Bound by Night

Velstaire Dionese Ajron, a celebrated pâtissier, has spent years chasing the world’s finest flavors, immersing himself in the culinary traditions of every place he visits. 
His journey leads him to Northumberland, a land of breathtaking landscapes, ancient castles, and rich culinary heritage. 
Seeking inspiration, he wanders into Alnwick town center, unaware that his greatest discovery will not be found in a book or a dish—but in the gaze of a stranger.
Felmont von Selwicke, known to the world as Fel, is an elusive art collector and the enigmatic force behind the prestigious Felmont Museum. His name commands reverence, yet few have ever seen him. He moves only in the shadows, for his secret is one that could shatter the fragile peace between two worlds.
For a thousand years, Felmont has ruled from the depths of a hidden vampire kingdom, a king without a queen, a g*0d without purpose. 
Once, vampires and humans coexisted—until war and betrayal drove his kind into the darkness. For centuries, he has watched from afar, growing weary of an existence without love, without passion, without meaning. Now, he longs for eternal rest.
But on the night he intends to walk among mortals one last time, he meets Velstaire. 
Drawn to the pâtissier in a way he cannot explain, Felmont is consumed by a longing he has not felt in centuries. Velstaire awakens something buried deep within him—a desire to live, to love, to defy fate itself.
Yet their love is a dangerous one. The scars of the past run deep, and the vampire king’s people will not tolerate a human by his side. 
With Velstaire’s life hanging in the balance, Felmont is faced with an impossible choice: turn him, binding him to immortality and sealing their future together, or let him go and risk losing the only light to ever touch his eternal darkness.
For the first time in a thousand years, the immortal king fears something more than death.
He fears losing his heart.














Main Characters: 

Velstaire Dionese Ajron 

Velstaire Dionese Ajron was a pâtissier with an insatiable passion for global pastries and desserts. After graduating from a prestigious culinary school in France, he embarked on a world tour, immersing himself in the flavors and culinary traditions of every place he visited.
His final stop was Northumberland, a county in the northeast of England, bordering Scotland. Known for its breathtaking landscapes, ancient castles, and rugged coastline, Northumberland also boasted a rich culinary heritage, featuring pastries such as Singin’ Hinnies, Northumbrian Tarts, and Stottie Cake.
Eager to explore, Velstaire booked a room at a well-known lodge in Newton on the Moor, just 14 kilometers from the historic Alnwick Castle.
On the night of his arrival, restless and eager for inspiration, he wandered into Alnwick town center, hoping to find rare books on the art of baking and classic literature. 
As he sat in a cozy café, idly flipping through a menu, his attention was drawn to a man strolling aimlessly down the street.
Before he even realized it, he had agreed to a date with this mysterious stranger—someone he had just met, yet felt impossibly drawn to.























Felmont von Selwicke

Felmont von Selwicke, known to the world as Fel, is a Northumbrian art collector and the enigmatic force behind the Felmont Museum, a prestigious art gallery based in London. Revered as one of the most sought-after art collectors of the decade, his influence extends far beyond the art world—but few have ever seen him in public. 
He emerges only at night, a shadow in the realm of masterpieces and prestige.
Yet behind the name, behind the legacy, lies a secret that could upend everything.
For a thousand years, he ruled a vast vampire kingdom from the heart of an ancient castle, watching human civilization rise and fall. 

Vampires once roamed freely among mortals, even in daylight, until the Great War forced them into exile. The werewolves, allied with witches and warlocks, rose against them—and ultimately, they prevailed.
And so, Felmont led his people underground, constructing a hidden empire where they could survive in the shadows.
To his people, he was more than a ruler—he was a savior, the beacon that guided them away from extinction. They revered him, worshipped him, and crowned him their eternal king.

Yet despite all the centuries of admiration, Felmont had no queen.
Many had tried to capture his heart, drawn to his beauty, power, and presence. Yet none had ever stirred him. 
Over time, the weight of eternity grew unbearable. He lost his passion for existence, his thirst for power, even his hunger for blood. Eventually, he sought only one thing: rest.
His people refused to let him go. They needed their king. But Felmont, weary of an endless life without meaning, was prepared to take his final sleep.

Then fate intervened.
On what he believed to be his last night walking among humans, he ventured into town with a single intent—to find one final prey, to feed one last time. But instead, he found something else.
Velstaire Dionese Ajron.








Side Characters:
Pablo Nasgorn

Pablo Nasgorn, the reincarnation of the werewolf king Primor Nasgorn, is both feared and revered for his strength and ruthless leadership. As the head of the Nasgorn Group, a powerful London-based corporation, he has built an empire that commands influence across various industries.
Though cold and unyielding in business, he is a leader of wisdom and unwavering loyalty to his people.
Eight hundred years ago, Primor’s wife and mate were brutally slain by none other than Felmont, the vampire king. Since that day, Primor—now living as Pablo—has been consumed by a relentless thirst for vengeance, biding his time and waiting for the perfect moment to strike.
That moment arrives with Velstaire—a man who, against all odds, has become the one true weakness of the immortal ruler Pablo seeks to destroy.


Josarian Cullen Selwicke

A noble vampire and cousin to the vampire king, Felmont, Josarian Cullen Selwicke is a celebrated music producer and the mastermind behind Josarian Music, his own prestigious record label.
During a business trip to France, he crosses paths with Juvren Dionese Ajron, a French-Filipino painter. 
From the moment their eyes meet, Josarian is irresistibly drawn to him. Despite Juvren’s initial hesitation, Josarian’s unwavering pursuit eventually wins his heart.
But their love is soon tested when Josarian uncovers a long-buried secret within Juvren’s family—a revelation that could upend everything they have built and place their future in jeopardy.

Juvren Dionese Ajron 

A French-Filipino painter with an enduring love for nature, Juvren Dionese Ajron finds inspiration in the serene beauty of forests, mountains, and riverbanks, bringing them to life on his canvas. 
Though his father’s family remains in the Philippines, his mother’s lineage led them to settle in Paimpont, France. 
There, within the walls of an ancient and enigmatic estate, he lives peacefully with his parents and older brother—until fate entwines his path with Josarian Cullen Selwicke. Their encounter sets off a chain of events that unearth long-buried secrets, threatening to reshape his destiny forever.



Prologue
Velstaire’s POV

The night air was crisp, carrying the scent of damp earth and aged stone as I wandered through the quiet streets of Alnwick. 
My footsteps fell in rhythm with the stillness, each one a measured echo against the cobblestones. 
There was something intoxicating about arriving in a new place—the thrill of unfamiliar streets, the promise of undiscovered flavors, forgotten recipes hidden within the pages of old books. 
And, perhaps most of all, the quiet solitude of being unknown.
Restless, I had left my lodge in Newton on the Moor and ventured into the heart of town, drawn by the hope of inspiration. Maybe I’d find a rare book on the art of baking, a well-worn collection of classic literature—something to stir the embers of creativity. But as I sat in a small café, idly flipping through a menu, a shift in the air made me look up.
That was when I saw him.
At first, he was just another passerby, a solitary figure moving through the night. But something about him caught my attention. His attire was neat, tailored to perfection, yet his face bore the faintest traces of exhaustion—subtle shadows under his eyes, the kind that hinted at sleepless nights. His dark hair, though styled, was slightly tousled, as if he had run his fingers through it one too many times. And yet, despite the weariness in his features, he carried himself with an effortless grace, a quiet confidence that made him impossible to ignore.
Handsome. Elegantly worn. Inexplicably compelling.
I watched him without meaning to, curiosity settling into my thoughts like the delicate folds of pastry I had spent years perfecting. 
And then, without warning, his gaze found mine.
It wasn’t a casual glance—it lingered, held, as if drawn by something unseen. A slow, unfamiliar thrill curled in my chest, sharp as the edge of a k*n1fe.
And then he moved.
With the unhurried ease of someone accustomed to taking what he wanted, he closed the distance between us and slid into the seat across from me. The café around us faded, the low murmur of voices dissolving into a quiet, thrumming awareness.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke. His eyes, dark and fathomless, studied me with an intensity that sent a slow shiver down my spine. 
Then, finally, he smiled—a deliberate, knowing curve of his lips, revealing a set of impossibly perfect teeth.
“Hi,” he said, his voice deep, smooth, laced with an accent that rolled effortlessly off his tongue. “My name is Fel. May I know yours?”
The sound of his voice sent a ripple through me—warm, electric—like the first taste of a dish crafted from ingredients you never expected to blend so perfectly. 
My lips parted before I could even think to hesitate.
“Velstaire.”
His smile deepened. I exhaled slowly, the café, the town, the entire night folding into this single moment. 
“Are you a tourist?” he asked, his voice smooth, rich, and laced with an accent I couldn’t quite place. His gaze never wavered, locked onto mine with an intensity that sent an unexplainable shiver down my spine.
“Yes,” I answered, the word slipping from my lips before I could think. I was completely entranced—by him, by the way his presence seemed to fill the space around us, by the strange pull drawing me closer.
His lips curved into a slow, breathtaking smile, one that seemed almost too perfect, too deliberate. “Can I show you around?”
The question hung between us, deceptively simple, yet carrying a weight I couldn’t define. 
My mind should have screamed caution, should have reminded me that I knew nothing about this man—not even his full name. And yet, none of that seemed to matter.
In that moment, I let go of logic, of hesitation, of the carefully placed barriers I had always kept around myself. 
There was something about him, something magnetic, something that made it impossible to say no.
So I didn’t.
I smiled back, a quiet thrill coursing through me as I nodded.
I’m actually agreeing to go on a date with a stranger, I mused, the thought both reckless and exhilarating.























Chapter One - The Thousand-Year Reign

Felmont’s POV

My gaze remained locked on the piece of jewelry resting in my right hand, its intricate design catching the flickering candlelight. On my left, I cradled a golden chalice brimming with my preferred indulgence—rich, crimson blood. 
Seated upon my throne, draped in the weight of authority, I sensed the hushed anticipation of my servants and subjects, their breaths held as they awaited my verdict.
The object in question was an ancient pendant, adorned with emeralds and sapphires. Its craftsmanship was exquisite, its luster undeniable, yet it lacked the rare, intoxicating allure required to earn a place in my museum’s grand collection. 
A sigh escaped my lips, disappointment settling in as swiftly as my boredom. 
Without a second thought, I tossed the trinket aside, the hollow clatter of metal against stone echoing through the chamber—a fitting sound for such an unremarkable offering.
Already, the night felt tiresome.

A handful of waiting servants hurried forward, their movements swift and practiced as they retrieved the discarded pendant. 
Without a word, they retreated into the backroom—no doubt to secure the trinket in a box destined for the less fortunate. 
It was a familiar ritual. 
Over the centuries, countless offerings had failed to impress me, their fates sealed the moment my interest waned.

Once they had vanished from sight, I exhaled another sigh, the weight of ennui settling upon me like a heavy cloak. My gaze drifted across the gathered assembly, studying the faces of my people. Though none dared speak out of turn, their eyes betrayed them—each one silently calculating, searching for some form of entertainment that might break the monotony of my evening.

