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FINDING A TEACUP POMERANIAN in half a foot of snow was likely the most frivolous use I had for the Eye of Blood. And yet, here I was, grateful there was a need for the gift at all. 

The red film over my vision faded as I trudged across the yard and toward the patio that stretched along the backside of the manor. The puppy trembled in the cup of my hand. It was no bigger than a snowball. I tucked it in closer to my chest, trying to loan it some of my warmth.

“Oh, thank you, Your Grace!” Audrey sniffled and stuffed her snotty handkerchief into the pocket of her coat before taking the mini Pom from me. “She ran off before I could put her reflective parka on, and—you could have frozen to death, Sweet Pea!” she scolded the pup. It whined pitifully at her tone.

The girl wasn’t wrong. The dog couldn’t have weighed more than three pounds, and with its white coat, there was no way Audrey’s human eyes were going to spot it in the snow—especially not at night. Another ten minutes, and it would’ve been a pupsicle. She and Sweet Pea were lucky I’d noticed them through the duke’s bedroom window.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Audrey said again.

“Jenna,” I reminded her. “Please, save the formalities for vampiric public appearances.”

Not that we’d had many of those. 

Since All Hallows’ Eve, Dante had taken us on exactly two outings—neither of which were among undead society outside of our own household. The first was to the winter ballet performance at the Nightfall Opera House, and the second to New York City, on the private jet, for a late-night shopping excursion down 5th Avenue before watching the ball drop in Time Square. 

Audrey and I had never been, but even Ursula, who claimed to have witnessed the sight no less than fifty times, couldn’t hide her excitement. Dante seemed more content by the fact that we were all having a good time together. Like a family should.

“It doesn’t snow like this in Austin,” Audrey said as we dusted ourselves off on the shoveled patio slab, the white string lights twinkling down on us from the roofline. “It seems we stocked up on winterwear just in time.” She touched her new coat fondly. The baby blue wool was lined with faux fur that spilled over the collar and cuffs. It went well with her porcelain skin and strawberry curls, giving her the appearance of a China doll fresh out of the box.

I’d gone with something less flashy in midnight blue and with breast pockets deep and sturdy enough to hold my matching .40 caliber Reaper TDs. The weight of the pistols pressed against my body made me feel invincible, and the new coat made it easier to pack them without having to wrestle on my shoulder holsters. 

“I suppose so,” I agreed with Audrey and opened the patio door for her and the pooch.

I was no longer jealous of the duke’s pending scion, though I didn’t exactly agree with the way he was spoiling her. When the queen revoked our invitation to the Midwinter’s Eve ball, and Audrey turned a trembling lip to Dante, it had all gone downhill from there.

Midwinter at the manor became an outright spectacle. There were decorated trees in every room, and garlands looped over every banister. The outside of the house was decked in wreaths and white lights, and stockings hung from the fireplaces in the blood harem and Dante’s room.

The avalanche of gifts had been unexpected, too. Dante smothered Audrey, Ursula, and me with expensive jewelry and high-end perfumes. He’d also purchased a new set of pastels and canvas for me, and the puppy for Audrey. Ursula was treated with a private visit from a Blood House Geisha, though Dante practically had her smuggled in and out of the manor to avoid upsetting Murphy. 

Yoshiko’s death still weighed heavily on all of us, but Murphy had been in love with her. He visited the lake out back, where Yosh had requested her ashes be spread, every morning before dawn. I was sure Dante’s holiday efforts were as much for Murphy as they were for Audrey and the rest of us. 

The harem and security staff had been gifted new gear and extended vacation hours, too—which was easy enough to pull off, considering we so rarely left the house, and Dante had hired a dozen new guards. Tonight alone, on my quest for Princess Pea, I’d spotted six guards along the tree line that surrounded the property. All thanks to the Eye of Blood.

We were weeks past Midwinter’s Eve now, but Dante had decided to leave the décor up through Imbolc. It made everything seem...cheerier. As if we could keep the horrors of reality at arm’s length so long as the holiday season persisted. 

The sunroom Audrey and I stepped into was empty, but it always was at night. I imagined the harem used it more during the day. I’d entered the backyard through Dante’s patio door, though I also had access through the sliding door in my room that opened onto a raised terrace my bedroom shared with Ursula’s and Mandy’s. 

