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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


[image: ]




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.

“I think that is an excellent idea,” he agreed. “Perhaps the good doctor will have some advice to offer you, as well.”

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t need my head shrunk, least of all by a psychic.”

Dante chuckled and then glanced across the lawn to where Audrey stood, her back turned to the little puffball of a dog as it crapped in the mulch under a naked redbud. The future baroness looked positively mortified. She edged around Sweet Pea, blocking our view to give the dog more privacy.

“Perhaps Dr. Delph should have a look inside my head,” Dante grumbled under his breath. “I do not know what possessed me to make such an absurd purchase.”

I shrugged. “Audrey seems pretty happy about it.”

“True.” He sighed and turned back to me. “Though I fear we will have to be extra cautious in the weeks following Imbolc. She will never forgive me—or herself—if she slips up and eats the little devil.”

Ugh. My eyes widened at the thought. 

When I first rose and found Mandy in my house, she’d offered to bring me one of the neighborhood cats. That was before she’d warmed to the idea of opening a vein for me. I’d opted for cow’s blood from the butcher shop instead. After having fresh human donors, the idea of anything else made bile rise in the back of my throat. 

Of course, the bad aftertaste wouldn’t be responsible for even half of Audrey’s trauma if she devoured her teddy bear of a pooch. We’d have to kidnap Dr. Delph and move him into the manor permanently.

“Is your blood okay, Your Grace?” Audrey asked as she neared the patio and took in my concerned face.

“It’s not Spot—I mean, it’s hitting the spot,” I stammered as Dante shot me a wide-eyed glare.

Audrey blinked innocently at us, though she squeezed Sweet Pea tighter. “Well, it’s past our bedtime,” she baby-talked to the dog before looking back at us. “Goodnight, Your Graces.” She curtseyed and headed inside.

Once she’d closed the patio door behind her, Dante’s nostrils flared.

“You are impossible, Mrs. Lilosa.”

I toasted him with my cup of blood. “Why thank you, Mr. Lilosa.”

A sheepish grin tugged at my mouth, though my heart did a little flip-flop. I enjoyed the new title far more than Your Grace. My dear wasn’t so bad, but Jenna was only nice to hear in the bedroom. If he used it anywhere else, it was a sign of trouble.

“Would you like to check the new cameras with me?” Dante asked, rearranging our empty cups on the tea tray as one of the harem staff emerged to check on us.

“I thought you had a meeting tonight.”

“It has been rescheduled,” he said, a hint of reprimand slipping into his silky voice. “Ursula is brooding, so I have volunteered to keep a closer eye on you since my security cannot be trusted to do so.”

I groaned. “You’re babysitting me? How romantic.”

“Fret not, my dear. I intend to have a much closer eye on all of you before this night is through.” His gaze dropped lower, and despite the bitter cold, my skin flushed. “But, cameras first,” he said, standing up from the table and offering me a hand.

* * * * *
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MIDWINTER AT THE DUKE’S manor had been...awkward. In the past, I’d only celebrated Christmas with the Bankses, my late Vice partner’s family. It had been a chore to pull off the first year after being turned, but I’d managed it with Laura’s help.

Now that I was legally dead and a member of House Lilith, I didn’t know where to begin. For the first time in my life, I couldn’t count all my friends on one hand. Between the guards and the harem donors and the new royal fam, holiday shopping had been an anxiety-riddled nightmare. And it wasn’t as though I could just purchase chocolates or bottles of wine for everyone—not when vampires and special-diet donors were in the mix.

Thankfully, Belinda had come to my rescue. Though I was rather proud of the one gift I’d picked out on my own—a set of high-end, motion sensor game cameras for Dante.

The duke mostly stuck to sunrise and sunset shots, captured with the aid of timers and weatherproof gear. I found it more ironic than poetic, but he was good. I’d give him that. The canvas prints that decorated the walls of the manor were swapped out with new shots every so often, and the old ones were either donated to charity auctions or put into storage.

Dante had been thrilled by my clever gift. I envisioned deer, foxes, owls, rabbits, and all manner of wild animals gracing next season’s installment. Not that I didn’t enjoy Dante’s vibrant suns and melting skies, but after spending so much time cooped up in the manor, I was looking forward to some new scenery.

Of course, I’d failed to take the security staff’s wolf population into account.

The first camera turned up a dozen identical images of a gray wolf pacing through the snowy trees. The second camera was marginally more interesting, catching a different wolf as it spooked a turkey from its roost, which in turn, startled the wolf. The poor creature’s fur stood up on end, and as soon as his panic had passed, he hiked a leg and peed on the nearest tree.