Cassius, the Sentinel of the Veil, stepped forward. His dark attire blended into the flickering shadows, yet his presence was anything but subtle. A warrior by nature and strategist by necessity, his sworn duty had long been to protect the borders of our realm, ensuring that neither our secrets nor our kind fell into unworthy hands.
But in this modern age—where wars were fought not only with steel and fangs but with whispers, technology, and influence—his responsibilities had expanded. Now, he was the keeper of our hidden archives, the hunter of knowledge as much as prey. He unearthed forgotten relics buried beneath centuries of dust and deception, deciphering the mysteries of ancient magic that could either doom us or set us free. He ensured our presence remained a ghost in the mortal world, monitoring threats both supernatural and human, adapting to their every move before they could adapt to ours.

“Your Majesty,” Cassius began, his voice smooth yet laced with an unmistakable air of mischief. “What if we indulged in something different? A modern pastime—one that would require us to travel beyond these familiar lands.”
I arched a brow, only half-feigning interest. “Oh? And what exactly do you have in mind?”
Cassius smirked. “A grand excursion. Perhaps a tour of the world’s most extravagant c*4sinos? Monte Carlo, Macau, Las Vegas… places where power shifts hands with the turn of a card. A place where the rich and desperate gather, ready to wager everything for one last chance at glory. We wouldn’t need to hunt for sustenance—only for entertainment.”
I exhaled slowly, slouching against the throne, my fingers idly tapping against the armrest. “That’s a long journey, Cass. Even with our speed, flitting across continents would grow tiresome.” My gaze drifted toward the vaulted ceiling. “And while I do enjoy the scent of desperation, I fail to see how gambling would provide the thrill of the hunt.”
Cassius inclined his head, but before he could respond, a familiar voice cut through the chamber.
“Who even bothers running from border to border these days?”
The slow, measured steps of Duke Josarian echoed through the hall as he strode in without urgency, completely unfazed by his late arrival. His golden hair, perpetually tousled in an artful mess, caught the dim torchlight as he adjusted the cuffs of his tailored coat. His sharp, knowing smirk was as irritating as it was amusing.
“You have a private jet, Fel,” he continued, his tone laced with casual exasperation. “Why not just fly from country to country? Besides, what’s the point of these meetings if nothing ever interests you anyway?”
I sighed, my fingers idly tracing the intricate carvings on the armrest of my throne. 
“I’ve already told them that,” I muttered. “But they seem determined to ignore my words.”
A sharp intake of breath from the gathered court signaled the weight of my words. 
“But, Your Majesty,” came a voice thick with urgency.
Raelith, the Warden of the Undying, stepped forward, his scarlet cloak billowing slightly with his movement. A formidable figure, he was a warrior whose blade had defended my reign for centuries. But in this new world—one of steel towers, glowing screens, and artificial light—his role had evolved beyond the battlefield.
Now, he was the enforcer of our will in the mortal realm, overseeing our vast empire hidden beneath the guise of corporations and wealth. He controlled our networks, ensured our kind remained unseen, and ruled over those who would dare challenge our dominion.
While Cassius is about survival and expansion; Raelith is about protection and strength.

His dark eyes, usually unreadable, now burned with uncharacteristic pleading.
“We cannot allow you to remain in this state of l*3thargy. It is our duty to do everything in our power to stir your interest. Please… tell us what we can do to achieve that.”

I knew what they were doing.
Raelith and Cassius as well as the others were not just engaging in idle conversation—they were trying to distract me, to steer my thoughts away from the one thought that weighed heavier than the crown I was wearing. The most unfortunate discovery of our existence.
3*ternal slumber.
It was a concept whispered only in the darkest corners of our world, spoken of with both reverence and fear. 
A single sip of the potion we had obtained from a powerful warlock centuries ago would 3*nd it all. Not in death, no—vampires could not die so easily. Instead, it would lull us into an endless sleep, a dreamless abyss from which we would never wake.
It was the only true escape from this existence.
We had obtained it long ago, after the Great War, when the remnants of our kind sought a way to escape the c*urs3 we had been bound to. 
Most chose to walk into enemy territory and remain under the sun, allowing the light to claim them in a final, stony embrace—only for the w*0lves to deliver the final blow. But for those unwilling to face such an end, this potion had been the alternative.
For others, it was an act of surrender.
For me, it was something else entirely.

A hush fell over the room, tension weaving itself into the silence. The flickering candlelight cast long shadows across the marble floor, as if the very walls held their breath, waiting for my response.
“One thousand years of solitude is more than enough, Rae,” I murmured, my voice quiet yet unwavering. “I just want peace… to finally escape this never-ending boredom.”
Closing my eyes, I leaned further into my throne, shutting out the weight of their pleading gazes and anxious expressions. It was easier this way—easier not to face the desperation etched into their features, easier to ignore the unspoken terror lingering in the silence.

And yet, I couldn’t truly blame them. Their fear was justified.
For centuries, they had been bound to me—not just by loyalty, not just by duty, but by something far deeper. 
My Dominion of Souls tethered them to my very essence, an unbreakable link that made my presence more than mere authority. I was their anchor, their foundation, the force that held them together in ways even they couldn’t fully comprehend. My existence was imprinted upon their very being, a constant pulse within their souls that assured them of their purpose, their place in this world.
To lose me now was not just to lose a king—it was to lose themselves.
They had w*0rshipped me, adored me, treated me as something beyond mortal comprehension—not because I demanded it, but because the bond made them feel as though my existence was an undeniable truth. A constant. A force as immutable as time itself.
And now, the very thing that had assured them of their place in this world threatened to unravel.
To them, the thought was unbearable.

But to me, the endless years had become a prison—one gilded in devotion, lined with reverence, yet a prison all the same.
Immortality had long since lost its luster. The power, the worship, the undying loyalty of my people—it should have been enough. To them, I was everything. Their ruler, their anchor, their guiding force. I could feel their souls ingrained within mine, pulsing like a second heartbeat, an unshakable testament to my Dominion of Souls.
And yet… it was not enough.
What they saw as eternal glory, I felt as an unrelenting c*urse, stretching endlessly before me with no relief in sight. They could not fathom the loneliness that gnawed at my existence, the weight of centuries pressing down like an invisible hand. No matter how many souls I bound to mine, no matter how deeply they were woven into my essence, they could never fill the void.
Because in all my years, in all my reign, I had never found the one.
The soul that was meant for me. The one that would make eternity feel like more than an endless expanse of duty and silence. The one that would make me feel alive.
They would never understand.
And that was the a tragedy much like the one that began a thousand years ago—the Great W*4r.

Before the Great W*4r erupted, my family and I were not merely another coven—we were the ruling bloodline, the first of our kind, the royal family of the vampires. We lived in the quiet grandeur of our ancestral palace, a fortress of dark beauty carved from stone older than most civilizations. Within those walls, we indulged in the finest pleasures of eternity—art, literature, music—surrounding ourselves with wealth that spanned generations.
For centuries, we had mastered the delicate balance of our existence, walking among humans as rulers in the shadows, never drawing undue attention. We fed sparingly, selecting only the most worthy to serve as our sustenance, ensuring our presence remained nothing more than whispers in the night.
I was young then, barely past my third century—an infant in the eyes of my creator, King Alaric, who had ruled for nearly a millennium. 
I had yet to understand the weight of my name, the responsibility that came with the power I had inherited. But my cousin, Josarian, already five hundred years old and well-versed in the ways of our kind, took it upon himself to mold me into the ruler I was meant to be.
"You are more than just a prince," he would remind me as we sparred in the moonlit courtyard, his blade clashing against mine with inhuman speed. "You are the future of our bloodline. One day, you will wear the crown, and you must be ready."
He was relentless in my training, ensuring I mastered not only the art of combat but the far more dangerous skill of diplomacy. He taught me how to hunt with precision, how to navigate the treacherous web of court politics, and most importantly, how to wield my power without letting it consume me.
"The moment you lose control," he had warned, his crimson eyes locking onto mine, "is the moment you become a m*0nster. And we are not m*0nsters—we are kings."

I stood beside my creator, not as his son, but as his commander, leading thousands of our kin into battle against our enemies. 
The night was alive with chaos—the snarls of beasts, the clash of fangs against steel, the air thick with the scent of blood and burning flesh.
Bolts of eldritch lightning split the sky as w*1tches weaved their curses, their voices rising in u*nh0ly hymns that sent waves of agony through our kind. 
Spells of binding and decay were hurled against us, stripping away our strength, turning our own shadows against us. 
The w*4rlocks, more brutal in their sorcery, ripped through the battlefield with f*0rbidden magic, their incantations echoing like a funeral dirge as entire legions of our brethren fell lifeless at their feet.
But we did not yield.

The battlefield was a frenzy of motion, a brutal dance of death between the children of d*4rkness. I moved through it like a shadow, striking down any werewolf that dared cross my path, my blade slicing through fur and bone with lethal precision.
But they were not the only ones who fell beneath my wrath.
The wretched w*1tches and w*4rlocks, cloaked in their 1*ncantations and illusions, thought themselves untouchable—hidden behind veils of s*0rcery, flinging fire and shadow like celestial beings descending upon mere mortals. Yet, their magic was no match for my speed, for the blade that had tasted more blood than their lips had uttered spells.
A w*4rlock lunged toward me, chanting in a tongue older than humanity itself. The ground trembled beneath us, the air thickening with arcane power. But before his c*urs3 could take hold, I was upon him. With a swift, merciless strike, I severed his arm at the elbow, silencing the spell before it could leave his lips. His scream barely had time to echo before I drove my sword through his chest, his life extinguished in an instant.
A witch shrieked as she raised her hands toward the sky, summoning bolts of silver lightning to strike me down. I felt the crackling energy claw at my skin, but pain was a fleeting inconvenience. 
I tore through her enchantments, my grip tightening around her t*hr0at. Her eyes widened in terror, realization dawning too late that I was beyond the reach of her magic. With one swift motion, I wrenched her h*3ad from her shoulders, casting it aside like an afterthought.
All around me, the battlefield was littered with the corpses of my enemies—wolves torn apart, w*1tches reduced to lifeless husks, w*4rlocks lying in pools of their own blood. And yet, despite the carnage, I did not falter. I was not fatigued. I was not satisfied.
Because the war was not over.
Not until every last one of them was d*3ad.

With every battle I fought, I emerged victorious, my name whispered like an omen among our enemies. They feared me not just for my strength, but for the inevitability of my presence. Wherever the war raged, I was there—a s*p3cter of death that could not be outrun, outmatched, or outwitted.
The Nasgorns—the most powerful werewolf pack in existence, their own version of a royal family—took notice.
Their warriors no longer fought with reckless abandon. They moved with greater precision, their strategies shifting, adapting. Their defenses became stronger, their ambushes more cunning. And at the center of it all was one name spoken with both awe and fear.
Primor Nasgorn.
The king of wolves.
Unlike most of his kind, Primor was no mindless brute driven by r*4ge and instinct. 
He was something far more dangerous—a warrior of terrifying skill and a tactician whose mind was as sharp as his claws. He did not waste his strength in blind fury; he wielded it with the precision of a master strategist, knowing when to strike and when to withdraw.
Even the prisoners we captured—werewolves who should have spat at his name or c*urs3d him for failing to save them—spoke of him with reverence. 
Their voices, despite their defeat, carried admiration, and though they were bound and broken before me, they still refused to betray him. That alone told me everything I needed to know.
He was not just their king.
He was their legend.
But to me, he was still a mortal. A powerful one, yes. Skilled, intelligent, and undeniably formidable. 
But an infant compared to the centuries I had seen, the wars I had waged, and the countless lives I had taken.
No matter how brilliant he was, how revered or how feared, he was still a creature bound by time.
And time would always belong to me.