Audrey’s bedroom faced the front of the manor, so she used the sunroom hallway that stretched behind the north stairwell and fed into the foyer.

“You poor thing,” she cooed to the pup as she rolled it over in the crook of her arm, cradling it like a baby. “We’ll have to dry your toes off and put more balm on them now—your nose too, I think.”

“It rubs the lotion on its skin or else it gets the hose again.” I snickered under my breath. 

Audrey’s brow furrowed, and she held the dog closer. “A hose? That sounds absolutely barbaric.”

“It’s a line from a movie—” I bit my lip, realizing my error. “Never mind.” But the damage had already been done.

“A movie?” Her eyes lit with wonder. “Like The Sound of Music?”

“Uh... Not exactly.”

“The Wizard of Oz?” she tried next.

“There’s no music. It’s a scary movie. You wouldn’t like it, and I doubt it’s on the Netflix.” 

I cleared my throat and collected a bright pink doggie parka from one of the wicker benches in the sunroom, handing it to Audrey before nodding for the hall. Her bottom lip jutted out, but at least she didn’t ask for the title of the movie. The Sixth Sense had caused enough hysterics. 

Darkly Hall, the blood finishing school where Audrey had been raised and trained, encouraged an appetite for more classical performance arts, like Shakespearian theater and ballet. Her first sampling of modern television had included Henry’s Courtroom, the daytime drama featuring my living diva of a twin sister. Audrey and Ursula had taken to watching the new episodes with Mandy and me in my bedroom.

The month after Audrey discovered Netflix, the Netflix, as she reverently referred to it, she’d hardly left her room. That is, until she arrived at the horror category. She’d scampered across the hall and crawled into bed with Mandy that night. And the next. Though, I suspect Mandy was glad to have a warm body nearby, too. I spent more time in the duke’s bed lately. 

Dante was in his office tonight, returning phone calls and making travel arrangements for Imbolc. I had resigned myself to boredom, but then a familiar voice echoed through the foyer where the sunroom hallway deposited Audrey and me.

“They fill them up with Irish cream whiskey and stuff them with cookies, and they call it bloodnog!” Mandy squealed. “The vamps in Spero Heights pay almost three times as much for it.”

“Well, ain’t that somethin’?” Murphy chuckled. “I’ve noticed the blood’s been sweeter ‘round here lately, too. Guess all those sugar cookies Belinda ordered weren’t just for the donors then, huh?” His wide frame came into view first, blocking Mandy from my sight. I darted around him and scooped Mandy up into a bear hug.

“I thought you weren’t coming back until tomorrow,” I said, crushing her tighter. I didn’t even care that she was wearing my favorite sweater and a shade of nude lipstick that I was sure had come out of my bathroom drawer.

“Ribs!” Mandy slapped my shoulders. “Jay-zus, what do you have in that coat? Bricks?”

“Sorry.” I winced, remembering the TDs in my breast pockets, and set her down. “I’m just so excited to see you.”

“We are, too,” Audrey said, lifting one of Sweet Pea’s paws for a wave. Mandy’s grin tightened as she laid eyes on the dog, but to her credit, she didn’t growl. Werewolves and dogs didn’t exactly mix. To be fair, werewolves didn’t mix well with anything. I was sure the arrival of Sweet Pea had more than a little to do with the timing of Mandy’s vacation to Spero Heights.

Mandy and Audrey’s friendship was an ongoing effort. They were the youngest members of the household, but they’d come from such different backgrounds. A seedy brothel and a high-end finishing school didn’t share much overlap—though they both aimed to please bloodthirsty clientele. 

I aimed to kill, but that was a product of my background, as well. 

“It’s good to have ya home, Star.” Murphy cleared his throat before hitching a brow at me. “At our very secure home that’s well guarded. No need for the extra firepower, Skye.”

“I know.” I held his gaze even as my face flushed. “I’m just...breaking in the new coat.”

He gave me a crooked grin. “Right.” 

The click-clack of high heels drew our attention to the north stairwell where Belinda, the duke’s assistant, descended in one of her smart dress suits, her hair pulled back in a French twist. She carried a stack of mail that I assumed was on its way to Dante’s office. When she caught sight of us gathered in the foyer, she paused and offered a smile.

“Welcome home, Agent Starsgard,” she said, handing over a thick envelope.

“What’s this?” Mandy asked.

Belinda shrugged. “It came in the mail today. From Los Angeles.”

