’t felt him through our bond since the night he first rose.

Dante cleared his throat and opened an arm to Mandy, directing her to the door. “Mr. Hays is waiting out front with a car as we speak. Belinda will help you pack.”

“That soon?” Her pleading eyes met mine, but I refrained from hugging her. I didn’t want the duke to see how close we really were. He’d gotten too comfortable taking away the people and things I loved most.

“Good luck,” I said, giving her hand one last squeeze before letting go.

Mandy nodded slowly, understanding my reserve. Then she followed Belinda from the room. The two guards trailed behind them, leaving me alone with Dante. He wasn’t done with me yet.

I tried to maintain a neutral face and pressed my tongue up under my fangs to keep them in check. For the past five nights, I’d fantasized about all the ways I wanted to kill him. The long, winter hours had occupied my mind with little more than his many gory ends. 

But I couldn’t. Not with him scrutinizing me from halfway across the room. He was more powerful by far, so at the very least, I’d need the element of surprise—and maybe a solid alibi if I wanted to get away with my retribution, though that was never a priority in my fantasies. Homicidal impulses rarely mixed with reason or proper planning.

“You hate me,” Dante finally said, loosing a heavy sigh. “And that is unfortunate, but I do hope you one day realize that everything I have done has been in your best interest.”

I stifled a sarcastic huff and folded my hands behind my back, mirroring his stance. He hadn’t asked a question, so I didn’t feel the need to humor him with a reply. A dry grin tugged up one side of his mouth as he released his arms to his sides, breaking our awkward symmetry. He tucked his hands into the pockets of his dress slacks, but I didn’t attempt to copy him this time. I wasn’t a complete juvenile.

“I am leaving for Denver tonight to meet with the queen,” he said, pausing as if he expected me to pry for details. I ignored the bait. If he wanted me to know something, he could spit it out without forcing cues from me. “I will not be gone long, but I hope you will take advantage of my leave and enjoy the manor in my absence. There is an excellent library in the north wing.”

As if a bunch of old vampire books could somehow make up for what he’d done. A week ago, I’d have fallen all over myself and thanked him profusely. But it was going to take a lot more than a library to keep me from ripping his throat out just as soon as I saw an opening.

Dante sighed again and pressed his lips together. “You are nearly as ungrateful as Ursula, and here I am, trying to keep you both safe and comfortable until this mess can be sorted. Why ever do I bother?”

Finally, a question.

“I don’t know, Your Grace.”

He waved a dismissive hand and turned to leave, giving me his back. The opportunity wasn’t ideal, but I was desperate and full of loathing. Adrenaline lit up my senses, and instinct drew me across the room in a few long, soundless strides. But somehow, Dante detected me. He spun around, and his hand snatched my neck, my esophagus trapped in the vice of his thumb and forefinger.

“Do not mistake my charity for weakness.” His hot breath sliced across my cheek, and I caught a glimpse of fangs as they peeked out from under the curl of his lip. I’d surprised him. The thought was satisfying, even as I struggled to breathe around his grip on my throat.

“Yes, Your Grace,” I choked out, locking eyes with him. Dante’s pupils widened, eating away at the caramel color of his irises, but I couldn’t tell if it was more from fear or anger. He released me without warning and exited the room, slamming the door behind him.

So much for the element of surprise. And so much for my wicked plans. If the duke was leaving, then I couldn’t exactly carry out an assault against him. But without Mandy by my side, I was less likely to attempt escape. Sending her away was a calculated move.

Check. But not checkmate.
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Chapter Two
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WITHOUT MANDY TO HELP pass the time, every second was an eternity. I lay on the bed and switched between staring at the sunrise print and the vaulted ceiling. Then I stepped outside onto the terrace and activated my blood vision, using it to spot the guards stationed around the perimeter of the estate in a demented game of Where’s Waldo. When I tired of that, and my fingers went numb from the cold, I retreated inside and paced the room.

It was barely midnight. Sunrise was seven hours off, and I was already dying of boredom. My stomach pinched, and I realized that the duke hadn’t mentioned who or if anyone would be taking over Mandy’s blood delivery schedule. 