Among the many praises and boasts surrounding Primor Nasgorn, none were spoken with more reverence—or envy—than those about his mate.
Whispers of her power spread like wildfire, carried from one battlefield to the next, from captured prisoners to fleeing scouts. They claimed she was no ordinary woman but a force of nature in her own right—a w*1tch of unparalleled strength, feared even among her own kind. 
Her lineage was as prestigious as it was formidable, for she hailed from the ancient Dionese Clan, a bloodline renowned for producing the most gifted spellcasters in history. Among all their descendants, she was said to be the most powerful the clan had ever known.
Her beauty, they said, was as mesmerizing as it was haunting. With rare silver hair that shimmered under the moonlight and piercing red eyes that seemed to see into one’s very soul, she was both ethereal and terrifying. 
Soldiers who had caught glimpses of her on the battlefield spoke of an aura so intense it made the air feel charged, crackling with unseen energy. 
Some claimed her mere presence could bring men to their knees—not out of desire, but out of sheer, overwhelming dread.
And yet, beyond the fear and admiration, there was something else—a deep, unwavering loyalty between her and Primor. 
Unlike many unions forged for power or political advantage, theirs was a bond of true devotion. Together, they were an unstoppable force, a perfect harmony of raw strength and arcane mastery. Where he led with strategy and unyielding might, she followed with spells that could bend the very fabric of reality to her will. It was no wonder, then, that their enemies feared them not just as individuals, but as a pair. For where one was formidable, together, they were invincible.

I remember the night I first saw her—a night etched so deeply into my memory that even centuries later, I can recall it with perfect clarity. It was the night my men captured her, along with her guards, and dragged them into the heart of our stronghold.
The dungeon was dimly lit, the flickering torchlight casting restless shadows against the damp stone walls. The air was thick with the scent of blood and iron, the usual stench of war lingering in the cold corridors. 
My soldiers, battle-worn and triumphant, stood at attention as I entered, their gazes flickering between me and the prisoners they had delivered.
And then, I saw her.
She stood among the captured warriors, unshaken, unbroken. Even in c*h4ins, even surrounded by enemies, she did not cower as the others did. Her silver hair cascaded over her shoulders, illuminated by the soft glow of the torches, making her look almost otherworldly. 
Her crimson eyes—so vivid, so piercing—met mine without hesitation, burning with something far stronger than fear.
At that moment, I knew.
Every whispered tale, every boastful claim about her had been true. She was as striking as she was formidable, her beauty laced with an undeniable presence. She did not shrink under my gaze, nor did she flinch as the guards moved around her. She stood with the poise of a queen, as if it were she who held dominion over this place, not I.
There was no trace of fear in her, only defiance wrapped in elegance. It was not the reckless arrogance of someone ignorant of danger, but the quiet, unshakable confidence of a woman who knew her worth—who understood the depths of her own power.

Suddenly, everything shifted.
The dungeon around me dissolved into nothingness, swallowed by an overwhelming silence. The cold stone walls, the torches flickering in their iron sconces, the murmurs of my soldiers—all of it vanished as if it had never existed. It was as if time itself had been unraveled, pulling me into a realm beyond comprehension, a space where only she and I remained.
A force I couldn’t explain seized me, and in the span of a single breath—faster than lightning, faster than thought—she was no longer bound in chains among the prisoners. She stood before me, close enough that I could see the faint shimmer of magic dancing across her silver hair, close enough that I could hear the soft, steady rhythm of her breath. Her crimson eyes bore into mine—ancient and knowing—as if they could strip away the layers of my soul, along with those bound to me, and lay me bare before her.
I could not move.
A trance took hold of me, deep and all-consuming. It felt like an eternity stretched within mere seconds, as if the universe itself had paused to bear witness to this moment. 
Then, she spoke, and her voice was unlike anything I had ever heard. It was a melody woven from forgotten prophecies, both haunting and beautiful, carrying the weight of inevitability.
“You are destined to become the king of your kind,” she declared, her tone neither kind nor cruel but absolute, as though she were simply revealing a truth long written in the stars. “You will rule for thousands of years, saving them in their darkest times. They will see you as their hero, w*0rship you, and adore you.”
Her words wrapped around me like an unbreakable chain, binding me to a fate I had long since accepted. 
But just as I felt the stirrings of something resembling pride, her gaze darkened, and a shadow crossed her ethereal face.
“But a c*urs3 will befall you,” she continued, her voice dipping into something softer, something almost sorrowful. “You will never have a queen, and you will endure a thousand years of loneliness.”
The words cut through me with the force of a blade.
And then—just as suddenly as it had begun—it was over.
The world snapped back into place with a rush of sound and sensation. The damp chill of the dungeon returned, the torchlight flickered once more, and the murmur of my soldiers filled my ears. She stood among the prisoners again, her chains still fastened, her expression unreadable.
Has it been real? 
Had we truly stepped outside of time, or had I fallen victim to some strange enchantment? 

My breath was uneven, my heart pounding in a way it had not in centuries.
I stepped forward, my boots echoing against the cold stone floor as I studied her more closely. Even in c*h4ins, even stripped of her freedom, she remained poised, her piercing crimson eyes never wavering. 
I narrowed my eyes, letting my gaze linger on her for a moment longer before tilting my head with a smirk.
"Let’s see if that actually happens, their oh-so-beautiful but fallen queen," I mused, my voice laced with both amusement and challenge.
Without waiting for a response, I turned on my heel and strode out of the dungeon, the heavy doors groaning as they shut behind me. 
Yet, despite my flippant remark, my mind was already racing, dissecting the words she had spoken, searching for cracks in the prophecy she had so boldly declared.
A c*urs3? 
No. 
C*urs3s were nothing more than s*h4ckles crafted by fate—and fate had never held dominion over me.

Still, no matter how my mind lingered on her words, a more pressing matter loomed over us. The w*4r.
It was no longer about vengeance or survival. It had become something else entirely—an endless game of dominance, a battle not just of strength, but of will. And yet, as the years stretched on, I found myself growing weary of it. What once thrilled me, the chaos, the bloodshed, the conquest, had begun to feel predictable.
Still, I could not let it end in failure.
Our forces were dwindling. The rising number of our dead could no longer be ignored, no matter how much we longed to keep fighting. For every werewolf I cut down, another took its place, their ranks seemingly endless. The w*1tches had become an even greater nuisance, their spells wreaking havoc across the battlefield, leaving devastation in their wake. 
The w*4rlocks, with their infernal curses, bound my warriors in s*h4ckles of fire and shadow, forcing us into a war of attrition we could not afford.
It was infuriating.
No matter how many times I proved my superiority, no matter how many victories I claimed, the war refused to end. And though I had never doubted my own power, I had begun to question the worth of continuing this endless cycle.
This was no longer just a battle for control—it had become a tedious repetition of s*l4ughter.
And I was beginning to lose interest.

And so, my decision was made.
Curs3 or no curs3, the woman in that cell was more valuable to me alive than dead. If I could not break her, then I would use her.
Primor Nasgorn may have been the most formidable enemy I had ever faced, but even he was not above weakness. For all his strength, all his cunning, he was still bound by something greater than himself—his mate. That bond made him predictable. And predictability was something I could manipulate.
I did not need to crush him in battle or d*r0wn his kind in blood. I only needed to make him kneel.
She would be my key to his surrender. If I played my hand carefully, she would be the leverage I needed to bring the werewolves to their knees, to force Primor to submit.
And if he refused?
Then I would make him watch as I tore his world apart piece by piece, beginning with her.
With that thought, I quickened my pace, my mind already calculating the steps ahead. There would be no more reckless s*l4ughter, no more meaningless battles.
This war would end.
On my terms.

I did not hesitate.
A summons was sent to Primor without delay—there was no time to waste. Our forces were thinning, our numbers dwindling with each passing battle. And though we still stood, still fought, the weight of this endless w*4r was beginning to take its toll.
The battlefield had become a cycle of bloodshed, a game of s*l4ughter without true victory. If there was even the slightest chance to bring it to an end on my terms, I would seize it.

The common ground was set in Berwick-upon-Tweed, a town that had long existed in the shadows of human conflict, its lands passed between rulers like a prize in their petty wars.
But tonight, it would serve a far greater purpose.
This was no negotiation between mortal kings, no fragile truce forged by men who feared the shifting tides of power. This was a battlefield of words, a clash between beings who had walked the earth long before human empires had risen and fallen.

The meeting took place in a dimly lit pub, its wooden beams worn with age, its walls bearing the scent of spilled ale and damp earth. Humans filled the space, laughing, drinking, unaware of the danger lurking among them. 
Some of my kind were there as well, blending seamlessly into the crowd, their keen eyes tracking every movement, every breath. The same could be said for Primor’s wolves, their presence subtle but unmistakable. Even without shifting, I could sense the primal energy coiled within them, their muscles taut beneath their human forms.

The tension was suffocating, thick enough to taste. It was the kind of atmosphere that made even the oblivious humans keep their heads down and their voices hushed.
We sat across from each other at a worn wooden table near the back, away from prying ears but close enough to the exit should things turn violent. Candles flickered between us, casting restless shadows over his face, highlighting the sharp angles of his jaw and the storm raging in his eyes.
Despite the civility of our setting, we were still enemies. Our reasons differed, our methods clashed, but at our core, we both sought the same thing—to end the war on our own terms.

Leaning back in my chair, I studied him carefully before speaking, my voice low but carrying the weight of centuries.
"Primor, my kind is weary of these battles you keep waging," I said, arching a brow. "What is it that you want so badly that you continue to fight us?"
His golden eyes locked onto mine, burning with an untamed intensity. He bared his fangs slightly—not in a threat, but in a display of unyielding conviction.
"You know what I want, Felmont," he said, his tone edged with certainty. "Your kind has ruled the shadows for too long. It is time for a new order."
There it was. The heart of it all.
This war was not about mere survival. It was about dominance. The werewolves did not fight simply to endure—they fought to conquer. To claim what had been denied to them for centuries. To shatter the balance of power and place themselves at the top.
And we, the vampires, fought to maintain the order we had built. To ensure that the creatures who lurked beneath us remained where they belonged.
Two opposing forces. Two ancient enemies.
And only one would reign supreme.

I leaned forward slightly, my tone laced with condescension.
"And you truly believed you could win against us?" I asked, arching a brow.
His jaw tightened, the muscle twitching as he fought to contain his temper. I could feel his anger simmering just beneath the surface, restrained but potent. Yet, he held his tongue. Instead, he merely crossed his arms over his chest, adopting the rigid, commanding posture of an Alpha—a stance meant to assert d*0minance.
It only made me smirk.
"So, what now?" I continued, my voice dangerously smooth. "We have your mate. Do you still wish to continue this war?"

The change was immediate.
His body stiffened, every muscle tensing as if he had been struck. His breath hitched—so slight, so subtle, but I caught it nonetheless. 
Then, slowly, his entire demeanor began to unravel. The air around us thickened with the raw scent of power and rage. His golden eyes darkened, glowing as the beast within him stirred, clawing its way to the surface.
The shift had begun.
The hair on his arms bristled, his fingers twitching as his claws threatened to emerge. His breathing grew heavier, deeper, his control slipping with each second that passed. 
The pub around us was still oblivious, the drunken laughter of humans filling the space, but I knew that if he lost himself now, if he allowed his wolf to take over, there would be no disguising what we were.
I tilted my head, watching him with mild amusement.
Ah, so there it was. 
The mighty Primor Nasgorn, the ruthless warrior King, the one who had led his kind to w*4r without hesitation. 
Yet now, in the face of losing the one he loved most, his carefully maintained composure was beginning to fracture.
Interesting.

