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DANTE LEANED OVER THE massive canvas printer in his photography studio. The muscles in his back rippled under the fabric of his snug Henley as he adjusted some dial or another, and I almost forgot why I’d cornered him in the first place. Almost.

Eight months ago, I’d been announced as the adopted scion of House Lilith’s new princess, making me the duchess tempus—whatever the hell that meant. The title felt like a clever disguise that effectively kept my head attached to my body. I hadn’t realized at the time just how much the role would demand—or not demand, as it were.

“You need a hobby, Ms. Skye,” Dante scolded me. “Something challenging that might instill a bit of patience.”

I huffed and leaned my back against the work table that stretched along the opposite wall of the studio. “If eight months under Ursula’s tutelage doesn’t prove my patience, what will?” I folded my arms, more to keep my hands from touching any of the pricey gadgets in the room than to punctuate my mood. 

For a former Civil War veteran, Dante was surprisingly tech-savvy. Definitely more tech-savvy than I was. He knew his way around high-end, digital cameras and photo-editing tablets, and he had several industrial printers that fit snuggly in the studio down the hall from his bedroom. Tripods, timers, and charging cables were neatly stacked on a corner shelf. On the far wall, beyond the fancy printers and the worktable, hung naked frames, rolls of canvas and photo paper, and an assortment of tools.

“Perhaps knitting or the cello,” Dante offered as he turned to face me, snapping my focus away from his more agreeable backside.

“Knitting?” I stared at him. “That’s what you think will curb my desire to work with Blood Vice?”

“You could make the harem donors sweaters or scarves for Midwinter,” he said. “Improve your rapport with them.”

“What’s wrong with my rapport?” My bottom lip jutted out before I could stop it. “I thought everyone in the harem liked me.”

“Of course they do.” Dante sighed. “But healthy relationships require frequent care and maintenance.” 

“Uuugh.” I rolled my eyes and pushed away from the table. “You promised you’d put in a good word with my new sire.”

Dante had the decency to look ashamed. “That was before I knew Ursula would be given the role.”

“She’s making me crazy. I swear, every lesson either dissolves into decades-stale gossip or conspiracy theories that make tinfoil hats seem credible. She’s off her rocker. And all I’m doing is wasting space,” I added, throwing my hands in the air.

“What about sculpture?” Dante turned away from me again as the printer sputtered out a series of beeps.

A growl crawled up my throat as my fists balled. “Sure. I can sculpt an urn. For when I finally lose it and set myself on fire to escape this nonsense.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. That’s Ursula’s job.”

“Well, that’s what you get for cooping me up with her for eight months,” I said. “You realize I haven’t left the manor since we returned from Imbolc? Not once.” 

I wasn’t exactly BFFs with the queen or the well-to-do guests who frequented her parties, but I had been disappointed when the duke announced we would be skipping the Midsummer’s Eve ball in Denver so Ursula and I could have more one-on-one time to bond.

Dante shrugged, making the muscles in his back roll hypnotically. “You’re the scion of the Princess of House Lilith. Two attempts were made on her life. It’s not safe for you to be out in public. Not until we find a way to stop Kassandra.”

Kassandra, the Duchess of House Lilith and Dante’s sibling scion. She was a sly devil, and she had the prince wrapped around her finger. Because of my inherited blood vision, I already knew that she was behind the assassination attempt on the queen. We were also pretty sure that she was responsible for the two attacks on Ursula. Not that we had any proof. 

Kassandra was careful. And patient—a virtue that I was clearly lacking. The summer had slipped by uneventfully, and the more time passed without incident, the more I wondered if this weren’t just some part of her evil plan. Driving me nuts via subjection to Ursula’s paranoia and mood swings.

My silence drew Dante’s attention. He turned and crossed the room, closing the gap between us. The inner corners of his eyebrows hitched sympathetically as he touched my shoulder. He raked his other hand through his chocolatey curls, and I looked away as some irrational heat filled my chest and face.

“We have our best people surveilling her,” he said. At my disheartened sigh, his hand slid down the swell of my shoulder, and he took another step forward. “In the meantime, if my recommended hobbies are not to your liking, perhaps we can think of something more...pleasurable to pass the time?”