Though I knew where the harem was, I hadn’t visited it. I didn’t know who was in charge, and I figured that Belinda was on her way to Denver with the duke. Which meant that I’d been left with some asshat or other to babysit me.

I paused at the door of my room and considered activating the Eye of Blood again to see if someone warm-blooded waited for me out in the hallway. The gift was draining, as evidenced by my sudden cottonmouth, so I decided against it. Besides, Dante wasn’t an idiot. The only time he would risk assigning anything other than a vampire to me was during the day. 

Pity. It would have made for a convenient snack.

I cracked the door open and leaned closer, stealing a peek out into the hall. A domed fixture hung from the ceiling, suspended by thin chains. Its light spilled down to the hardwood floor where a muddled reflection shifted, and a faint chirp sounded as if from a smoke detector with a dying battery.

“Looks like I might be on the move,” I heard someone whisper. “Put extra eyes on the south wing cameras.”

Enjoy the manor, he says. Yeah, right.

As I stepped out into the hallway to get a look at my personal escort, I had a moment of hesitation. Maybe the duke had changed his mind about giving me free rein in his little kingdom. Maybe my failed attempt to off him meant I would be confined to my room without dinner.

The guard gave me a toothy grin as his hand fell away from his ear. He looked maybe thirty—though looks could never be trusted when guessing the age of a vampire. His hair was black and cut short like most of Dante’s guards, but there was more...optimism in his expression, as if he were still green enough to enjoy his mind-numbing job. 

A small, flesh-colored bud was nestled in the crook of cartilage above his right lobe. The electronic chirp came again. When he noticed me staring, he twisted a dial on the radio at his hip. I spotted a pistol and a small flashlight on his belt, too, before the fold of his jacket hid everything from sight again.

“Sorry about that,” he said, pointing at the side of his head. “The hearing in my right ear is shit—too many flashbangs in the military as a human—but if I put that sucker in my left ear, I won’t be able to hear anything else.”

“Okay...”

“So, where to?” He rolled his shoulders and straightened the cuffs of his jacket sleeves, grinning at me like an oaf. “The harem for a bite? Maybe the gym? Oh! I know...the library.” He snapped his fingers. “The big man said something about you liking books, and boy, does he have ‘em, let me tell you.”

I cocked my head to one side and frowned. Of all the guards, I had to get the Chatty Cathy of the bunch. Super.

“Yeah, the library,” I said, praying it came complete with a beady-eyed librarian whose death glare demanded silence. “Lead the way...?”

“Murphy.” He stuck out his hand, and I accepted it against my better judgment, immediately regretting it when he shook hard enough to rattle my teeth. “Lawrence Russel Murphy the Second,” he elaborated as he held tightly to my hand. “But most everyone calls me Murphy. Or just Murph. Sometimes Murphirino or the Murphster—”

“I’ll call you whatever the hell you want as long as you don’t break my fingers,” I said. He let go and took a step back, snorting out a nervous laugh.

“Sorry about that.”

“Don’t sweat it.” I flexed my fingers a few times as the circulation returned.

“Library’s this way,” Murphy said, pointing down the hall. He waited for me to start walking, and then fell into step beside me, lingering a pace behind. Other than being too gabby—and grabby—he seemed professional, keeping his eyes on me without being obvious and leaving a comfortable buffer of space between us.

More domed light fixtures were spaced down the hallway above the gleaming hardwood floors that smelled of pine and lemon. White baseboards and crown molding outlined the dark-blue walls. Between the doors hung wrapped canvas prints, all displaying the sun kissing the horizon against different backdrops. I’d hardly noticed them when Belinda delivered me to my room last week, but I remembered enough to tell that they’d been changed out.

“You like that one?” Murphy asked, nodding as I paused in front of an orange and blue sunset over a small lake. “It’s new. The boss just swapped out most of his collection with fresh takes—two dozen of them, all pretty as a picture.” He snorted at his own joke.

“Does he entertain a lot of humans here?” I asked.