Laura? 

My sister wasn’t one to send Christmas cards, but I couldn’t think of anyone else Mandy knew from California. 

Mandy glanced at me before turning her attention back to the envelope. She slipped her thumb under the corner fold and carefully pried the flap open. The frilly white card inside made my stomach drop. I caught a few words of the golden calligraphy before Mandy turned her back to me.

“No.” My blood vision flared to life again, painting the room red.

“Laura Skye and David Steckleman request the pleasure of your company—”

“No, she wouldn’t!” I snatched the invitation away from Mandy and poured over the details, becoming more and more agitated as I read. “How could she?”

“What is going on out here?” Dante asked, emerging from his office with a frown. “Is everything all right?”

“No!” I yelled and held up the invitation for him to see. “My stupid sister is trying to ruin her life, and she’s doing it on a yacht in the middle of the day, so there’s nothing I can do about it!”

The duke ran a hand through his dark hair. The jeans and blue Henley he wore meant he wouldn’t be leaving us for any meetings tonight. Usually, that was cause for celebration. Just not the kind my sister was planning.

“A wedding?” Dante inquired, straining to read the invitation from across the foyer. “Ah, well, it is a staple of humanity. Shall we send a gift? A crystal decanter, perhaps?”

“Don’t you dare.” I glared at him. “The only acceptable thing to send in this situation is a bottle of arsenic—for the groom.”

“Oh, dear.” Dante’s forehead creased, and the inner corners of his eyebrows rose with concern. “I assume your sister is aware of your ill will toward her beloved?”

“Yes, and don’t call him that.” My lip curled up into a distasteful snarl. 

There was no way Laura considered Hollywood her beloved. The only thing my sister was in love with was attention—which an overpriced wedding on a yacht would definitely yield.

Dante sighed. “Then why, pray tell, would she summon you to witness their legal union?”

“She didn’t,” Mandy interjected, plucking the card out of my hand. “The invitation is addressed to me.”

“Oh, please.” I folded my arms. “Laura knows better than to send mail addressed to her dead sister to some rando rich guy’s house.”

“Rando rich guy?” Dante smirked. I couldn’t tell if he was amused or offended by the label. Audrey looked confused. Modern slang hadn’t been covered at Darkly Hall either.

Mandy took a few steps away from me before reading the details of the invitation for herself. “It’s being held during the day.”

“Yeah. That’s what I said.” I huffed.

“Then it’s obviously not for you.”

“Most weddings are held during the day. I’m sure she didn’t expect me to want to attend anyway. She probably just didn’t want me to find out through the trash mags first.”

“Well, I’m going.” Mandy slid the R.S.V.P. card out of the envelope. “If she didn’t expect you to want to attend, then this”—she waved the smaller card in my face—“is totally for me.”

My mouth fell open, and a hot, heavy weight filled my chest. Was I the only one who saw how horrifically unfair this entire situation was? No. Of course they didn’t.

Before Laura and I had gone our separate ways in middle school—at least socially—our daily playdates had been largely consumed by wedding plans. Barbie and Ken entrusted us with their vow renewal ceremonies hundreds of times. If Guinness had a sisterly record for such things, I’d bet my fangs that we’d blown it out of the water before our tenth birthday.

Now that Laura was planning the real deal, I was out of the equation. Sure, there was a slight chance I would have turned her down if I’d still been human. But only because David Steckleman was a grade-A d-bag. He’d whisked Laura off to Hollywood after our mother’s death, leaving me all alone in St. Louis, and I’d never forgiven him for it. There were plenty of other reasons to hate him, but that one still burned my ass the most.

The doorbell rang, and Belinda slipped past Mandy and me. She seemed relieved to excuse herself from our petty argument. Murphy eyed Dante in the doorway of the office as if he were considering begging the duke to invite him inside before things got any uglier, and Audrey had already migrated to the opening of the south wing. As the only human in the room, her flight instincts were on high alert.

Mandy hummed to herself as she licked the seal of the smaller envelope Laura had included for the R.S.V.P. Her enthusiasm only added fuel to my sulking resentment.

“Save yourself a stamp and shove that up your ass,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Don’t be that way.” Mandy propped her fists on her hips. “Even if the wedding was set to take place at night, you wouldn’t be able to go. You’re supposed to be dead, remember?”

“And you’re supposed to be my friend!”