I draped my coat over Dante’s office chair and crinkled my nose. “Did you inform the staff before installing these cameras?” I asked, wondering how many more guards I could inadvertently get into trouble this week.

“Of course not. What fun would that be?” Dante opened the files for the third and final camera without looking up.

“This seems...invasive.”

“The cameras are on my personal property. The guards are on my payroll, and they are well aware of the cameras near the house. Oh, my.” He leaned away from the computer monitor as the first image loaded.

“Is that? Ewww.”

A massive whitetail stood between two oak trees. The male had had a recent run-in with another impressive buck—as made apparent by the second set of antlers tangled with his own, still attached to the other deer’s rotting head.

“Well... You do not see that every day.” Dante cleared his throat and clicked through the rest of the uneventful images. “Shall we check again tomorrow?”

“I’m not sure I want to know what other horrors are lurking around out there,” I grumbled and slumped onto the edge of his desk. “Where are all the fluffy bunnies and foxes?”

“Perhaps we should move the cameras out farther?”

I shrugged. “You might know how to shop for a duchess, but I clearly don’t know what I’m doing when it comes to picking out a gift for a duke.”

“Nonsense,” Dante said, tucking a hand between my knees. “While I may not hang that one in the foyer, it is by far the most interesting photo I believe I have ever taken.” When I didn’t say anything, his hand slipped up farther between my thighs. “We could top that if you would allow me to bring a camera into the bedroom.”

“That one wouldn’t be foyer-safe either,” I said, inhaling sharply as his hand traveled even higher.

The idea of christening his desk was appealing—certainly a better distraction and waste of time than we’d managed so far tonight. I twisted toward him, bracing one boot on the edge of his chair. Then a loud knock sent me scrambling to my feet.

Dante looked amused. No one entered his office without express permission, but my human instincts were still intact, and getting frisky in the boss’s office still ranked pretty highly on my scandal-o-meter.

“Enter,” Dante called out.

One of the double doors cracked open, and Belinda poked her head inside. I was convinced that the heat in my face told her everything she needed to know about what we’d been up to.

“Apologies, Your Graces,” she said under her breath. “Agent Skye—Mrs. Lilosa—” Belinda, like most of the household, was having a difficult time deciding how to address me, especially knowing how I disliked the royal honorifics.

“Jenna. Just Jenna,” I told her. “Really, it’s what I prefer.”

“Jenna,” she said, then pressed her lips together as if waiting for Dante to reprimand her rudeness. When he didn’t, she made her announcement. “Your sister is here to see you.”
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Chapter Four
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THERE WAS SOMETHING surreal about seeing Laura in person and not on the television or in the tabloids. I hardly knew what to say to her, but that had more to do with the fact that I couldn’t get a word in edgewise with her blubbering hysterics. 

She snatched a fifth tissue from the box on Dante’s desk and finally took a breath to blow her nose. Her red-lacquered nails were past due for a touchup, and blond roots showed at her crown. A frumpy black sweat suit completed her look. It made the jeans and knit sweater I wore look fit for the runway.

“Hollywood kicked you out?” I repeated, minus the colorful curse words Laura had used to punctuate the revelation.

“Yes,” she wailed. “And he accused me of cheating on him. And he said he was going to kill off Anastasia van de Velde with bad sushi. Can you imagine? I’m ruined!”

Dante’s brows arched. “Should we warn the authorities of this murder plot?” he asked.

I gave him a pained smile and shook my head. “Anastasia is Laura’s character on Henry’s Courtroom—the soap opera she stars in.”

“Oh.” Dante’s lips snapped shut, and he leaned back in his chair, looking equally relieved and perplexed. He didn’t ask about my sister often, especially not since my meltdown over the wedding invitation she’d sent to Mandy a few weeks back. I supposed I couldn’t hold that against her now.

“I’m really sorry, Laura,” I said, rubbing my hand in circles on her back as she sobbed. Duncan, her pet Chihuahua, whined from the pink carrier tucked between her feet. Laura’s matching pink luggage was stacked out in the foyer.

Dante knew my sister was aware that my death had been faked, but we hadn’t exactly discussed family reunions or sleepovers. The humans who lived at the manor were trained and well-accustomed to life with supernaturals—royal supernaturals at that. They knew the pecking order.

In Laura’s world, she was at the top of the social ladder. If she pulled her drama-llama act with any of the vamps or wolves in the house, we would have problems. I thought of Ursula and how eager she’d been to take out her anger at me on Mandy. Then I wondered how much more pleasure she’d take from tormenting my own blood and likeness. I shuddered.

“I love you, Laura,” I said, trying to figure out a tactful way to dissuade her from staying. “But I’m surprised you didn’t crash with one of your friends in L.A.”