I remained seated, completely unfazed by his rising fury, watching him with the same measured calm I had maintained throughout our exchange. He wanted a reaction, wanted me to flinch, to show some sign of unease in the face of his aggression—but I gave him nothing.
When he finally realized his efforts were futile, that his rage had no effect on me, he exhaled sharply. His shoulders sagged ever so slightly, and the gold in his eyes dulled as he forcibly reined in his temper.
Good.
"Now, back to our discussion," I said smoothly, my voice laced with a dangerous amusement. "In exchange for your mate, I want you to surrender—because you’ll never win."
I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table, my fingers interlacing as I studied his face.
"We have wealth. Resources. Things you and your pack clearly lack. I assume your supplies are running low, and your warriors are growing hungrier by the day. That must be exhausting, leading an army on an empty stomach." I let my words sink in before offering a casual shrug. 
"Honestly, this is more of a loss on our end, but…" I sighed, letting my tone turn languid, almost lazy. "I'm bored of this w*4r. It no longer excites me."
I saw the exact moment the words landed.
His fist clenched on the table, his knuckles whitening as he swallowed back his retort. The fire in his eyes flared briefly, but I could already see the struggle within him. He wanted to refuse, to throw my offer back in my face and keep fighting, if only to prove a point. 
But the image of her—his mate, his queen—was enough to s*h4ckle his pride.
The war had cost him much, but losing her? 
That was a price even he could not afford to pay.

A heavy silence settled between us, thick with unspoken tension. The flickering candlelight cast sharp shadows across Primor’s face, highlighting the barely restrained fury in his golden eyes.
At last, he exhaled through gritted teeth, his nostrils flaring as he fought against his own pride. His hands curled into fists at his sides before, finally, he gave a curt, reluctant nod.
"Just give me my mate back," he said, his voice tight with the effort to keep his rage in check. "And we will retreat."
I tilted my head, my lips curving into a slow, taunting smile. "No."
His jaw clenched at my response, but before he could speak, I continued, my tone deceptively soft. "Swear your fealty to me, Primor. Kneel before your new king, and only then will I return your mate to you."
A sharp intake of breath came from his warriors. One of them, a broad-shouldered man with silver-threaded hair, stepped forward, his eyes blazing with fury.
"Your Majesty, do not listen to him!" he spat, his voice brimming with defiance. "We, and our ancestors before us, have fought for centuries—we do not kneel to l*3eches!"
Primor did not turn his head, did not speak. He merely cast the man a single, sideways glance.
The warrior froze. His expression flickered between disbelief and silent rage, but he said no more. Slowly, he stepped back, falling in line with the others.
Primor’s gaze returned to me, and this time, it was filled with something new—not just anger, but something colder. Something final.
"I and my pack surrender to Felmont, the royal heir of the vampires," he declared, his voice ringing through the room.
Then, with deliberate movements, he sank to his knees. His pack followed without hesitation, bowing their heads as the weight of their submission settled over them.
I watched them in silence, feeling the triumph settle deep in my chest. It was not just victory. It was d*0minance.
"My men will deliver her at the border by midnight," I replied, my lips curling into a pleased smile.
Rising from my seat, I straightened my coat, casting one last glance at Primor’s face. His jaw was set, his gaze burning with unspoken words. He hated this—hated having no choice but to surrender to me.
But in the end, he had given me exactly what I wanted.
Without another word, I turned on my heel and strode out of the pub, my people following closely behind. 
The night air was crisp against my skin as we stepped onto the cobbled streets, the distant hum of human conversation fading into irrelevance.
The war was over.
And I had won.

Raelith, ever the loyal and dutiful warrior, approached with measured steps, his silver-plated armor gleaming under the dim torchlight. He halted a few paces away and bowed deeply, his long, dark cloak sweeping against the stone floor.
"Your highness," he said, his voice steady yet tinged with unspoken curiosity. "May I ask what your intentions are? Releasing the w*1tch may bring us Primor’s surrender, but keeping her on our side would give us an undeniable advantage. With her power, we could crush the werewolves once and for all."
His words carried no defiance, only confusion—an unspoken plea for clarity. He was a strategist at heart, always calculating, always looking for the upper hand in battle.
I exhaled slowly, tilting my head as I studied him.
"She c*urs3d me, Rae," I admitted, my voice quieter than before. "I need her gone before I lose control and k*1ll her. If that happens, any chance of Primor’s surrender will be lost."
"What c*urs3?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
I turned my gaze to the flames flickering in the iron sconces lining the walls, my jaw tightening as the memory resurfaced with startling clarity.
"She said I was destined to become your King. That all of you would w*0rship me, follow me, adore me for centuries to come."
Raelith’s brow furrowed slightly. "That doesn’t sound like a c*urs3, my lord. It sounds more like a blessing. A confirmation of your blood right."
I let out a bitter chuckle, shaking my head. "If that were all, then yes. But in exchange for the crown, I will never have a queen. A thousand years without a companion… an eternity alone, Rae. That is the price I must pay."
His entire body went rigid.
To him—and to many of our kind—such a fate was unfathomable. 

For many of our kind, a companion is not merely a lover or a partner—they are an anchor. An eternal purpose. Someone to tether us to the world when the centuries stretch endlessly before us, threatening to erode our sanity beneath the crushing weight of time.
We do not fear death, but we do fear solitude. The ceaseless monotony of existence, the unrelenting march of years, can drive even the strongest among us to m*4dness. 
Without purpose, without connection, immortality becomes a c*urs3 rather than a gift.
A companion is more than just a c*0nsort; they are the only thing standing between us and the 4*byss. They share in our victories, our burdens, and our thirsts. They satisfy our desires—both physical and emotional—and in return, we offer them eternity at our side.
However, for me, a companion meant something far greater than mere company or desire. It wasn’t about indulgence or even sanity—it was about holding on to the one fragile thing I had left.
My soul.
A soul that had been on the verge of fading the moment I was turned.

For centuries, I convinced myself that I wasn’t just an empty vessel of power and hunger, but something more. 
That I was still capable of love—and of being loved in return.
Because that was the one thing I was never willing to lose.
Yet, in exchange for my crown, I had lost it nonetheless.
C*0ndemned to an eternity of isolation, I was nothing more than a king s*h4ckled to a throne—w*0rshiped, feared, obeyed… but never loved. 
The weight of my reign was unending, the years stretching before me like a cruel jest, m*0cking the very thing I had spent my immortal existence trying to hold onto.
At some point, perhaps after the hundredth year of my reign, or maybe the five hundredth, I began to wish I had never become a vampire at all. The thought came quietly at first, creeping in like a whisper in the dead of night, but with each passing century, it grew louder, relentless.

I was happy as a human—at least, as far back as my memory could recall.
There was warmth in mortality, a fleeting but precious sense of meaning in every breath, every touch, every moment that could slip away in an instant. Back then, I did not fear the passage of time; I embraced it. It gave life its purpose, its urgency, its beauty.
But all of that was stolen from me—not by fate, not by misfortune, but by the very hands that were meant to protect me.
My parents, blinded by greed and desperate for power, had made a deal with the king of vampires. In exchange for wealth and status, they offered me—their own flesh and blood—as a sacrifice. Not for death, but for something far worse.

I remember that night vividly—the sheer t*3rror that gripped me as I was dragged through the grand halls of the palace, my fate already sealed by forces beyond my control. At the end of the vast chamber, the vampire king sat upon his throne, his gaze appraising me with unsettling intent. He did not look at me as a person, but as something to be claimed, shaped, molded into what he needed.
His piercing eyes gleamed with satisfaction as he rose to his feet, his presence filling the room like an unshakable force.
“You will serve me well,” he murmured, his voice a dark promise, rich with certainty.
Then, without hesitation, he struck.
The pain was instant—searing, consuming, unlike anything I had ever known. His fangs tore into my throat, and my world unraveled. 
Fire surged through my veins, burning away my humanity, twisting me into something else—something darker, something eternal.
I did not choose this fate. I was chosen.
The king had been searching for an heir, and on that fateful night, he decided it would be me.
And so, I ceased to be human.

I never chose this life.
I don’t believe most of us did.
Contrary to the romanticized notions of mortals, few willingly embrace the c*urs3 of immortality. We do not wake up one day and decide to abandon the simple joys of living, or the fleeting beauty of time itself. No, we are forced into this existence—some by accident, others by cruelty, but rarely by choice.
We all began as humans—fragile, fleeting, mortal.
We were raised beneath the sun, basking in its warmth without fear. 
We breathed air that once filled living lungs, felt the steady rhythm of a heartbeat that pulsed with meaning and purpose. 
We laughed with those we loved, held them close, and cherished the moments we knew would one day slip away. 
We grieved for those we lost, knowing that one day, others would grieve for us in turn.
And then, one day, we were taken.
Ripped from the life we once knew, t*hrust into an eternity we never asked for. 
The warmth of our humanity stripped away, leaving us as something else—something neither truly alive nor truly dead.

Immortality does not come softly. It does not extend eternity as a gift wrapped in promise—it demands a price, an unrelenting and merciless exchange.
It claims us without kindness, without hesitation, rewriting the very fabric of our existence. 
Our bodies become frozen in time, untouched by age, unyielding to decay. The blood in our veins remains unchanged, still carrying remnants of the life we once knew—the distant warmth of a humanity long since lost.
But our souls…
Our souls are the true cost.
For in exchange for an immortal body and an undying heart, it is the soul that withers. 
Slowly, imperceptibly at first, until one day, we realize it has all but faded—replaced by something colder, something far removed from what we once were.
Time does not take us, but it changes us.
It erodes the fragile remnants of our humanity, worn away by centuries of hunger, by the insatiable thirst for power, by the knowledge that we will endure long after the world around us has turned to dust. 
That is the truth of what we are.
The undying flesh—forever bound to an existence from which there is no escape.
And the inevitable, tragic neglect of our souls.

It was a common misconception—one that had endured for centuries, embedded in human folklore and embellished by romanticized tales. The belief that a vampire, though still possessing a heart, no longer had any use for it, reducing us to nothing more than lifeless, animated corpses.
But that was never true.
Our hearts never ceased their rhythm, nor did they become obsolete the moment we were turned.
They continued to beat, pushing ancient blood through our veins, sustaining bodies that time could no longer touch.
And with that, they remained capable of love—and of being loved.
Yet, despite this, humans continued to portray us as nothing more than walking mannequins. Soulless, b*l0odthirsty specters d*0omed to wander in eternal hunger.