“Do you suppose Laura invited Serena?” Mandy asked, completely ignoring my outburst. The jerk.

My fangs budded, digging into my bottom lip as a growl rolled up the back of my throat.

“Your Majesty!” Belinda’s surprised gasp drew everyone’s attention to the front door. “Please, come in.”

Two of the queen’s bodyguards entered the foyer first. In their simple, sleek suits, they were almost unrecognizable. I was used to seeing them in historical costume at the balls, but I imagined they preferred to keep a somewhat lower profile out amongst the humans. Still, my fangs retracted at the sight of them.

Lili’s attire was less regal Victorian, too, but she maintained a queenly aura with her burgundy lace dress and the fur-lined cloak draped over her shoulders. She looked ready for the red carpet, which brought Laura to mind again, despite my stumbling efforts to recall the proper etiquette for a visit from the Queen of House Lilith.

“Your Majesty,” Dante greeted Lili next, dipping into a low bow. Murphy, Audrey, Mandy, and I followed his lead while Belinda closed the door behind the additional four guards who followed the queen inside.

Lili took us in with a blank expression, but then she made a face at the duke’s comfortable house clothes. “I’ll forgive your appearance as this was an unannounced visit.”

“You are too kind, Your Majesty,” he replied dryly. “I will change at once.”

“Don’t bother.” Lili waved her hand in the air. “I cannot stay long.”

“Would you care for refreshment?” Dante asked.

Offer blood. That was the first order of business, if I recalled Ursula’s lessons correctly.

“Actually,” Lili said, motioning for two of her men to come forward. “I brought a treat for you. Holland and Clyde are two of my very best wolves—when it comes to my harem and my security staff.”

Dante frowned. I could tell he was trying to find a tactful way to decline the gift. We still hadn’t broken in the dozen new guards he’d hired. “That is very generous of Your Majesty. Though I would not dream of taking such valuable members of your household for myself.”

“They are not only for you.” Lili’s dark eyes migrated to Audrey and then me. “You will have a second royal vampling under your roof in a matter of weeks, as well as the princess and yourself. That is quite the target. Your home has been breached by our enemies twice in a very short stretch of time.”

Dante’s face flushed. “I am well aware, and measures have been taken, I assure you.”

None of us were stupid enough to believe that Kassandra had been the top of the food chain where the royal family’s enemies were concerned. She’d been a pawn at best. The fact that she’d been outed and coffin-locked offered very little peace of mind. Hence all the new guards.

“Wonderful,” Lili said, lifting her chin. “But my wolves are staying. I am the queen, and as such, I do not require your approval or permission to further protect my family.”

“Of course not, Your Majesty.” Dante bowed again, but not before his face turned a deeper shade of red. “I am eternally grateful.”

Lili harrumphed. “You are not now, but you will be once you have another mouth to feed. I’m sure you recall the pangs of your first hunger better than any of us, Jenna,” she said, turning her attention to me.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” I bobbed my head, resisting the urge to bend at the waist again. I’d already demonstrated the deep bow, and Ursula said it was cowardice to lower one’s self any further than absolutely necessary. It was a show of weakness, and if not to maintain my own dignity, I should refrain on her behalf. A good scion should not make her sire look bad.

I questioned that advice as Lili’s eyes narrowed. She moved closer, soundlessly gliding over the hardwood floor until she was only a few feet in front of me.

“And what did your birth sire, Senior Zajalvo, present you with for your first meal?” she asked. The quiet edge of her voice felt like a dare. My gaze began to slide toward Dante, but then I thought better of it.

“Two Spanish maids.”

“And you found them filling?”

I pressed my lips together, remembering the blood I’d picked up from the butcher shop across the river. My actual first meal. “Not really.”

“You see?” Lili said to Dante, though her eyes remained fixed on mine. 

My skin prickled with sweat. I wanted to blame it on the thick coat I hadn’t removed yet, but the thought of the queen demanding a taste of my blood to prove my origin—no, to prove my loyalty—set every nerve in my body on edge.

“Your Majesty,” Ursula said from behind me. I hadn’t heard her entered the foyer. “How kind of you to visit us this holiday season. I hope your Midwinter was merry.”

The queen broke our staring contest first, glancing over my shoulder to greet the princess. “Grandscion.” Her voice flattened and took on a reprimanding tone as if she were addressing a child of whom she certain was never up to any good.