“Those hags aren’t my friends.” She sniffled and turned to drop her head on my shoulder, stretching over the arms of the guest chairs in front of Dante’s desk. “This was definitely a family emergency. Speaking of, where’s Mandy?”

“Chicago, working. She should be back by tomorrow afternoon,” I said. “Maybe I—or one of Dante’s guards,” I said, recalling Ursula’s order not to leave the manor, “could check you into a hotel in the meantime.”

Laura pulled away from me. Her eyes brimmed with fresh tears, and her bottom lip quivered. “You mean I... I can’t stay here with you?”

I squeezed her arms, silently begging her to hold it together long enough for me to explain.

“It’s just that, there are a lot of vampires and werewolves living here—”

“I did fine living with you and Mandy. For a whole summer.”

“That was different,” I said.

“I bleached my hair and punched your time card while you were dead to the world.” Her voice rose, and she yanked her arms out of my grasp. “I directed traffic and ate donuts for you!”

Dante stood from his desk, drawing Laura’s wrathful expression away from me. “You are welcome to stay here as long as you need,” he said, opening his hands. “We are all family now, are we not?”

Laura finally relaxed. I rested my hands on her arms again, sighing with relief. I still didn’t like the idea of her being under the same roof as Ursula, but I appreciated Dante for extending the invitation. Maybe one night would be okay. I had missed my sister.

Laura sniffled again, trying to compose herself, and then her gaze dropped to the ring on my finger. Just when I’d thought we were in the clear.

“What is that?” she demanded, snatching up my hand to get a closer look. “Are you engaged? How could you not tell me?”

“It’s...part of the cover for my new identity,” I said, refraining from calling the ring fake again after Dante’s earlier reaction.

“When’s the big day?” Laura asked. The lines creasing her brow suggested that she was far from happy for me. Not with her own nuptials in the breeze. 

“There won’t be one. We already have a forged marriage certificate. Its only purpose is to keep up appearances for the humans,” I added when she shot a confused glare at Dante.

“I gave my ring back to David.” A tear rolled down Laura’s cheek, taking a fair amount of mascara with it. “Well, I threw it in his face, anyway. The dirty rat bastard.”

“Would you like me to call for someone to help move your sister’s things into one of the guest rooms?” Dante asked, likely anticipating the next wave of waterworks.

I shook my head. “I can handle her luggage, and she can stay in my room.” Until Ursula and I could manage a conversation without her breaking something, I wouldn’t let Laura wander the manor unattended.

Dante gave me a hopeful glance as Laura and I stood to exit his office.

“I’ll come find you before sunrise,” I promised, picking up Duncan’s carrier. Dante nodded.

Out in the foyer, Murphy, Belinda, and Lane stood in a circle. Their harsh whispers cut off as Laura and I emerged, and they turned to ogle us. My sister with her fiery hair and SoCal tan. Me with my golden locks and alabaster complexion. Despite our differences in coloring, we were still clearly twins. Though it had been some time since we’d drawn public scrutiny for it.

I ignored our audience and handed Duncan off to Laura.

“Anything I can help with?” Murphy asked as I grabbed the handle of one of Laura’s pink rolling suitcases. I picked up a smaller one and handed it to my sister, ignoring her indignant huff, before picking up the last piece of luggage. 

“Nope. We’ve got it,” I said, waving him off. “We are women, hear us roar, etcetera, etcetera.”

I ushered Laura toward the south-wing hallway. Even in sweats, she’d strapped on a pair of stiletto heels, and half a dozen shiny bracelets jangled on each of her wrists. The combination made more noise than a Clydesdale in a parade. And it made my heart race as we neared Ursula’s room. I prayed that she was still in the library where she spent most of her time.

“God, slow down,” Laura whined.

“No, you hurry up,” I hissed back at her. “And keep it down. Not everyone runs on night-owl hours around here.” 

I stole a glance at Audrey’s closed bedroom door. A soft growl echoed from Duncan’s carrier as if he could smell Sweet Pea. I shushed the dog and let go of the handle of the rolling suitcase long enough to push my bedroom door open. I waved Laura in ahead of me.

Since Mandy was gone and I’d spent the day in Dante’s room, my bed was still made. Laura set Duncan’s carrier on the gray bedspread while I stacked her pink luggage in the corner by my drawing desk.

“Mandy said your new place was nice, but wow.” Laura stroked the fur throw over the foot of my bed. Her wide, blue eyes took in everything—the canvas print of a pink and violet sunrise above my headboard, the spill of curtains pushed to one side of the sliding patio doors, the flat screen on the far wall. Then her gaze paused on the fire hydrant lamp on the bedside table, a birthday gift we’d purchased for our mother years ago when she worked with the K9 unit. It was out of place among all the sophisticated luxury, but it made the room home.