The difference between us and humans is not just a matter of longevity—it is a fundamental shift in our very being. 
When we are turned, we are no longer bound by the same limitations that govern mortal existence. Every aspect of our physiology is heightened, sharpened to a level no human could ever hope to attain.
Our senses become far more acute. Sight, hearing, smell—each one refined to a razor’s edge. 
We can see in perfect clarity even in complete darkness, detecting the faintest flicker of movement from great distances. Every whisper, every heartbeat, every breath taken in fear or anticipation is as clear to us as a spoken word. Scents that would go unnoticed by mortals become distinct markers to us, allowing us to track prey—or enemies—with flawless precision.
Our reflexes surpass those of the most skilled warriors, enabling us to move with an effortless speed that makes it seem as though we are shadows, slipping through the world unseen. A human blade may be swift, but we are faster—dodging before the steel has even left its sheath.
Beyond our physical prowess, our minds evolve as well. Intelligence sharpens, thoughts flow with newfound clarity, and calculations that once took minutes to process now happen in mere seconds. Patterns and strategies reveal themselves with ease, allowing us to anticipate, adapt, and dominate.
And then, there are the gifts.
Each vampire possesses their own unique talent, an ability that manifests after their transformation. Some wield power over the elements, bending fire or ice to their will. Others command minds, manipulating thoughts as easily as breathing. 
There are those who become shadows themselves, vanishing into darkness only to reappear where they are least expected.
These abilities come as naturally as instinct, awakening within us the moment our mortal lives are left behind.

My gift was the rarest of all—D*0minion of Souls. A power so feared and revered that even among my own kind, it was spoken of only in hushed whispers. Unlike the crude abilities of those who drained life from others, my gift did not take souls away. No, I claimed them. Bound them. And in doing so, I made them mine—body, mind, and will.
Those who became tethered to me did not die. They continued to exist, unchanged in flesh but irrevocably altered in purpose. Their loyalty to me was absolute, an unshakable force that even they could not defy. I could reach into the very core of their being, bend their will with a mere thought, command them as though they were an extension of myself. Yet, I did not break them. They retained their thoughts, their memories, their desires—but at their foundation, at the very root of their existence, was a single truth: their allegiance to me was unwavering.

Raelith and Cassius were among the first. They had once been warriors—strong, independent, their own masters in a world of chaos. But when I bound them to me, they became something more. Their strength became mine, their lives entwined with my own. They remained who they were—sharp, cunning, unyielding—but their devotion to me was carved into the very fabric of their souls. They would fight for me, bleed for me, die for me if I so commanded.
“You feel it, don’t you?” I asked, my gaze locked onto Raelith as he knelt before me, his breath unsteady.
He clenched his fists, his body trembling as the bond solidified between us. “Yes… I do.” His voice was hoarse, raw with the weight of what had just happened. He lifted his head, eyes dark with realization. “This is no mere oath. It’s deeper.”
Cassius, standing beside him, rolled his shoulders as if testing something unseen. He exhaled sharply, tilting his head with a wry smirk. “So this is what it means to belong to you.” He let out a humorless chuckle before meeting my gaze. “It’s not as suffocating as I expected.”
I stepped forward, resting a firm hand beneath Raelith’s chin and lifting his gaze to meet mine. “You are still who you have always been. That will never change. But from this moment on… your loyalty belongs to me.”
Raelith swallowed, his expression unreadable. Then, without hesitation, he lowered his head once more. “Then command me, my prince.”
Cassius exhaled through his nose, his smirk fading into something solemn. “And I will follow.”
The bond pulsed between us, unbreakable, unyielding. And in that moment, I knew—I had claimed more than just their strength. I had claimed their very souls.

Over time, others joined them. Some willingly, offering themselves in fealty, knowing that in return, they would never be abandoned, never be without purpose. Others, enemies who once sought my downfall, had their very essence reshaped to serve me instead. No chains were needed. No threats, no coercion. The moment they were bound, they belonged to me in a way more profound than mere servitude.
With every soul added to my dominion, I grew stronger. Their power, their knowledge, their instincts—they all became mine to wield.

With our gifts and heightened senses, vampires seemed formidable and everlasting. But that was far from the truth. We have one true weakness—our head.
S*3vering it means death, the absolute and irreversible end of our kind.
Unlike mortals, we do not succumb to disease, nor do we wither with age, but even we are not entirely indestructible. A well-placed strike, a clean d*3capitation—these are the only methods that guarantee our demise.

All other so-called weaknesses? 
Lies, carefully crafted myths passed down through generations of fearful humans, their books, their folklore, and their whispered tales around campfires.
A wooden dagger to the heart? Absurd. It would be no more effective than a splinter.
Our hearts continue to beat, yes, but they are not our source of life. Even if pierced or torn from our bodies, a new heart will simply regenerate—fresh, unblemished, and whole.
The wound would heal in moments, knitting flesh and muscle back together as if it had never existed.
Wolfsbane? Another ridiculous fabrication. No root, herb, or plant has any power over us. Humans have long sought to create poisons and weapons that could bring us down, but they have all failed. 
Even silver, so often claimed to be deadly to supernatural beings, is nothing more than a minor inconvenience to us.
Sunlight? At one point, it was of no consequence. We could walk beneath the sun’s rays just as freely as humans, feeling its warmth on our skin without fear. 
And no—our skin does not shimmer in the sunlight. Whoever started that ridiculous rumor should have been dealt with long ago. Our bodies are resilient, far tougher than those of humans, but they are not made of diamonds. We bleed when cut, bruise when struck with enough force, and though we heal quickly, we are not impervious.

Our immunity to the sun was stripped away the moment we were c*urs3d by Primor’s mate—the most powerful w*1tch of her time. With her ancient magic, she bound us to an endless night, severing our connection to the daylight we once walked beneath so freely. It was not merely a weakening, nor was it a slow decline—it was an immediate and absolute transformation.
The first of us to step into the morning light after the c*urs3 took effect never had the chance to warn the others. The moment the sun’s golden rays touched their skin, their bodies hardened, their movements halted, and in mere seconds, they turned to cold, lifeless stone. It was a fate worse than death—trapped in an unmoving prison of our own flesh, fully conscious yet unable to speak, to move, or to fight back.
And that was how we lost the G*r3at War.

While we stood frozen in the daylight, our enemies struck without hesitation. The werewolves, the w*1tches, the mortals who feared our existence—they all learned of our newfound vulnerability and moved swiftly to ensure our downfall. They waited for the moment the sun rendered us motionless, then took their blades and claws to our t*hr0ats, severing our h*3ads with ruthless precision. One by one, our warriors fell, unable to defend themselves, their immortal lives ending in an instant. There was no chance for regeneration, no hope of revival. The battlefield became a graveyard of stone figures, d*3capitated and left to crumble, a stark reminder of our defeat.

Since that day, we have been forced into the shadows, c*urs3d to roam only under the veil of night. We became creatures of darkness, lurking in the depths of forgotten cities, in ruins abandoned by time, in the forests where even the moonlight struggles to reach. 
The world of the living continued on without us, basking in the sun we could no longer claim as our own.
And though centuries have passed, the c*urs3 remains. A single touch of sunlight, and we are lost. 
Frozen. Defenseless.
That was her victory.

A victory born from my father’s greed and selfishness—one that I had not foreseen, yet should have.
For reasons I could never fully comprehend, he refused to honor the very d*0minion I had painstakingly forged between our kind and the Nasgorns.
Perhaps it was her words that swayed him, planting seeds of doubt and ambition.
Or perhaps it was something far more insidious.
By refusing to return her—by choosing to keep her imprisoned instead of upholding my promise—my father committed the ultimate b*3trayal.

The war that followed was unlike anything the world had ever witnessed.
It was not a mere clash of armies, nor was it a conflict that could be resolved with blood alone.
It was a war of r*3tribution, of w*r4th, of c*urs3s that bound us to an eternal night—ensuring that we would never again walk beneath the sun.
The entire kingdom fell to ruin. The werewolves, w*1tches, and w*4rlocks united against us, their h*4tred fueling their crusade.
And all of it—the devastation, the d*3struction, the endless centuries of exile—was because of my father.
Thus, the world was plunged into the most devastating and dark conflict now known as the Great W*4r—a war born not from necessity, nor from survival, but from a single, unforgivable mistake.

That mistake—the one that d*0omed us all—occurred on the very night I met with Primor and secured his allegiance.
It should have been a night of celebration, of long-awaited peace after years of b*l0odshed. But fate had other plans.
That night, Primor’s mate, Stefania, requested an audience with my father. Despite being a prisoner, she carried herself with the grace of a queen, her posture unyielding as she stood in the grand courtroom of Selwick castle. 
The torches lining the walls cast flickering shadows across her silver hair, making her crimson eyes burn even brighter in the dimly lit chamber.
She was unfazed by the rows of vampires who watched her with barely concealed disdain. She did not cower before my father, the King, a being feared by mortals and immortals alike. Instead, she met his gaze with an unshaken resolve, as if she already knew the weight of her words before she spoke them.

The moment she spoke, her voice rang through the grand courtroom, smooth as silk yet laced with an undeniable authority. It was neither a plea nor a request—it was a declaration, spoken with unwavering certainty.
“I am destined to become your queen and rule by your side for thousands of years.”
The silence that followed was deafening, stretching across the vast chamber like an unspoken verdict. 
Even the crackling of the torches along the marble walls seemed to falter, as if the very flames hesitated to flicker in the wake of her words.
The council, a gathering of my father’s most trusted advisors—ancient, shrewd, and unyielding—stiffened in their seats. Skepticism clouded their expressions, but beneath that, I saw something more. Unease.
I could feel the shift in the air, the subtle change in the rhythm of my father’s breathing. He was not a man who startled easily, a ruler who had seen centuries of w*4r and deception, yet as he studied her, a rare flicker of uncertainty crossed his gaze.

With that single statement, she had shifted the course of our entire existence.
A prophecy. A promise. A fate that had never once crossed my father’s mind until that moment.
There was no reason to believe her. No logical justification to accept her words as truth. And yet, as the echoes of her declaration settled over the chamber, I saw it—the way her voice wove its way into his thoughts, a whisper he could not silence.
His expression did not betray him at first, but I knew my father well. I saw the way his fingers twitched ever so slightly against the armrest of his throne, the way his calculating gaze darkened—not with skepticism, but with something far more dangerous.
Hope.
A longing he hadn’t even realized resided within him until she spoke it into existence.
And in that single moment of weakness, he sealed our fate.
Because I knew, as surely as I knew the blood that ran through my veins, that my father wanted her words to be true.

But I knew, without a doubt, that she was lying.
Yet, despite my certainty—despite the clear deceit laced within her every word—my father chose to believe her.
I watched as he clung to the fragile thread of hope she had dangled before him, allowing himself to be ensnared by the mere possibility of her words being true. It infuriated me.
“She is deceiving you,” I said, my voice sharp with barely restrained anger. “She has no intention of ruling by your side. She will never be your queen.”
My father remained seated on his throne, his fingers steepled beneath his chin as he studied me with unreadable eyes. “And how can you be so sure?” he asked, his tone calm—too calm.
I stepped forward, unwilling to let his foolishness doom us all. “Because her heart belongs to another,” I hissed. “It has always belonged to Primor, and it always will. She would never betray him, not for power, not for a throne. You are nothing to her.”
His eyes flashed with irritation, but he did not lash out. Instead, he exhaled slowly, as if I were the one who had failed to see reason. “You allow your emotions to cloud your judgment,” he said. “This is bigger than the past, bigger than whatever attachment she may have once had.”
I clenched my fists at my sides, feeling the sharp sting of my own nails digging into my palms. “You are blind,” I spat. “This—whatever game she’s playing—is a trick. And you are walking straight into it.”
“She carries the words of prophecy,” he countered, standing at last, his imposing frame casting a shadow across the chamber. “I will not dismiss them so easily.”
“A prophecy she created,” I snapped. “One spoken by her own tongue, with no proof beyond the sound of her voice.”
His jaw tightened, but he did not waver.
I turned to the woman standing in the center of the chamber, meeting her gaze with cold fury. 
She did not flinch, did not waver under the weight of my glare. Instead, a slow, knowing smile curled at the edges of her lips, as if she had already won.
And perhaps, in that moment, she had.
Because no matter what I said, no matter how much I pleaded, my father had already made his decision.
And at that moment, I knew—I lost.