“Holland.” Ursula sighed. “I cannot express how pleased I am that you’ll be staying with us.”

I could tell which of the suited wolves Holland was from the way one corner of his mouth twitched up into a faint grin.

“Likewise, Your Highness,” he said, dipping his head respectfully.

The queen cleared her throat. “I hope your lessons with the princess have been productive,” she said, her gaze returning to me. Her expression was more sympathetic this time. “You do not have the luxury of a proper upbringing to compensate for her shortcomings, and the Vampiric High Council does not use kid gloves.”

“The princess has been most attentive, Your Majesty,” I said. “We meet for lessons daily.”

It was almost the truth. We did meet daily, unless Ursula was in a mood or angry with me. Then I’d get the silent treatment for a day or two. It was also unfortunate that every other session contained more speculative rumors of vamp high society than real knowledge or training, but I’d take what I could get.

The queen gave me a skeptical look but followed it with a slow nod. “Very good.” She turned and headed for the front door, her guards—less the two she’d donated to us—forming a tight square around her. “I expect you all to be on your very best behavior at the Imbolc celebration.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Dante answered on everyone’s behalf.

“No stunts, no petty wardrobe tricks.” Lili paused to glance back at Audrey, still frozen in the opening of the south wing. “I’m sending a special dress just for you, dear. A family heirloom, in fact.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Audrey’s voice was barely a whisper. She offered a trembling curtsey and then covered Sweet Pea’s face to quiet the dog’s agitated whine.

“Until Imbolc, children of mine.”

Belinda opened the front door and bowed again, remaining in the position until the queen’s entourage had fully exited. When she rose and closed the door behind them, the room fell silent.

I finally stole a glance at Dante, wondering what he made of the queen’s visit and her gift. The two men wore perfect poker faces. They were professionals, like the rest of the royal security detail, including the duke’s own men. I had to wonder if there was a hidden agenda to their presence. Were they only here to offer more blood and protection? Or were they here to spy on us for the queen? As if our household hadn’t been uptight enough lately. 

“Come along, gentleman.” Ursula waved her hand at the new wolves. “I’ll give you the grand tour before turning you over to our head of security, Mr. Murphy.”

Holland and Clyde followed her out of the foyer and up the north stairwell. Once they were gone, Mandy blew out a dejected sigh.

“Why can’t we ever get any girl wolves, huh?” She directed the question at Dante. “The rest of the guards get to play footsie with the harem, but I can’t even get to second base without fear of turning a date furry. It’s not fair.”

Dante blinked stiffly and took a backward step into his office. “Right. Well, I will be sure to take that into consideration next time I hire new guards.”

“Ohhh, yeah.” Mandy gave him a double thumbs-up and wiggled her eyebrows. 

Dante tugged at the collar of his shirt, clearly ready for the conversation to be over. He’d been equally uncomfortable when Audrey had asked how touchy feely she could get with Levi, her werewolf donor-in-waiting, before Imbolc. 

“Now, if you will excuse me,” he said, retreating another step into his office. “I have calls to return and a wedding gift to order.”

“What?” I snapped. But he had already closed the door behind him.

Audrey was gone, too. Murphy pressed his back against the foyer wall and closed his eyes, feigning a nap.

The matter of Laura’s wedding still hung in the air. I eyed the invitation in Mandy’s hand, and she sighed.

“Are you really going to freak if I go to this?” she asked, her eyebrows drawing together. “I mean, I know you miss Laura, too... But I guess I just didn’t think that meant I’d never get to see her again either.”

“It’s fine. I’m just...” Jealous? Pathetic? “I don’t know what I am.” I swallowed and turned for the south wing hallway, heading for my room.

“I’ll take a million pictures,” Mandy offered, skipping a few steps to catch up with me. “I don’t even care if cell phones aren’t allowed. If I have to, I’ll stick it up my—”

“That won’t be necessary.” I stopped to give her a meaningful stare. “Seriously. Knowing Laura, she’ll have at least three professional photographers. I’ll get the full spread in half a dozen tabloids by the following week.”

Mandy pursed her lips and tilted her head to one side, silently agreeing with me. “Do you want me to bring you back some cake instead? Party favors? Take no prisoners when the bouquet is tossed?”

I snorted. “What am I going to do with a wedding bouquet?”