I cleared my throat. “Are you...hungry? Thirsty? I could have something delivered from the harem if you want.”

Laura snorted. “The harem?”

I blushed. “It’s not that kind of harem. They’re blood donors.”

“I figured. It just sounds so...scandalous.”

“It’s really not. More like a 24/7 health club,” I said, twisting my fingers anxiously. “Look, there are some more important things you should know if you’re going to stay here.”

Laura rolled her eyes and turned away from me to open Duncan’s carrier. The Chihuahua poked his nose out and sniffed my sister’s hand. His eyelids were heavy as if he were still shaking off the effects of whatever sedative Laura had given him for their flight.

“Mandy already told me that you’re boinking the boss,” Laura said. “He’s cute, but I’m so not interested in men right now—living or otherwise.”

“Are you kidding me? That is not why I’m worried about you staying here.”

Leave it to my sister to jump right to the soap opera clichés. She threw her hands in the air and blew out a dramatic sigh.

“I can’t believe you’re still not over me screwing Vin on prom night—”

“Are you even listening to me?” I said through clenched teeth, trying to keep my voice down. “I’m not worried about you trying to grudge-fuck Dante. Even if you bleached your hair, he would know you’re not me in a second.”

“But you still think I’d try, don’t you?” She folded her arms, daring me to admit it. If she didn’t look like such a train wreck, I might have.

“Of course not, Laura. That was high school. You’ve grown so much as a person since then.”

Okay. That was a bit of a stretch, but it seemed to pacify her.

“Then why are your panties in such a twist?” she asked, dragging Duncan into her lap.

“Ursula, my adopted sire... You remember me telling you about her?” I chewed my bottom lip and watched Laura closely, searching for the appropriate amount of fear. It wasn’t there.

“Sure,” Laura said, twirling one hand in the air. “The runaway princess with explosive PMS.”

I refrained from asking if that sounded like anyone she knew. “Exactly. And Ursula is experiencing one of those nasty bouts as we speak. If she finds out that you’re here, she might consider torturing you just to punish me. And when I say torture, I mean it in the most literal and Medieval sense of the word. Are we on the same page now?”

Laura snorted. “Your Duke Charming wouldn’t allow something like that, would he?”

“Ursula outranks him, and he’s not my sire. She is.”

Laura was quiet for a minute, considering the warning. “I really don’t want to be alone right now,” she said, the melancholy slipping back into her voice. “And I really have missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” I sat on the bed beside her and scratched Duncan behind the ears. “If you could just stay in my room, maybe she won’t notice for a night or two. The walls are well insulated, but she’s right next door.” I nodded toward the princess’s room then tilted my head in the opposite direction. “Mandy is on the other side, but she stays in here most of the time. She’s going to be so psyched that you’re here,” I said, taking up Laura’s hand and squeezing it as she blinked away a tear. Her thumb slid over my ring again, and her face crumpled.

“I really thought he loved me,” she whispered. “But I guess it was all a publicity stunt. Some last-ditch effort to save the show.”

“His loss,” I said, meaning it wholeheartedly. Laura could be a pain in the ass, but Hollywood was the whole ass. And everything in it. I’d hated his guts from the first day I met him. 

“I know I’m not Mother Teresa or anything,” Laura said, pausing to rub her free hand under her nose. “But he was such a jerk. You have no idea—”

Duncan whined and hopped up and down in her lap. It was cute, and I suspected that he was trying to console her until he pranced in a nervous circle and jumped off the bed.

“Shoot.” Laura gasped. “He hasn’t gone tinkle since before take-off.”

“I’ll take him out,” I offered, still worried about Ursula catching sight of my sister.

“Thanks. I haven’t gone tinkle since before take-off either,” Laura said, doing her own little awkward dance as she stood and pointed toward the bathroom door. 

I nodded and unhooked Duncan’s leash from his carrier, quickly latching it on to his collar before leading him out through the sliding doors and onto the terrace. The backyard was quiet, but I made sure to direct him to a patch of lawn that I knew wasn’t viewable from the library or Ursula’s window.

When we returned, Laura was still in the bathroom. The door was cracked open, and a horrible retching noise echoed from within. If Ursula were in her bedroom, she was sure to hear it.

I unhooked Duncan’s leash and tossed it on the bed before slipping inside the bathroom with Laura and easing the door closed behind me. 

As a teen, there had been plenty of times I’d wished my sister would be knocked off her pedestal. Taken down a peg or two. But seeing her this way...hunched over the toilet in sweatpants and stilettos, her heart breaking and makeup running...there was no joy to be had in it. 