My gaze lifted to meet his, and I struggled not to squirm away from the hunger I saw there. It was too close to my own. Though, I think what bothered me most was that I couldn’t tell if his was genuine or if it was just a clever tactic to get rid of me whenever I badgered him. We’d been doing this little dance since the Midsummer’s Eve cancellation when the cabin fever kicked into overdrive.

“Don’t get cute with me,” I said, swallowing my discomfort.

Dante blinked innocently. “You find me cute, Ms. Skye?”

“I find you to be a lot of things, Your Grace.” I smirked and found the nerve to edge away from him before heading for the studio door.

“Where are you going?” he asked, a teasing note in his voice.

“To beat the snot out of your top security guard.”

“Mind his face, would you, dear? We have an appointment later tonight.”

I ignored him and kept walking, annoyed by the reminder that someone was getting to go on a field trip, and it wasn’t me.

“Knitting,” I scoffed and slammed the studio door behind me as I left.  
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MURPHY DUCKED MY LEFT jab, dropping perfectly to receive the uppercut I delivered with my opposite glove. His teeth made a wet clicking sound as his jaw snapped shut.

“Come on, man,” he groaned, easing away from me to rub his chin. “This mug’s ugly enough.”

“Sorry.” I gave him an apologetic frown and retreated to my corner of the ring to grab my towel. 

Sparring with Murphy in the manor’s gym was the closest thing I had to a hobby, and it was the only chance I got to blow off steam these days. But, lately, it just wasn’t cutting it. I was too restless.

I paced my side of the ring, eyes searching for a water bottle that wasn’t there. I guessed old habits die hard. I’d have to wait until I stopped by the harem to quench my thirst.

The tips of my fangs rubbed the inside of my bottom lip at the thought of blood, and then I caught sight of myself in one of the mirrored walls that lined the gym. My ponytail was askew, and the scowl I wore was severe enough to cut a deep crease across my forehead. I looked like I was ready to tear someone’s throat out. No wonder the rest of the guards had split when I arrived.

I affected a less hostile expression before turning around to face Murphy again.

“So, where are you and the duke going tonight?” I asked, trying to sound casual as I wiped the sweat from the back of my neck.

Murphy snorted. “Who says we’re going somewhere?”

“Dante mentioned you had a date.”

“Date? It’s not a—you know—” He paused to chuckle. “Nice try, slick.”

“What?” I cocked my head, still hopeful I’d get the information out of him. “He said I shouldn’t muck up your face too much. Why else would he need you to be pretty?”

“You’re good, but not that good.” Murphy ripped open the Velcro of his gloves and pulled them off before stuffing them down into the duffel bag hanging off the ring post in his corner. “If the duke wants to share his personal business with you, that’s up to him. Not me.”

“So, it’s a personal outing, then? Not business?”

Murphy frowned and blew out an annoyed sigh. “Come on, Skye. I thought we were friends. Don’t bust my balls.”

“Sorry,” I grumbled. “I guess we’re done for the night?” I glanced at the clock on the gym wall behind him. We usually went for an hour longer, but I suspected my harassment had cut his patience short.

“Yup. Gotta get all gussied up for this date.” He made a face at me, but then a soft grin tugged up the corners of his lips. “You wanna swing by the harem with me for a bite?”

I shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

I pulled off my gloves and dropped them down into my duffel along with the towel. Then I slung the bag over my shoulder and tightened my ponytail, trying to make myself more presentable for our midnight brunch. Not that I really needed to impress any of the donors. 

I was still taking my blood in a teapot, same as Ursula. Dante wasn’t much of a vein tapper either. It seemed the only vamps who drank directly from the harem donors were the guards.

I’d drunk regularly from donors before—with Vin and the harem at the bat cave—neither of which had ended well. The blood pots were easier. They required less emotional investment. Though, I did sometimes miss that shared connection. Especially when I thought of the rarer, more special bond I’d forged with Roman. That hadn’t ended well either.

There were lots of blood pots in my foreseeable future.

“The All Hallows’ Eve ball is coming up,” Murphy said as we exited the gym and made our way to the north stairwell off the foyer. 

“Think we’ll actually get to go to this one?” I gave him a skeptical look before taking the stairs ahead of him.

“The boss is always at the last ball of the year. He likes to check out the new recruits from Denver.”

“That doesn’t mean anything for Ursula or me,” I said over my shoulder. “He could still keep us locked up here while he’s off dancing with all the fancy-fangs.”