Then it hit me. I was jealous. Just not of Mandy for getting to attend the big day. I was jealous that I’d never have one.

Of all the things my sister and I had done differently with our lives, I never anticipated that our paths could diverge to this degree. I was legally dead. Bound by darkness and blood, but otherwise immortal. My biological clock was frozen in time for all eternity.

And Laura was carrying on with her human life.

Eventually, I’d have to accept that.

* * * * *
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FOR ALL THE PERKS OF being a vampire, there were plenty of annoying little things that got under my skin. Not least among them were the split dates of my waking hours. Like noon for the humans, midnight marked a halfway point for vampires—but it also warranted a calendar flip. 

Because of this fun fact, Dante’s day planner was a nightmare. Each block was divided in half, making his always busy schedule look twice as tedious as any mortal CEO’s. It was a wonder he found any time at all for me.

“Isn’t there anything in here I could take off your plate?” I asked, thumbing through the planner while he brushed his teeth in the attached bathroom.

“Hmm?” He paused and glanced up from the sink. In the reflection of the mirror, I watched foamy toothpaste drip from his chin onto his smooth chest. “I wish,” he mumbled before rinsing his mouth and clicking off the bathroom light.

It was a quarter till seven, half an hour to sunrise. Winter had never really been my favorite time of year, but now that I relied on the darkness, I embraced the colder months. The extra hours meant more free time for the duke, and since I had to share that time with Audrey, I coveted every second.

Dante climbed in bed and took the planner from me, tossing it onto his bedside table. “I can think of a dozen things I would rather do with you this night than discuss business.” His eyes traced a lazy path up my bare legs, paused at the line of exposed skin between my shorts and tank top, and then dilated as I stretched back over the pillows to give him a better view of my neck.

It might have been freezing outside, but the manor was always a comfortable seventy degrees. Though, the sugary, liquored-up harem was also to blame for our lighter bedroom attire tonight. Bloodnog, as Mandy had called it, was delicious, but the alcohol sure carried some heat through the bloodstream. 

Dante and I had shared a steaming pot in front of the fireplace before rolling around naked in his bed. The duke was an exceptional distraction from the restless boredom and uselessness that consumed me most of the time. 

Sometimes, I wondered if he was only bedding me to keep me in check. Not that he didn’t enjoy our extracurricular activities, as well. But it was certainly an effective method. I had to give him that. I wasn’t sure how long this comfortable stalemate would last, but I didn’t mind it so much when Dante’s body was pressed against mine.

With Laura weighing on my conscience, the endorphins wore off more quickly tonight. The giddy high of our pre-dawn tumble dissipated, despite my efforts to forget about the invitation and Mandy’s plans to fly off to California without me this summer.

“What is it?” Dante asked, the smolder in his expression dampening as his gaze finally met mine. “Are you still fretting over the crystal decanter?”

“No, it’s not that—”

“Because we do not have to send a gift if it grieves you so deeply.”

“It’s fine. Send the decanter.” I sighed and closed my eyes. “I just... wish I could be there.”

“Ah. I see.” Dante pressed his lips together. His eyebrows rose in that sympathetic way that I found so endearing about him. “When you say there, do you mean at your sister’s wedding, or in her place?”

“What? Gross!” A nervous whisper of a laugh slipped from me, and my face warmed.

“You know full well what I mean, my dear.”

Dante and I hadn’t been romantically involved for very long. I’d been living at the manor for a year now, but we weren’t yet three months into the bedroom acrobatics. Certainly not long enough for me to be dwelling over a wedding that would never happen.

Vampires did not get hitched. It was a silly notion, to be sure. Scions were created by individual sires, and undead society was complicated enough without adding in the additional paperwork of marriage and divorce and joint ownership of property and harems—all of which had to be kept under the mortal radar.

I had no delusions, and I wasn’t interested in all the trappings that came with wedding vows, anyway. This was Dante’s house. Sleeping with him didn’t change that. Even the queen’s order that he monitor Ursula and me didn’t make this place ours. Though, Dante was very good at making those under his roof feel at home.

“I sometimes forget how young you are,” he said, stroking his fingers down my arm. “I may not be able to offer you the traditional, human experience, but I am not completely emptyhanded.” 

He slid off the bed and crossed the room to his antique armoire. The piece of furniture and his Civil War uniform were the only items I knew of that he’d kept from his human life. He didn’t talk much about the past, and he was quite comfortable with modern gadgets and technology. I found it impressive—and I often forgot just how old he was.