Later that night, as my father welcomed her into his bed, something shifted in the air. A ripple of energy, almost imperceptible at first, slithered through the walls of the castle like an unseen serpent. It was subtle—too subtle for most to notice—but I did.
I had been lounging on the couch in the grand library, my fingers idly turning the pages of a novel, when it struck.
The pain.
A searing, agonizing ache erupted from within me, as though my very blood had turned to molten fire. My breath hitched, and in the next second, my body betrayed me. I fell from the couch, clutching my chest as an unbearable heat consumed every nerve, every bone, every inch of my being.
A scream tore from my throat—raw, guttural, filled with agony.
I wasn’t alone.
The castle echoed with cries of suffering.
Through the haze of my own torment, I heard the shrieks of my kin. The once-stoic guards outside my chambers collapsed, their groans of anguish mixing with the chaos. Servants, warriors, nobles—every vampire within these walls writhed on the floor, their pain indistinguishable from mine.
Then, I heard him.
My father.
His roar of agony thundered through the corridors, shaking the very foundation of our home.
I gritted my teeth, trying to suppress another agonized scream.
The w*1tch.
She had done something. She had done this.
But how? Why?
Through the searing torment, I tried to piece it together. I did not know where it came from, nor did I know how to stop it.
All I knew was that every single one of us was suffering.

Whatever c*urs3 she cast upon my father was powerful—far more insidious than any d*4rk magic I had ever encountered. It did not simply afflict him. No, that would have been too merciful. It spread.
Vampires are not born—we are made.
We do not share blood by lineage, but by transformation, by the binding of our essence through the act of turning. That was our greatest strength—our vast, interconnected network, forged through the centuries.
And that was what made us so vulnerable.

The moment the c*urs3 sank its claws into my father, it did not remain confined to his flesh alone. It slithered through the invisible ties that bound him to his creations, weaving through the bond like a serpent of fire and ruin. One by one, his progeny succumbed, and their progeny followed, the affliction tearing into their minds, their bodies, their very souls.
But for me, it was far worse.
I gasped, clutching at my chest as an unnatural heat spread through me, a poison I could neither fight nor purge. My vision blurred, my limbs trembling from the unbearable strain.
“My lord—” Raelith’s voice barely reached me over the howls of agony echoing through the castle halls. “What… What is happening to us?”
I barely had the strength to answer.
My gift—D*0minion of Souls—turned this c*urs3 into something far more m*0nstrous. It did not stop with my father’s progeny or their progeny after them. Nor did it halt at the edges of his empire.
It found me.
And from me, it latched onto every soul bound to my power.
Every warrior, every noble, every vampire who had sworn fealty and been tethered to me by blood and magic—they all felt it.
Cassius staggered beside me, his fangs bared, his eyes wild with pain. “It’s not just us,” he rasped. “It’s spreading. It’s reaching beyond the kingdom.”
I clenched my teeth, barely suppressing another scream as the curse burned deeper.
He was right.
The agony was not contained to our walls. It was not even contained to my father’s domain.
I could feel them—our kind in the farthest reaches of the world—suffering. The ones who had never so much as set foot in our kingdom, who had never met my father, who owed him no loyalty.
Yet they were bound to me.
And through me, the curse had reached them.
It spread like v*3nom in the bloodstream, slithering through covens and clans, sinking its claws into vampires who had never even spoken my name.
The suffering was endless.
And the w*1tch who had done this—she had known exactly what she was doing.

The searing agony eventually ebbed, but it left behind something far worse.
Dread.
An unbearable, suffocating silence filled the castle. The cries of my people had faded, replaced by uneasy breaths and the tense stillness of bodies too afraid to move. 
We were waiting—waiting for the c*urs3 to take hold, for whatever h*0rrors Stefania had unleashed upon us to finally make themselves known.
Raelith, Cassius, and I stood in the wreckage of the throne room, the air thick with the scent of scorched stone and spilled blood. No one spoke. No one dared.
Cassius exhaled sharply, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I don’t feel any different.”
Neither did I. Not yet.
Raelith, ever composed, ran a hand through his disheveled hair and fixed me with an unreadable stare. “Whatever she did… it wasn’t meant to kill us outright.”
No. Of course not.
Stefania was not a f*0ol.
She would not grant us the mercy of a swift death.
She had planned this. Calculated it. Woven her malice so intricately into her spell that we could do nothing but stand there, helpless, waiting for the inevitable.

And then… It happened.
The first screams shattered the uneasy silence that had settled over our stronghold.
It started just before dawn—just as the first hints of sunlight crept over the horizon.
A distant wail, raw with agony, echoed through the halls. Then another. And another.
The sound built upon itself, a chorus of suffering that twisted through the walls like a death knell.
We were in my common room when the doors burst open.
“My Lord!”
A guard stood in the doorway, his chest rising and falling in frantic breaths, his eyes wild with terror. “Something is wrong!” he gasped. “Our brethren—they’re collapsing in the streets!”
Raelith and Cassius, who had been standing by the fireplace, turned sharply toward him, their features dark with unease.
“What do you mean?” I demanded, already rising from my chair.
The guard hesitated, as if speaking the words aloud would make them more real. His lips parted, but for a moment, no sound came.
And then, in a breathless whisper, he said it.
“They are… turning to stone.”
A chill slithered down my spine, cold and merciless.
Raelith’s fingers twitched at his sides, his usual calm faltering. Cassius exhaled a slow, measured breath, but I could see the tension in his stance.
The room suddenly felt smaller, suffocating.
I stepped forward, my voice a razor’s edge. “Where?”
“The courtyard. The streets. The great hall—” The guard swallowed thickly. “It’s spreading, my Lord.”

I shoved past him, striding toward the balcony that overlooked the town below. 
What I saw made my breath catch.
They were falling—one by one—like statues abandoned by time. Some had already crumbled, their bodies breaking apart into rubble as the first light of dawn kissed their skin. Others stood frozen in place, their faces locked in expressions of agony, unable to scream, unable to move.
“No…” The word escaped me in a whisper, disbelief tightening around my throat.
I turned to the guard, whose chest was rising and falling rapidly, his fangs bared in panic.
“How many?” I asked, my voice like ice.
“We do not know yet,” he breathed. “But, my lord… can we even survive the day anymore?”
I clenched my fists, the full weight of what had happened crashing down on me.
She had c*urs3d us all.
There was no escaping it.
The moment the sun touched our skin, we would fall.
The war had been decided in a single night.
And it was not my father who had doomed us—no.
It was I who had delivered our kind to ruin.
It was because of my gift—and my recklessness in bringing her here.

That was why I decided to tear her apart, piece by piece.
There was no hesitation, no second thoughts—only the cold, unwavering certainty that she had to pay.
I had been blind. Blinded by my father’s weakness, by my own miscalculations. I had let her slip through my grasp once, and because of that, we had suffered.
My father had suffered.

I still remember the exact moment it happened—the moment the bond that tethered us to him was torn apart.
The grand chamber was eerily silent, yet a crushing wave of emptiness surged through me, through all of us. A collective gasp echoed in the minds of every vampire bound to him, a phantom pain clawing at our souls as our connection to our king was violently s*3vered. It was as if an unshakable pillar had crumbled, leaving only a void where his presence had once been.
The air was thick with the metallic scent of blood, mingling with the heavy stillness that clung to the room. The drapes swayed slightly, disturbed by the night breeze drifting through the balcony doors, as if the very walls were mourning.
And there, on the cold floor, lay the King of our kind.
His lifeless body slumped forward, a pool of crimson spreading beneath him like a dark, sickening halo.
For a fleeting moment, I almost refused to believe it. My mind rebelled against the sight, clinging to the hope that it was some trick of the dim light, some cruel illusion.
But then my gaze found it.
His head.
S*3vered clean from his body, resting mere inches away. The final, undeniable proof that our king—our foundation—was no more.
My vision blurred with rage. My mind screamed at me to do something, to move, to act—but I remained frozen, trapped in the s*uff0cating realization that I had let this happen.
She had done this.
The woman my father had trusted, the woman he had foolishly welcomed into his bed. She had whispered sweet promises to him, wrapped him in her illusions, and when he was most vulnerable—she had struck.
And I had let it happen.
That was why I could not allow her to live.

I found her in the ruins of an abandoned fortress, hidden away like a coward.
Her once-pristine garments were torn, stained with blood that was not her own. Her silver hair, unbound and tangled, framed a face that still held traces of its former beauty. But I saw her for what she truly was now. A v*1per. A p*4rasite. A creature who had taken everything from me.
She turned when she sensed my presence, her lips curling into something between a smirk and a sneer. “You finally found me,” she said, her voice almost… amused.
I did not answer.
I lunged.
She fought, of course. Her magic lashed out, crackling through the air, but I was faster. Stronger. Fueled by a fury that burned hotter than any spell she could conjure.
I caught her wrists, wrenched them apart. She shrieked as I twisted, bones snapping beneath my grip.
“You took everything from me.” My voice was a whisper, lethal and sharp.
Her breathing hitched, but she did not beg. She only glared at me with those defiant, wicked eyes.

I did not grant her the mercy of a quick death.
She had dared to believe she could win against our kind—dared to stand against me. That arrogance had cost her everything.
Bound in chains, she lay broken before me, her once-defiant eyes now dull with suffering. Blood seeped from the deep lacerations carving through her flesh, staining the cold stone beneath her. She trembled, but whether from pain or the sheer weight of her impending fate, I did not care.
"You thought you could defy me," I murmured, crouching beside her. My fingers trailed along her cheek, leaving a smear of crimson in their wake. "You thought your magic would be enough."
Her lips parted, but no words came—only a ragged gasp, a pitiful attempt at defiance that made my smirk sharpen.
"You lost," I whispered.
And then I continued.
Piece by piece, I tore her apart.
Her screams filled the chamber, raw and keening, a sound that would have stirred pity in a weaker heart. But I was beyond pity. I was beyond mercy. Her flesh gave way beneath my hands, her bones snapping like brittle twigs as I d*1smantled her, limb by limb.
"My lord," Raelith's voice was quiet, steady, yet laced with an unspoken warning. He stood at the edge of the chamber, watching with impassive eyes, though his grip on his blade was just a little too tight.
I did not stop.
Not until all that remained before me was the shattered ruin of a woman who had once believed she could challenge me.
I surveyed my handiwork, the rush of battle still humming in my veins. Blood slicked my fingers, warm and viscous, a final testament to her folly.
And then, with methodical precision, I reached into the gaping cavity of her chest, my fingers closing around the last piece of her that mattered.
Her heart.
It was still beating, faint and feeble, but alive.
With a slow exhale, I rose to my feet and turned to Raelith, holding the bloodied organ aloft. "Send this to Primor," I commanded, my voice devoid of emotion. "Let him see what has become of his beloved mate."
Raelith hesitated only a moment before inclining his head. "As you wish."
The moment her heart ceased to beat, the bond between her and Primor was severed.
And in that instant, the world b*urn3d.
A howl of pure, unfiltered agony tore through the night, reverberating across the land with a force that shook the very earth beneath our feet. It was not merely a sound—it was a declaration, a promise of v*3ngeance so potent it sent a chill down my spine.
Outside, flames erupted, devouring the trees, the very air thick with the scent of smoke and fury. The sky itself seemed to tremble under the weight of his wrath.
Primor Nasgorn had lost his mate.
And now, he would stop at nothing to make me suffer in return.