“Is this place so bad?” Murphy asked as we reached the second floor. He jerked his chin, indicating down the upper-north wing hallway. “You got a library with about any book you can think of, a blood harem full of willing donors, a killer gym, a thousand channels to choose from, and your own DVR. And you don’t even have to work for it,” he added bitterly.

I glared at him. “That’s the problem. I want to work for it.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Murphy slugged my shoulder and turned, heading off down the hallway that circled around to the harem. “I’m sure Yosh can find some dishes that need washin’ or a toilet to scrub.”

I groaned and tailed after him, letting the strap of my gym bag sag into the crook of my arm. It pained me to admit it, but Murphy was right—about the countless amenities. Not the maid duties. I had everything I needed and most everything I wanted—minus the investigative police work and the freedom to come and go as I pleased.

It wasn’t just boredom or the sense of not earning my keep that fueled my discontent—though those reasons ranked high on the list, too. Being a police officer—and a Blood Vice agent—had given my life direction and meaning. A glowing vision of my mother, watching proudly from a fluffy cloud in the sky in between playing fetch with Maggie, flashed in my mind. 

What did she have to be proud of now? The fact that I’d watched every single episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer in less than two weeks? I wondered how many scarves I could have knit in that amount of time and decided that maybe Dante’s hobby suggestions weren’t entirely without merit.

As I rounded the corner and entered the harem lounge, I caught Murphy and the harem manager sharing a kiss behind the long counter that sectioned off the kitchen. Yoshiko blushed when she noticed me and pulled away from Murphy.

“Jenna! Hi.” She giggled nervously and reached for one of the stainless-steel pots lined up on the counter. “Would you like to try out one of our new donors? We have an Alaskan on the paleo diet, and a Spaniard on the Mediterranean.”

“Surprise me,” I said, unable to summon a single give-a-damn. Then I remembered Dante’s comment about good rapport and managed to at least return Yoshiko’s smile. “I’m sure they’re both great.”

“Be right back.” Yoshiko gave Murphy a sneaky grin before slipping down the hallway that led to the donor rooms. 

I waited for her to be out of earshot and then asked Murphy, “How’s your relationship work?” I didn’t grasp how shitty the question sounded until the grin melted from his face. “I’ve been a vampire all of a year. I have no idea how these things work or what the rules are. Humor me.”

Murphy licked his lips and eyed the hallway Yoshiko had disappeared down. He didn’t whisper, but his voice dropped a few decibels. “It’s not much different than how humans do it.”

I snorted. “Okay, don’t humor me that much.” 

“I mean, sure, there’s the blood sharing, and we don’t get married or make babies—but you ask me, I’d rather have a scion anyway.”

“Really?” I asked. 

Murphy dipped his chin. “Absolutely. I don’t have to worry about some ticking biological clock. I could wait a hundred years—more—before deciding to create a scion. Wouldn’t you rather skip over that whole diaper-changing, mouthy-teenager, growing-pains phase and start with a full deck right off the bat?” His eyebrows drew together, and then he shook his head. “I dunno. Maybe I’m just a silver-linings kinda guy.”

I hummed to myself and nodded. “I can see that, I guess. But I was just curious whether or not there was a rule on the books about sleeping with harem donors.” When his eyes widened, I made a face at him. “Asking for a friend.”

Murphy pressed his lips together smugly. “No, the boss ain’t got no rule that says Yosh and I can’t knock boots. He knows about it.”

Of course he did. Dante would expect to know about everything going on in his house. His calm and centered attitude was likely dependent on that control. Everything in the world beyond the manor seemed like an endless catastrophe.

My mind circled back to what Murphy had just revealed. “Would you...could you make Yoshiko your scion?”

He made a horrified face. “Yosh belongs to the duke’s harem. Heck, she’s the glue that holds his harem together. I’d never dream of asking the boss for something that big. Besides, turning a lover into a scion is a big step, requires a lot more commitment than most couples are able to manage.”

“How’s that?” I asked.

Murphy gaped at me, surprise pushing his eyebrows up his forehead. “I keep forgetting what a green fang you are.”

“Don’t be that way.” I frowned at him. “It’s not like I can ask Ursula these things—not unless I want a warped history lesson to go with it.”