I knelt on the tile floor beside her and pulled her hair off the toilet seat and out of her face. “I’m here. I’ve got you.”

“I’m so stupid, Jenna,” she wailed, her words echoing in the ceramic bowl.

“We all are when we’re in love.”

“But you knew all along,” she said. “You knew he was trouble, and you tried to warn me.”

“I was on the outside, looking in.” I thought of Roman and pressed my lips together. “I don’t know everything. I don’t always take good advice either.” 

We sat there for another few minutes until her sobs and dry heaving finally subsided. When it seemed like the worst had passed, I knotted her hair in a loose braid down her back.

“Do you want me to see if there’s some broth or chicken noodle soup in the harem kitchen?” I asked.

“Soup isn’t going to fix this.” Laura groaned and finally pulled her face out of the toilet. “I’m pregnant.”
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Chapter Five
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PREGNANT.

My brain refused to wrap around Laura’s confession. I had a hundred questions, but I saved them all and focused on getting my sister cleaned up and tucked into bed. Duncan snuggled in beside her after giving Mandy’s pillow a good sniff. Once they nodded off, I made a beeline for Dante’s room.

I found him in one of the armchairs in front of the fireplace that dissected the wall of windows facing the backyard.

“My sister is knocked up,” I blurted out, skipping right over polite greetings.

“Come again?” Dante dropped the business magazine he’d been reading onto the side table and blinked at me.

“There is a bun in her oven,” I said, drawing my finger in a wide circle around my own stomach. “Baby on board.”

“Oh... Congratulations?”

A conflicted noise pushed up the back of my throat, and I pressed the palm of one hand to my forehead. “I...don’t know.”

“Perhaps this will change things between her and the former fiancé.”

“Should it, though?” I made a face. “He’s not exactly father material. Not exactly husband material either.”

“You know this man well, I take it.”

“Well enough,” I grumbled and flopped onto the chair opposite Dante’s.

To be fair, I’d only met David Steckleman in person twice. But I’d seen him on television plenty of times, walking the red carpet and giving behind-the-scenes interviews for Henry’s Courtroom. He was a self-absorbed shmuck, and his relationship with my sister had been on-again, off-again for over ten years. 

The only reason I hadn’t broken out in song and dance when Laura announced that the wedding was off was because I was in shock. We’d gone nearly ten years without more than a few bitter phone calls before she returned to Missouri to plan my first funeral.

I hadn’t expected to see her again so soon—outside of our one-sided, small-screen soap opera-viewing sessions that I shared with Mandy, Audrey, and, occasionally, even Ursula. I didn’t think Laura had expected to see me for some time either—not even at her wedding, which she’d scheduled for midday on a yacht.

Dante’s hand rested on top of mine. “My offer was sincere. Your sister is welcome to stay here for as long as she likes. Through her pregnancy and beyond, if need be.” He retracted his hand at my horrified expression.

“In a house full of vampires? While she’s with child? That’s an awful idea. The thought of subjecting her to Ursula alone makes me see red—literally.”

“The princess is perhaps a bit...volatile at times, but she is not a monster.”

“That’s exactly what she is,” I countered. “That’s what we all are. This is no place for a human infant.”

Dante bristled and looked away from me. “You were an officer of the law before you were turned, an occupation that would be unnecessary if humans did not possess the capacity for evil, as well.”

“Oh, humans suck plenty.” I laughed dryly. “Hollywood would be a shit dad, but I wouldn’t ever have to worry about him taking a bite out of my niece or nephew.”

Niece or nephew. I was going to be an aunt. Being a vampire didn’t change that. It was still sinking in, but a tiny niggling of excitement and dread stirred in my stomach.

“Do you really believe Ursula—or anyone in this household, for that matter—would harm a hair on that child’s head?” Dante asked, gripping the arms of his chair. I’d offended him, but I wasn’t wrong.

“Don’t get all preachy with me, not when you’re worried about your own scion eating her dog after she’s turned.”

Dante huffed an indignant sigh and pointed a finger at me. “That is different. She will be newly risen. Every vampling has growing pains, as you are well aware. And Audrey will be closely monitored until she has adapted to her new diet.”

“Regardless, my sister will be out of here in a week, tops,” I said, shifting away from the why and on to the when. It seemed the best way to detour from the rocky road we were currently headed down. 

“Will she tell the child’s father or attempt to raise it on her own?” Dante asked next, seeming equally relieved to abandon the argument.

I shook my head. “No idea. She’s in pretty rough shape right now. I’ll ask tomorrow.”