“Heck no.” Murphy laughed.

“Then why all the sun shots?”

“Why not?” He shrugged. “Humans overcome their disabilities and achieve the impossible all the time. Why shouldn’t we get to, too?”

“What do you mean?” I turned away from the canvas and blinked at him. “What disability is the duke overcoming with his limited taste in décor?”

“Oh! You don’t know.” Murphy shook his head as if amazed. “The boss takes all these pictures himself. Yeah. Lots of guesswork and timers and such. Pretty amazing, huh?”

I looked back at the sunset print in surprise. The images were beautiful, and it was hard not to appreciate them on another level now, though spite kept me from admitting it.

“Sure,” I answered dryly before heading on down the hall and ignoring the rest of the prints.

Murphy cleared his throat and pointed at a staircase tucked just inside the arched opening that led into the foyer. “That’ll take you to the harem quarters, and it also connects to the upstairs hallway of the north wing, but it’s faster to cut across the foyer and take the stairs on the other side.”

The foyer was familiar territory. Roman had first brought me here after one of Scarlett’s rebuffed harem donors had broken into my house and tried to kill me. If Mandy hadn’t been there, she would have succeeded. Together, we’d subdued the fiend, and I’d earned an audience with the duke for the feat, which had resulted in our acceptance into the Blood Vice training program.

The framed photos in the foyer were new, too, but I didn’t linger to enjoy them. Not with a vamp as chatty as Murphy watching over my shoulder. I had a feeling he would be reporting every last detail of our exchange to the duke. If I’d been in a better mood, I would have made up some obnoxious and ridiculously long story to tell the guard just for the satisfaction of knowing he’d bore Count Babyface to tears later.

We passed the closed French doors of the duke’s office, flanked by two security guards in suits, and entered an arched opening opposite the one we’d just exited. There were stairs tucked inside the mouth of this hallway, too. I’d been up them once before to leave my contact information with the duke’s assistant. Belinda’s office was on the upper level of the north wing. I hadn’t lingered or snooped around after our first meeting, despite not having an escort at the time.

Murphy gave me a wider berth on the stairs, letting me climb several steps ahead of him. I’d thought he was simply being polite until his radio chirped. 

“Ascending north stairwell,” he said under his breath.

I paused at the landing halfway between the two floors and tossed a glare back at him. “Do you plan on following me everywhere I go tonight? Doesn’t the duke have enough camera personnel to keep tabs on his guests?”

The good humor melted from Murphy’s face as if I’d hurt his feelings. “The boss just wants to make sure you have someone to show you where everything is. That’s all. I’m not here to cramp your style.”

“Then why are you relaying my every move to whoever’s on the other end of that radio?”

He blinked down at his hip where the device rested. “I’m not relaying your every move. We’re short-staffed. Two-thirds of the security team went with the duke to Denver. Those of us who stayed behind have to run a tight ship to keep up with the workload. More communication is always better than less.”

And here I thought I’d been tempted to escape before.

“Huh. Fair enough.” I tried not to look too pleased by the revelation and continued up the stairs.

The upper north wing hallway featured more of the same blue-and-white color scheme and sun canvas prints. Though it didn’t run as deep as the south wing. Only two doors graced either wall, and the light fixtures lay flush against the shorter ceiling rather than dangling from chains.

Another hallway split off toward the front of the house. Murphy tilted his head in its direction.

“That way loops around to the staircase near your room.” Then he pointed at the door across from Belinda’s office. “The library is right there. Unless you have any other questions, I should get back to my post,” he said, giving me a tight smile.

Shit. I had hurt his feelings.

“I’m good. Thank you. I appreciate your help finding the library, Mr. Murphy.”

“Just Murphy, no mister,” he corrected me. “And it was my pleasure.” The next smile he offered was more genuine. I tried to return it, but I was out of practice. The strain on my face felt more like a grimace.

Murphy headed for the hall leading to the harem, and I heard him talk to whoever manned the radios one last time. “Taking an early lunch. I’ll be back in the south wing in thirty.”
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