“Well, just think about it,” Murphy said. “The relationship dynamic does a complete one-eighty. You go from desperately needing one another, to...suddenly, you both have needs the other can no longer meet. You’ve got to have a lot more going for you than a blood bond if a relationship is going to last, especially once you’re both immortal.” 

“So, if you can’t turn Yoshiko, how will that affect your relationship once you do decide to create a scion?”

He tilted his head from side to side. “Like I said, I could wait a hundred years.”

“Oh. Right.”

As a baby vamp, certain things hadn’t fully sunk in yet. Like how everyone I knew who wasn’t a vampire would eventually grow old and die. The harem donors, Mandy, my sister... 

The idea hurt my heart. So, I pushed it away as Yoshiko returned with my blood pot. She arranged it on a wooden serving tray with a pair of espresso cups and an orange daisy she plucked from a bouquet on the counter.

“Would you like me to have someone deliver this to your room?” she asked.

“No,” I said, taking the tray from her. “I can get it. Thank you.” I gave Murphy a tight smile. “And thanks for the sparring session. Sorry about the chin.”

He grunted and wrapped an arm around Yoshiko’s shoulder, pulling her in close to his chest. She let him, timidly slipping her arms around his waist. The PDA seemed to make her uncomfortable, but now I knew it probably wasn’t because she was worried about being caught breaking the rules.

“I’ll catch you later,” I said before leaving them alone and heading for the stairwell that led down to the south wing of the manor.

Dante’s most recent series of sunset photos lined the hallway, printed on canvases and mounted inside decorative frames. They’d all been taken in different places, none of which were familiar to me. But the duke had been gone quite a bit over the past couple of months. 

He and Murphy were both being suspiciously closed-lipped about their recent outings, and I was becoming more blatant with my nosy nagging. Boredom would do that to a person. I was curious as hell what the duke had been up to.  

I balanced the wooden tray on one arm so I could push my bedroom door open with the other and clicked on the light. My bed had been made while I was out, but my drawing desk was undisturbed. Not that I’d done much drawing since filling up the first sketchpad Dante had given me. What inspiration was there to be had, cooped up in the same house for eight months?

My empty blood pot from earlier in the evening had been removed from the bedside table, leaving a clean spot for me to set down the new tray. Yoshiko’s management of the blood harem included distributing household chores to the donors, as well. It eliminated the need for additional staff, and it made tax time less dicey. It reminded me a lot of the BATC’s setup, which I guessed made sense. Dante’s familial responsibility to House Lilith was overseeing Blood Vice. 

I poured myself a cup of blood and took it out onto the terrace that stretched across the backside of the south wing. Ursula’s bedroom was next to mine. Pale light glowed through the curtains covering her sliding-glass door. I walked softly to avoid being detected—I was already at max capacity for her theatrics.

Movement caught my eye, and I glanced out across the shadowy lawn. One of Dante’s werewolf guards trotted along the line of evergreens that bordered the property, pausing every so often to sniff the ground. The crescent moon hung low over the treetops, casting just enough light for me to make out the shape of the wolf and the ballistics vest it wore. The beast’s heavy breath rose up from the grass like smoke, fogging the crisp October air. I marveled at the sharpness of my eyesight despite not using my blood vision.

Ursula had informed me during one of our many strange sessions that my senses would improve over time. Which made me wonder about Murphy’s hearing loss. He’d confessed that his right ear was almost useless due to too many flashbangs in the military as a human. I guessed it was kind of like losing a limb. Some things just didn’t heal, especially if the damage had been done before becoming immortal.

I slipped back inside my room and poured a second cup of blood, taking it with me into the attached bathroom. I was badly in need of a shower. The increased sense of smell had to be my least favorite of the lot, but I counted myself lucky that I didn’t have Mandy’s supercharged, wolfy olfactory abilities. When she was home—which wasn’t often lately—she announced whenever one of the harem donors were...relieving themselves. Including their identity and which toilet they were using. 

Yeah, I could do without that little parlor trick.

I gulped down the blood and set the cup on the edge of the sink before stripping and climbing into the shower. Murphy’s mention of the DVR earlier reminded me that I had set mine to record the season ten premiere of Henry’s Courtroom. If I were lucky, I’d have enough time to watch it before Ursula dragged me off to the library for another of her so-called lessons.
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Chapter Three
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ANASTASIA VAN DE VELDE sat on the edge of Judge Henry’s desk in his stuffy office, getting ready to drink what appeared to be scotch—a libation that was more than likely tea. After she’d handed a second glass to the judge, she tilted back her head, flipping her fiery curls over her shoulder. 