Dante opened one of the mirrored doors of the armoire and retrieved a manila envelope. “I had intended to save this for Imbolc, but perhaps it is needed now,” he said, handing it to me.

I unfastened the metal clip and pulled out a small stack of documents—a birth certificate, social security card, high school diploma, driver’s license, passport, and a...

“Is this a marriage certificate?” I gaped up at him before examining the finer details and comparing them with the other forms of ID. They were top quality forgeries. “Jennifer Hannah Stags?” I asked, reading off the printed name under my familiar, sloppy signature. If one didn’t look too closely, Jenna Hazel Skye was easily interchangeable with the fictitious name.

“My handwriting analyst claimed that your current signature would pass for such, if ever required in the event of a mortal emergency. Of course, it is now Mrs. Lilosa,” Dante said. Then he nodded at the envelope. “It comes with an accessory.” 

I turned the envelope upside down, and a ring fell into my lap. The thick, white gold band was embedded with diamonds and sapphires all the way around. It matched the necklace and earrings he’d given me for Midwinter. 

If I hadn’t felt cheap for the game cameras I’d gifted him before, I definitely did now. Dante had been thrilled, but I suspected that was because no one else had bothered getting him anything. I had to admit, it had taken a while to come up with the perfect gift for a man who had enough money to buy whatever he wanted—including a private jet and a fleet of armored vehicles.  

“I spent a lot of time sorting files in the BATC library,” I said, picking up the fancy wedding ring. “I know that most new vamplings aren’t brought into a house under the pretense of marriage.”

“No, not often,” Dante agreed.

“You didn’t have to do this.” I was embarrassed now. “Just because my sister is getting married—”

“I had this prepared before Midwinter.” It was Dante’s turn to blush. “We will be living together for some time yet, and though it may be presumptuous of me, I do hope our relationship remains this...pleasant. Do you not?”

“I do,” I said, wondering if this was another distraction he hoped would keep me out of trouble.

“You do?” Dante grinned. “Shall I find someone to pronounce us man and wife then?”

I held up the certificate. “It would appear you already have.”

“Then at least allow me the honor, my blushing faux bride.” He held out his palm for the ring, and I gave it to him and offered my left hand. The smile splitting his face grew wider as he slid the ring up my finger. “I suppose this is our wedding night, Mrs. Lilosa.”

“Wedding morning,” I corrected him and glanced at the wall of glass that overlooked the snowy backyard. The sky was already creased with hints of pink and violet. It wouldn’t be long now. I could feel the sun’s sleepy weight pressing down on my bones. As if on cue, the steel shutters began to slide closed over the windows.

Dante settled beside me on the bed again. He took the stack of documents and moved them to his bedside table, piling them on top of his day planner. It would all be there for us when we rose at dusk. The night was over—well, almost over.

Dante’s arm wrapped behind my shoulders, and he took my hand, pressing it to his chest as he pulled me closer. I turned my chin up, meeting his gaze despite the dawn’s tug at my eyelids. A wreath dotted with mistletoe hung from the wall over his bed. Dante’s eyes darted up at it and then back to me.

“Mistletoe and nuptials.” His sleepy whisper was laced with mint. It danced over my neck and sent a shiver through me, causing Dante to hold me tighter. “Have you ever had more reason to kiss me?” he asked.

“I need a reason?” I teased before tilting my head back to reach his mouth with mine.

Dante’s lips parted for me. The kiss was lazy and soft, but it was perfect. A split second after it ended, I felt the sun kiss the sky good morning, and we died in each other’s arms. 
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BLOOD VICE BOOK SEVEN
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Find it now at your favorite e-bookstore!
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AFTER A YEAR OF PLAYING scion to the temperamental Princess of House Lilith, Jenna is ready to get back to solving cases—even if that means sneaking out of the manor to get the job done. Jenna’s antics do not go unnoticed by the Vampiric High Council. When several representatives drop in to conduct the princess and duchess’s one-year evaluation and are nearly taken out by a poorly-timed bomb, the council decides to put Jenna’s skills as an agent to the test. If she can uncover whoever is behind the attack, the council will approve her arrangement with the princess. Otherwise, there’s a locked coffin in her immediate future—a future she’s just learned could include a living niece or nephew.
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