He nodded, approving of my decision. If only he were more agreeable about the bigger fish I wanted to fry—like Wikes. Thinking of the wolf I’d grappled with the night before, I took the opportunity to steer the subject away from my sister.

“Any updates from Mandy or Blood Vice?”

“Cable left a message with Belinda,” Dante said. He stole a glance at his watch. “They arrived after sunrise, and the pack meeting should be taking place at this very moment. I suppose we will know more soon.”

According to Mandy, Wikes’ former alpha would more than likely sic the entire pack on him. There wouldn’t be so much as a bone or tuft of fur left when they were done. It was barbaric, but in Wikes’ case, it felt like perfect justice. In fact, considering the coffin-lock sentence the extra-naughty vamps got, it felt like Wikes was getting off easy. 

Supernatural punishment was extreme compared to how humans did things. I didn’t always agree with it, but then again, I didn’t care for some of the mortal methods either. There were more than a few human rapists and murderers that had been set free with no more than a slap on the wrist that I would’ve loved to have seen thrown to the wolves.

The history books in Dante’s library suggested that pack traitors used to be cut loose and hunted down like common prey. That trend lost favor as technology advanced, and the risk of human discovery became too great. One too many video clips of wolves attacking a presumed human and it would be open season on our shifty allies. Now, if werewolves wanted a big game hunt, they stuck to deer or elk.

“The Chicago pack has invited Cable’s unit to stay overnight and witness their ruling,” Dante continued. “They leave in the morning. Agent Starsgard will relay the in-person follow-up report at dusk if you would like to be present.” His lips curled into a reprimanding grin. “It is your closed case, after all.”

“Yes, it is.” I held his stare, refusing to cower or show any sign of shame. “I would love to hear Mandy’s follow-up report.”

Dante smirked. “Perhaps Ursula will be in a better mood by then, as well.”

My composure trembled at the mention of my sire, and I again thought of Laura and her delicate condition—and of Ursula’s earlier threat. It had shaken me. “If she harms Mandy or Laura, I will end her.”

“Choose your words wisely, Jenna.” Dante’s brow creased, and the teasing humor left his expression. “In the wrong company, that would be grounds for coffin-locking. Ursula is royalty.”

“She’s a royal pain in my ass.”

“I imagine she would say the same of you, with your resistance to the structure she has worked so hard to provide.”

Structure? I wanted to laugh, but Dante’s serious tone killed the sound before it could pass my lips. Structure was for molding children. I supposed, at least compared to Dante and Ursula’s extensive experience as vampires, I was very much a child in their eyes. Which did not sit well with me. At all.

“And what should I make of you, Your Grace?” I snapped. “You claim to care for me. If I were coffin-locked, what would you do? Leave me to rot?”

Dante’s jaw flexed, and he raked a hand through his loose curls. I was testing his patience tonight, far more than I had in the few months since we’d become intimate, but I wanted to know where we stood. These new vampiric relationship standards had me a little out of my depth. Not that I’d been anything remotely close to a love guru when I was human.

Dante abandoned his chair to kneel in front of mine. He reached for my hands, but I pulled them away, choosing to fold my arms instead. Whatever excuse he planned to deliver, I likely wouldn’t accept it with the grace he expected of his duchess. 

“Jenna...” His outstretched palms rotated and fell on top of my thighs. I could feel their warmth through my jeans, but the thrill the touch sent through my stomach curdled at his disheartened sigh. “I could never play Clyde to your Bonnie,” he admitted. “How can you not understand that when you, yourself, have fought so hard for a place on the right side of the law?”

I scoffed. “That was before I realized how jacked-up the vampiric legal system is.”

“Yet you still desire to work with Blood Vice, as made evident by your recent activities.”

“I desire to protect the innocent from murderous bastards like Wikes.”

Dante’s hands slid off my legs, and my breath tightened in my lungs. 

“If you ended Ursula, then yes, I would accept the council’s decision should they decide you belong in a locked coffin,” he said. “Just as I would accept Ursula’s fate if she harmed someone you care for.”

I kept forgetting that Dante and Ursula had been family for a century and a half. Whereas I’d only been a member of House Lilith for the past year. There was history here that I hadn’t even scratched the surface of yet, despite my lessons with the princess. I guessed I should have been grateful that Dante viewed us as equals when it came to the council’s wrath.

It wasn’t as if I were sincerely plotting Ursula’s demise. Sure, I was pissed at her—like that was anything new. But threats aside, she hadn’t done anything to render herself irredeemable in my eyes. Yet.

Dante rested his hands on my legs again. “I am the Duke of House Lilith,” he said as if I’d forgotten. “As such, I have a responsibility to not only the thousands of employees who work for corporations operated by House Lilith, but also to the agents of Blood Vice who keep our kind safe, and to the noble households that maintain the integrity of our society. I would never position myself on the opposite side of the law from those who have sworn an oath of loyalty to our family.”