In a blood-soaked fury, he unleashed his w*r4th upon us, s*l4ughtering my kind without mercy. What little remained of our already shattered race was now reduced to almost nothing.
With her c*urs3 shackling us to the night and Primor’s w*r4th carving a bloody path through our ranks, I had no choice but to lead our kind into the shadows.
It was not out of heroism or nobility—no, I did it because they asked me to. Because despite the ruin my father had left behind, despite the c*urs3 that had nearly destroyed us, my people still turned to me.
Not out of fear.
Not out of desperation.
But out of loyalty.
"You are our king now," Varian, one of the elders, said as he knelt before me, his voice steady, unwavering. His hands, still stained with the blood of our fallen, trembled slightly, not with hesitation—but with the weight of duty. "You are the only one who can lead us."
I stood before them, the remnants of my once-mighty race, their faces hollow with grief but filled with absolute devotion. There was no resentment in their eyes, no blame. We were bound—not by lineage, but by something far stronger. By blood. By soul.
I clenched my jaw, suppressing the weight pressing against my chest. "You would follow me into the d*4rkness?" I asked.
Raelith, his armor still smeared with the dust of battle, stepped forward. "We would follow you into oblivion if you commanded it." His golden eyes met mine, unwavering. "You are our king now. Where you go, we will follow."
I turned my gaze over the crowd, over those who had stood by me through centuries, who had fought and bled at my side.
"If we remain here, we die," I said, my voice firm. "Primor will not stop hunting us. The world will not stop fearing us. If we want to endure, we must disappear. Let them believe we are gone, let them forget we ever existed. And when the time is right, we will rise again."
There was no hesitation.
One by one, they dropped to their knees, heads bowed—not in submission, but in solemn, unwavering loyalty.
They had chosen me.

Now, on that very same evening, after the meeting with my council as they s*ch3med ways to distract me, I stood on the balcony of my castle, watching the endless night stretch before me. It was then that Raelith approached, his voice cautious, as if he already knew what I was about to say.
“Your grace,” he murmured, bowing his head. “Does eternity still bother you?”
I let out a quiet breath, my fingers gripping the cold stone railing. 
“I have ruled for a thousand years, Rae. A thousand years without a companion. A thousand years bound to an existence I did not choose.” My voice hardened. “And I am tired.”
Raelith stiffened. “Tired?” he echoed, a hint of unease in his tone.
Cassius entered then, his silver eyes flashing. “You’re speaking as if you mean to abandon your throne, your grace.”
I turned to face them, my most loyal companions, and for the first time in a millennium, I let the weight of my weariness show. “Perhaps I am.”
Raelith's fists clenched. “You cannot. You are our king—our strength. Without you, we are nothing.”
I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “And what am I with this throne, Rae? A shadow of what I once was. A king without a queen. A ruler of a kingdom that has remained in the shadows.” My eyes darkened. “I am done.”
Cassius stepped forward, his voice sharp. “And if we refuse to let you go?”
I smirked, though there was no amusement in it. “Then you will try to stop me.” I tilted my head. “And you will fail.”
Silence stretched between us, heavy and unspoken.
Just as Primor’s mate—Stefania—had d*4mned me to this solitude, I have ruled my kind for a thousand years. 
A thousand years of d*4rkness. 
A thousand years of silence. 
A thousand years of loneliness.
Bound by night. Bound by fate.
But now, after all this time, I have made my decision.
“I will rest,” I declared.





























Chapter Two: The King's Dilemma

Felmont’s POV


Leaving Raelith and Cassius behind in Alnwick Castle, I stepped into the night, drawn by the quiet pulse of the town beyond my walls. A final hunt—that was all I desired. One last taste of the life I had known for centuries before I surrendered myself to rest.
The night air was sharp, laced with the crisp scent of damp earth and distant pine. Northumberland had always been a land of haunting beauty—ancient, untamed, a place where the past still clung stubbornly to the present. 
Even now, with modern lights flickering in the distance, the darkness still ruled here, wrapping the countryside in its quiet embrace.

I moved through the castle grounds with ease, my boots barely making a sound against the worn stone pathways. The old walls loomed behind me, their towering silhouette a reminder of a time when kings waged wars for land and glory. 
But tonight, there was no battle to fight. No war to win. Only the hunt.

The scent of life drifted toward me, carried on the wind. The town of Alnwick was quiet at this hour—its people tucked away in their homes, safe in their illusion of peace. But there were always stragglers. Always those who wandered too far into the night, unaware that something far older and hungrier lurked just beyond the lamplight.
I found one easily.
A young man walking alone, his hood pulled up against the cold, his steps unhurried as if he had no reason to fear the dark. I followed him silently, my presence nothing more than a whisper against the wind. The thrill of the hunt stirred within me, the anticipation curling through my veins like fire.
It had always been like this—the quiet moment before the strike, the brief pause where my prey still believed they were safe.

With effortless speed, I moved ahead, stepping out from the shadows just as he rounded a deserted corner. He startled, stopping abruptly as his gaze met mine.
“Sorry,” I murmured, my voice smooth as silk. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”
His pulse spiked—fear, confusion. But it was already too late.
Before he could react, I was behind him, my hand firm against the back of his neck as I tilted his head to the side.
His scent was rich, warm—his heartbeat a steady drum against my palm. My fangs descended, and without hesitation, I sank them into his throat.
He stiffened in my grasp, but the fight fled from his limbs almost instantly, my venom clouding his mind in a haze of 3*uphoria. I drank deep, savoring the taste—the rush of hot, fresh blood coursing down my throat, igniting my senses with the undeniable thrill of the hunt.
But as always, I did not let hunger rule me.
With measured control, I released him, stepping back as he swayed unsteadily. His heartbeat was still strong, his breath coming in shallow gasps, but he would live.
I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, exhaling as the warmth of the feeding settled into my veins. 
My guards were already tending to him, erasing his memories of the horrors he had unwittingly become a part of.

Feeling satiated, I allowed myself the rare luxury of a leisurely stroll through the town—one final walk before I turned my back on it all.
The streets were nearly deserted at this hour, the quiet hum of the modern world reduced to distant car engines and the occasional muffled laughter of late-night revelers. The glow of street lamps bathed the cobbled roads in pools of golden light, their flickering bulbs barely holding back the encroaching darkness.

After several minutes of wandering, I found myself at Alnwick Palace Plaza. The grand square was near-empty, save for a few stray souls lingering by the towering iron gates that led to the historic castle. The air carried the sharp bite of an approaching winter, the skeletal trees swaying gently in the wind like silent sentinels. Their bare branches reached skyward, casting twisting shadows upon the stone paths below.
A strange, almost melancholic stillness hung over the place.

I traced my gaze over Alnwick Castle, its towering walls bathed in the soft glow of artificial lights. To the world, it was merely an ancient fortress, the historic seat of a mortal duke whose lineage stretched back through the annals of human history. A place admired for its medieval architecture, its sprawling gardens, and its supposed importance to the past of England’s noble families.
But the humans were blind to the truth.
This was Selwicke Castle—the ancestral stronghold of the first and oldest of our kind. A place untouched by time, by war, by mortal hands.
It was the home of the vampire royal family.
My home.
And I… I am King Felmont von Selwicke, the second ruler of the vampire kingdom and the first of my name.
I had reigned for a thousand years—longer than my father before me, longer than most could even fathom. Yet, where he had once ruled beneath the light of day, forging alliances with mortals and waging wars for power, I had governed from the shadows, hidden from their world, bound forever by the night.
The weight of it all pressed against me like an iron shroud.
One thousand years of rule. 
And now, at the twilight of my reign, I stood here once more, looking upon the home I had built, the kingdom I had shaped… knowing that soon, I would leave it all behind.

After several minutes of idle observation, I grew restless. The night stretched before me, vast and uneventful, offering nothing of interest. 
The mortals who wandered the streets were dull, oblivious to the predator among them, their laughter and idle conversations failing to stir even a flicker of amusement.
Perhaps one last hunt was in order.
Not out of necessity, but for sheer indulgence—a final taste of mortal blood, not to quell my hunger, but to revel in the thrill of the hunt. To savor the intoxicating moment when prey realizes they are being hunted.
I exhaled softly, letting my instincts take over. Closing my eyes, I drew in a slow, measured breath, filtering through the myriad of scents that lingered in the crisp night air. The acrid bite of alcohol clung to some, tainting their blood with its bitterness. Others carried the faint stench of disease, nearly undetectable yet unmistakable to one such as myself.
I sought perfection—fresh, untainted blood, untouched by sickness or v*1ce, coursing hot and pure beneath flawless skin. 
That was the kind of blood I craved, the kind that set my senses alight with pleasure.
It would be an honor, truly, to be chosen by the King of Vampires for his final meal.

But as the moments stretched on, my anticipation dulled, giving way to disappointment.
None of them were worthy.
A quiet sigh escaped me. How tedious.
Still, I had already decided. 
Even if my ideal prey was nowhere to be found, I would indulge one last time—if only for my own amusement. 
Even the unremarkable would serve their purpose tonight.
With a resigned shrug, I cast aside my disappointment and decided to settle for the first human who crossed my path. There was no point in being overly selective tonight—it was my last hunt, after all. I would make do with whatever fate offered me.

Soon enough, my patience was rewarded. A woman emerged from the crowd, stepping into the dimly lit street with an air of quiet confidence. 
Her long black hair cascaded down her back, swaying with each step she took. I didn’t bother looking at her face—such details were irrelevant. Beauty was secondary. Blood was all that mattered.
Silently, I melted into the shadows, my movements fluid and soundless as I stalked her with practiced ease. She walked at a leisurely pace, unaware of the predator lurking just beyond her line of sight. I had done this countless times before—watching, waiting, anticipating the perfect moment to strike. There was an art to the hunt, a delicate balance between patience and indulgence.
But tonight, I wasn’t in the mood for a quick kill. No, I wanted to savor this, to drag it out and enjoy every moment of the chase.
I needed to lure her in, to s*3duce her, to make her come willingly. It was far more enjoyable when they surrendered to the temptation themselves, oblivious to the danger until it was far too late.

She turned down an alley, her heels clicking softly against the damp pavement, and I followed at a leisurely pace, knowing precisely where she was headed. The narrow passage opened into a charming district lined with old bookstores and intimate cafés, their golden lights glowing invitingly against the encroaching darkness. A perfect place to seduce a woman.
The air here carried the comforting scents of roasted coffee beans, aged paper, and the faint sweetness of pastries cooling behind café windows. It was quaint, predictable—an ideal hunting ground for one final indulgence.