“I deserve that new stenograph machine,” she said with far more conviction than any office gadget deserved.

The actor playing the title role set down the glass he was holding so he could slap the end of his gavel against his palm. “What are you willing to do for it, Ms. van de Velde?”

“Whatever it takes.” She leaned across the desk, giving the judge a better view of her cleavage. “I’ll transcribe all your depositions.”

A knock sounded at the office door, and on screen, my sister gasped a split second too soon. I paused the show and backed it up just to be sure, pressing my chin and mouth into my pillow to muffle my giggling.

Henry’s Courtroom had to be the cheesiest soap on daytime television. I would know—I’d seen every episode. But cheesy or not, I was proud of my twin sister. She was a small-screen diva, an integral cast member of a long-running drama plugged as Judge Judy meets Days of Our Lives.

As soon as I hit play, my bedroom door swung open, and I gasped at the same time Laura did.

Mandy stood out in the hall, wearing holey jeans and a hoodie. She had a backpack slung over one shoulder and grasped a luggage handle with her opposite hand. Her light brown hair was braided in pigtails, and her face was clean of makeup, making her look every bit as young as she was. 

“You’re watching it without me!” Her mouth fell open, and she huffed a dejected sigh. “Uh, you know you’re starting that over, right?”

“I didn’t know you were returning tonight,” I said, pressing the rewind button on the remote. “Is Cable with you?”

Mandy shook her head and stepped inside my room, closing the door behind her. She left her bags on the floor and flopped down onto the bed beside me. “He took off as soon as the raid on Starlight Harem was over. His wife is keeping a tighter leash on him since the bleach ordeal.”

A couple of months ago, Mandy had been recruited to help with a case that involved one of the Scarlett Inn’s previous suppliers—a strip club called the Honey Hole. One of the girls Mandy had been enslaved with had mentioned the place, and how they sold girls off to yet another illegal brothel. 

After the assignment, Allen Cable, the captain of the St. Louis wolf division of Blood Vice, had taken a bleach bath in Mandy’s bathroom to wash off the smell of the strip club before going home. But, when your wife is also a wolf, the smell of bleach is just as damning as the scent of stripper.

“Did she get the stenograph machine?” Mandy asked, nodding at the television. “Wait! Don’t tell me.”

We’d been debating the outcome of the season nine cliffhanger for months now. I hit play, eager to learn the answer myself.

As the familiar scene replayed, I stole a sideways glance at Mandy. Her summer tan was beginning to fade, but I could still smell the sunlight and forest on her. With the fully-stocked harem, I didn’t drink her blood as often as I used to, but I missed her when she was gone with the Cadaver Dogs. And I couldn’t help but be a tiny bit jealous. 

I looked back at the television in time to watch Anastasia van de Velde answer Henry’s office door for a delivery man with a large package.

“Awww, yeah! You know what that is.” Mandy jumped up from the bed as the first commercial break cut in. “I think I’ve got some chips in my room. BRB!”

“Take your bags with you,” I called after her. She skipped back a step as she reached the door and grabbed her luggage. “Thank you,” I said in a motherly sing-song.

It had taken some effort, but the duke’s manor was finally starting to feel like home. A home where I was essentially under house arrest, but a home, nevertheless. Even though someone helped with the dusting and vacuuming and bed-making, I tried to do my part by not being a complete slob and leaving stuff lying around. And I expected the same of Mandy.

She returned with an open bag of barbeque chips and a bottle of soda, but instead of fast-forwarding through the rest of the commercials, I rolled onto my side and propped my head in one hand.

“Murphy says we’re going to the All Hallows’ Eve ball,” I told her.

“Really? Maybe we’ll see some of the wolves from the Denver unit I went camping with during training,” she said around a mouthful of chips. 

The familiar jingle that preluded the return of Henry’s Courtroom sounded, and we turned to the screen to watch Laura fawn over the judge. Classic Anastasia van de Velde, seducing Henry into giving her everything a court reporter could ever want. She straddled his lap and put her tongue in his ear, cuing me to look away and cover my eyes. Laura was still my sister, and the sexy scenes were a bit...gratuitous.
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