I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “Points for honesty, I guess. Though I think I would have preferred a white lie.”

“And what purpose would that serve?” For an ancient vamp, he was utterly clueless sometimes.

I hitched an eyebrow. “Admitting you’d ghost a girl if she broke the law isn’t exactly an effective way to get her to remove her clothes.”

“That is not at all what I said, and you have broken plenty of laws, my dear.” He paused, and his eyes lit with amused understanding. “I do not know what this ghosting entails, but I would be delighted to bend you over my knee for your crimes instead. Would that serve to loosen your laces?”

“My laces? Do we have a foot fetish, Mr. Lilosa?” I sucked at the insides of my cheeks to keep my face from splitting into a grin as his fingers slowly slid up my thighs. 

“Corset laces, Mrs. Lilosa,” he whispered.

“I’m not wearing a corset.”

“It’s an expression.”

I rolled my eyes. “An archaic one. And I think I’ll pass on the corporal punishment.” 

Dante’s bottom lip jutted out, though the smolder remained in his dark eyes. “Shall I swear to move heaven and earth to secure your affection, then? To shield your body with mine should the sun ever find us? To seek out the rarest blood virgins for you to sup upon?”

“Go back to the heaven and earth bit. That was nice,” I said, the words cutting off with a sharp inhale as his hands reached my waist. His thumbs traced my hip bones. Then he pulled me to the edge of my seat, drawing another surprised breath from my lips as he rose up on his knees between my legs and pressed his body into mine. I promptly forgot everything we’d been talking about.

If Dante wanted to keep me safe and sound at home, this was the way to do it. If only life outside this room could just take care of itself. It probably could. But there was nothing lazy about the duke’s actions—on either side of his closed doors.

My mouth opened in anticipation as Dante leaned forward, but instead of a kiss, he nipped my bottom lip and pulled away. He darted in again, briefly brushing his mouth against mine. Such a tease, my duke. 

When he finally relented, I melted against him, humming my appreciation. His breath was hot against my face, sweetly tinged with fresh blood and minty toothpaste. His hands, too, radiated feverish heat through my ribcage as he explored under my sweater.

I lapped my tongue under his fangs, checking their evenness with the rest of his teeth. The discovery had perplexed me the first time I’d noticed it. We were both undead, so there were no pheromones to trigger the other to feed. It was both reassuring and...regrettable. 

The irrational craving I’d experienced with Roman had been dangerous and euphoric. Dante was by far the superior lover, and I was absolutely over Roman, but I was beginning to understand why the queen preferred her human consorts. There was something irresistibly seductive about forging a blood bond.

Jumping out of perfectly good airplanes is equally as exciting and stupid, I reminded myself. 

Dante slipped his hands under my thighs and lifted me out of the chair. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he circled the armchairs and carried me toward the bed, his mouth still devouring mine.

Blood bond or not, my body ached for Dante’s touch. This flavor of love was safer, and it was still potent enough to sweep me off my feet and make me forget how to form words beyond moaning his name.
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Chapter Six
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DANTE TOOK MY HAND and pressed it to his chest, holding it there as his breathing steadied. I could feel the thrum of his heart as it slowed to a normal pace once again—well, normal for a vampire.

“Does it sadden you that you shall never have children of your own?” he asked.

It was a strange question, and my first instinct was to scoff at the idea of bringing up a child in the feral world we pretended to know our way around. But that hadn’t gone over so well when I freaked about Laura doing that very thing, so I bit my tongue until my mind settled on a different response.

“I was twenty-eight and had just been promoted to Vice when I died. I hadn’t really given kids much thought by then, and I haven’t since.” I shrugged. “Does it bother you?”

Dante tilted his chin down to meet my gaze and smiled softly. I never quite knew what to make of the way he looked at me. Did he appreciate my interest in his thoughts and feelings? Or did he think his replies were so predictable that I was a fool for not guessing them?

“I had a child before I was turned,” he confessed, surprising me. “A wife, as well. Both were taken by pneumonia before the Civil War ended.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“It was a long time ago, and I hardly had the chance to know either. The marriage was arranged by our parents, and I was called away to Virginia before my son was born.”

“Still...that’s awful.” I nestled closer to him, suddenly cold. No wonder he didn’t talk about the past. I had so many more questions, but after such a tragic confession, I couldn’t bring myself to ask them.

“Audrey will be a fine scion,” Dante said, a more cheerful note entering his voice. He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “She is the closest I shall ever come to fathering a child again, and I am more at peace with that than I expected to be. But you”—he looked down at me—“you will have a new blood relative by birth soon. It is quite exciting and rare for a vampire to have a relationship with their living kin.”

“Will the council have a problem with that?” I asked. “It seems a little much to expect a young child not to tell anyone about me.”

“Children say all manner of curious things and are known to have imaginary friends,” Dante said. “And I do not see why we would need to inform the council, so long as your family outings stay out of the public eye.”

I nodded and laid my cheek against his chest, nestling my head under his chin. Maybe he was right. This could work. I could be a real aunt and watch the kid grow up in person rather than through stolen snapshots found in trash mags.

“And just think,” Dante said, stroking his fingers down the length of my arm, “if your sister relocates to St. Louis and becomes a single mother, you will be too busy helping her rear the child to get into trouble—ooh!” He gasped as I pinched his nipple.

“Maybe you should worry more about keeping yourself out of trouble, Your Grace.”

“Have mercy.” Dante chuckled as he took my hand and pressed it flat to his chest again. He was teasing, but it wasn’t a terrible thought, Laura staying in Missouri. Me helping her with the baby—during the night anyway. But a thought was all it would ever be.

“Laura is at the peak of her career,” I said. “Once her character is killed off on Henry’s Courtroom, she’ll get all kinds of exclusive casting calls. A lot of the daytime soaps are even willing to work around pregnancies. But they can’t work around her living halfway across the country.”

“Pity.” Dante gave me a comforting squeeze. Then he craned his neck back to get a look at the digital clock on the bedside table. “Two hours to sunrise, my dear. I suppose we should part ways to tend to our remaining business before settling in for the day.” 

I tucked my face into his shoulder and groaned.

“Come now.” He combed his fingers through my hair and planted a kiss on my temple. “Your mortal sister will need to eat eventually. Belinda tells me the new catering service she hired specializes in nutritionally-dense dishes. I have calls I must return this night, as well, including one to an ally on the council.”

“Fine.” I sighed and slid off the bed, dragging the flat sheet with me. Dante laughed as I stole a glance back at his nude body splayed across the mattress. He caught a corner of the sheet and tugged me back to him for a kiss.

“You are shameless, Mrs. Lilosa.”

“And you’re delicious, Mr. Lilosa,” I replied, stealing another kiss before handing him the sheet and searching for my clothes.

* * * * *
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IN THE FEW HOURS BEFORE sunrise, while Dante finished returning his phone calls, I checked in on Laura and Duncan. I tracked down Murphy to remind him to update the day shift security staff and then made arrangements with the harem for breakfast and lunch to be delivered to my private guest. It wouldn’t be too out of the way, considering Audrey often took her meals in her room, too. With Sweet Pea and Levi, her werewolf donor-in-waiting. 

I liked Levi. Probably more than he deserved, but I’d handpicked him from Renfield Academy myself after Audrey’s first batch of dowry donors had turned out to be duds. It had been an early attempt of Dante’s to make me feel like a respected member of our household, and I’d taken full advantage of the situation, picking out a young, charming candidate to turn Audrey’s doe eyes away from the duke.

Levi was a good kid. He’d already proven himself as a worthy addition. Now, the trick was to make sure he didn’t get so cozy with the future baroness that he turned her furry before Dante could sire her at Imbolc. One week to go. So far, so good. 

Back in my room, I left my sister a note with precise instructions to stay put. I wasn’t too worried about her safety during the day while the majority of the house was dead to the world, but I didn’t want the whole harem knowing she was here. That seemed like the quickest way to alert Ursula.

While I would kill the princess if she harmed Laura, that didn’t necessarily mean I wanted to. Certainly not if it meant a dark coffin that no one would save me from.

Part of me wanted to stand guard over my sister until dawn pulled me under, but waking up beside my corpse probably wouldn’t be good for her delicate condition. Besides, I lived for dying in Dante’s arms. The only thing better than that was rising with him at sunset.

I’d refused to let Vin sleep in bed with me during the day—of course, that had more to do with my fear that he’d conduct medical experiments on me while I was out. With Roman, I’d been under the thrall of our blood bond. That was the only explanation I had for the only time I’d let the sun come up with a mortal’s arms around me. 

I imagined he was used to it with Vanessa. I tried to push the ugly thoughts of the two of them out of my mind. None of that mattered now. 

Sunrise with Dante was like slipping soundly into the very best dream. I took comfort in knowing that when my eyes closed and the dawn pulled me under, he was taking his last breath of the night at the exact same time. And sunset meant waking from that dream just as tangled in each other’s embrace as when our spirits had departed to chase stars through the night until darkness led us home again.
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