But just as I stepped past the mouth of the alley, a sudden gust of wind cut through the street, sharp with the crisp bite of the encroaching winter.
And with it came a scent—one so intoxicating, so utterly consuming, that I stopped mid-step, my entire body tensing as it washed over me.
The aroma was unlike anything I had ever encountered in my centuries of existence. It was rich and sweet, yet layered with something impossibly pure, untouched by the impurities that tainted so many others. It wasn’t just alluring—it was maddening, igniting a hunger within me so profound that my fangs ached against my will.

I inhaled again, deeply this time, drawing in more of the scent, allowing it to saturate my senses. My vision sharpened, my hearing heightened, every fiber of my being attuned to a single purpose—finding its source.
And then I saw it.
A small café across the cobbled road, tucked between a souvenir shop and a flower stall. It was unassuming, its windows slightly fogged from the warmth inside, a handful of humans seated within, completely unaware that something ancient and predatory had just fixated on one of them.
My feet carried me forward before I could even think to resist.
I crossed the road, my mind clouded, my instincts overriding every rational thought. 
It was absurd. I had spent centuries perfecting my control, training myself to be unaffected by mere mortals. 
And yet, in this moment, I felt powerless—like a moth drawn to an all-consuming flame, helpless against its pull.

My gaze landed on a pair of golden-brown eyes through the rain-speckled windowpane of the café—warm, luminous, and strikingly human. A man.
Something inside me shifted.
For a moment, the world outside dulled into nothing but a blur of muted colors and distant noise. It was just him and me, locked in a silent exchange through the glass. 
His eyes held an unfamiliar depth, like smoldering embers in the dim light, radiating a quiet intensity that sent an unexpected shudder through me. 
It wasn’t fear. It wasn’t hunger. It was something else—something foreign, something that coiled deep in my core and refused to release its grip.
I had encountered thousands, perhaps millions, of humans over the centuries, and not once had any of them unsettled me. They were predictable, their emotions transparent, their desires easily manipulated. 
Yet, as I stood there, rooted in place, I found myself unable to look away from him. 
There was no logic to it, no reason I could grasp. 
All I knew was that I needed to be near him.
The pull was undeniable, visceral, and I gave in to it without a second thought.
Before I even registered my own movement, I was crossing the street, pushing open the café’s door, and stepping inside. 
A faint chime rang above me, announcing my arrival, but I barely heard it over the pounding in my chest. The rich aroma of roasted coffee and freshly baked bread filled the space, but none of it mattered. My focus remained on him—on the man whose gaze still held mine as if he had been expecting me.
Without hesitation, without an invitation, I slid into the seat across from him. 
Unapologetic. Unwavering.
His eyes were filled with questions, shadowed by curiosity, but beneath that, I caught something else—a flicker of interest, subtle yet undeniable. It was the way his gaze lingered on me, the slight parting of his lips as if he were on the verge of speaking yet held himself back. He was studying me just as intently as I was him, and the realization sent a slow, burning thrill through my veins.
I tilted my head slightly, allowing myself the luxury of truly seeing him. His features were finely cut, sharp yet softened by the glow of the café’s dim lighting. There was a quiet strength in the way he held himself, an unspoken confidence that piqued something dark within me.
My mind spun with conflicting thoughts, each one more reckless than the last. 
The logical part of me considered the simplest course of action—luring him back to my palace, ensnaring him in the same irresistible web I had woven for countless others before him. He would follow willingly, enchanted by my presence, unaware of the fate that awaited him. A single night would be enough to feed, to almost drain the life from him, to rid myself of this unnatural fixation.

And yet, as I studied him, another thought crept in, far more dangerous.
What would it be like to claim him not just as prey but as something more? 
To take him to my bed, to taste more than just his blood, to lose myself in the heat of his touch—I clenched my jaw, the thought dissolving into something volatile and forbidden.
Stop this madness, Felmont.
The voice in my head was sharp, demanding. 
This was not who I was. I was a king, a predator, not some lovesick fool captivated by a mortal. I refused to let this man—this human—unravel me.
Forcing the turmoil deep within, I inhaled slowly, grounding myself in the present. 
Then, with practiced ease, I pulled on the mask I had worn for centuries and curved my lips into a smile.
A charmer’s smile. A predator’s smile.
“Hi, my name is Fel. May I know yours?” I asked, my voice a smooth, velvety purr designed to put him at ease.
The man hesitated only briefly before answering, his tone soft yet steady. “Velstaire.”
Velstaire. A name that rolled off the tongue like a whispered secret, unfamiliar yet strangely fitting for the enigma sitting before me.
I smirked, letting the silence stretch between us just long enough to unsettle him. 
“Are you a tourist?” I inquired, my gaze never wavering, locked onto his as if I could unravel all his mysteries with a single look.
“Yes.” The word was simple, but there was a flicker of hesitation in his voice—uncertainty, perhaps, or something deeper, something he couldn’t quite name.
A slow smile curled across my lips as I felt the subtle shift in the air between us. 
My power was already at work, threading into the spaces of his mind, winding through his senses like a creeping vine. 
I could see it in the way his shoulders tensed slightly, in the way his breath hitched almost imperceptibly. He wasn’t even aware of it yet, but he was already slipping under my influence.
I leaned forward just enough to close the distance between us, my expression warm, inviting. “Can I show you around?” The words were a mere formality. 
I had already decided. 
I would take him back to my castle. 
I would lead him straight into my domain, where every shadow bent to my will. 
And there, I would do what I had been craving since the moment I caught his scent—I would taste him, revel in the rich, intoxicating pull of his blood.
Velstaire hesitated, his fingers lightly grazing the rim of his cup as he considered my offer. 
For a fleeting moment, I wondered if he sensed the danger lurking beneath my charm, if some primal instinct whispered a warning in his ear.
But then, after a heartbeat too long, he nodded.
A slow, satisfied smirk tugged at the corners of my mouth.
You’ve just agreed to your own nightmare, Velstaire.
And I would make sure it was a beautiful one.

I rose from my seat with unhurried grace, my movements fluid, deliberate. With a subtle tilt of my head, I gestured for him to walk ahead of me.
He hesitated, his gaze lingering on mine, searching—perhaps for an answer, or perhaps for something he himself didn’t yet understand. 
The moment stretched between us, charged with an invisible tension, before he finally pushed back his chair and rose to his feet.
His eyes never left mine. Not even as he moved past me, his shoulder grazing mine with the lightest touch. A fleeting contact, yet it sent a slow ripple of something unbidden through my veins.
I turned smoothly on my heel and followed.
As Velstaire reached the door, he hesitated once more, pausing at the threshold. His posture was relaxed, but there was something else beneath the surface—a quiet stillness, as if he were silently waiting. 
Not questioning, not resisting. Just waiting.
Waiting for me.
I let the corner of my lips quirk upward, the smallest acknowledgment of his silent invitation. 
After all, we couldn’t have my most delicious prey slipping away tonight, could we?
Stepping forward, I closed the distance between us, the night air cool against my skin as I crossed the threshold and fell into stride beside him.
I met his gaze once more and gave a slight nod, a silent signal, a wordless understanding.
And so, we walked.
Side by side.

His heart pulsed steadily, a measured, unwavering rhythm that filled the quiet night like the soft echo of a distant drum. To any other ears, it would be imperceptible. 
But to mine, it was crystal clear—every beat, every shift, every hesitation.
I listened, attuned to the subtle changes. The almost imperceptible quickening whenever my fingers brushed against him—sometimes by accident, though more often by design. A simple touch along his wrist as we walked too close, the briefest graze of my knuckles against his hand, a lingering press against his arm as I leaned in just slightly.
The effect was undeniable.
His breath would hitch, just for a fraction of a second. His pulse would falter—skip, then race, as though his body itself couldn’t decide between surrender and restraint. 
The realization sent a slow, curling satisfaction through me. It was intoxicating, this unspoken power. The way my presence, my touch, unraveled him piece by piece without him even realizing it.

After a brief walk, we arrived at a bookstore he wanted to visit—one that had stood for two generations in human memory but far longer in reality. Its aged façade bore the weight of time, the wooden sign above the entrance faded but still legible, its gold lettering dulled by years of wind and rain. The scent of old paper and ink curled through the air even before we stepped inside, mingling with the faint trace of candle wax and dust.
The owner, a vampire—one of my own—was present, as was expected at this hour. Though he remained out of sight, I could already sense his awareness sharpen the moment we approached. 
A quiet ripple in the air, a shift in the atmosphere. My kind could sense their king from miles away, and this one was no exception.

As we stepped over the threshold, the soft chime of the doorbell announced our arrival. The vampire emerged from behind a towering bookshelf, his movements poised yet reverent. Without hesitation, he bowed deeply, his head lowered in unwavering respect.
Velstaire, oblivious to the silent exchange, turned to me with a small, almost timid smile. The expression was endearing in its sincerity, a contrast to the amused smirk I so often encountered.
“I could spend an hour searching for the book I want,” he murmured, his voice a soft melody against the stillness of the shop. His fingers traced absent patterns along the sleeve of his coat. “It might bore you…” He trailed off, hesitation flickering in his gaze.
Ah.
I recognized that look. A flicker of uncertainty, a quiet plea hidden beneath careful words. 
He didn’t want me to grow bored while waiting.
He didn’t want me to leave.
How ironic. If only he knew how many countless nights I had spent in absolute stillness, doing nothing but existing in the void of eternity.
I allowed a slow, knowing smile to form on my lips.
“I have all the time in the world,” I replied smoothly, the weight of truth and irony hanging in the air between us.

He stared at me for a lingering moment, his golden-brown eyes searching mine, as though weighing the meaning behind my words.
The pause stretched between us, charged with something unspoken, before he finally gave a small nod and turned away, his footsteps soft against the wooden floor as he made his way toward a section labeled Northumberland’s History and Cuisine.
I arched my brow.
Of all the things I might have expected, this was not one.
So… he likes cooking human food.
The thought almost amused me. Almost.
I cast a glance at the rows of neatly arranged books, their spines worn from years of handling, their titles boasting the secrets of sauces, pastries, and delicacies meant to nourish mortal bodies. Carefully crafted meals, meant to sustain fleeting lives.
But beyond the culinary texts, another section caught my eye—Northumberland’s Forgotten Ages. Books bound in cracked leather and faded cloth, whispering of a past long buried beneath time’s relentless march. Accounts of noble houses lost to war, of castles swallowed by ruin, and of rulers whose names had faded into obscurity.
My fingers brushed over a particularly aged volume, its pages brittle yet rich with inked memories of battles fought and blood spilled. 
Some of these stories, I had lived. Others, I had written. And some… some had been carefully rewritten by mortals who wished to forget what truly lurked in the shadows of their history.
Velstaire, however, was engrossed in something far simpler. He traced his fingers along the gilded lettering of a book on traditional Northumbrian feasts, his gaze filled with something I couldn’t quite name. 
Reverence, perhaps? Or fascination?
How curious.
A man so captivated by the art of feeding, and yet, tonight, he would be the one consumed.

The bookstore owner, an ancient servant who had long since abandoned the whims of mortal emotions, stiffened as he observed me. He had served my family for centuries, bearing witness to the slow decay of my interest in the world, to the apathy that had crept into my soul like a relentless plague.
But now, he saw something different.
His keen eyes flickered with realization, his breath hitching ever so slightly. 
He knew. He had spent lifetimes watching my boredom grow, watching my patience for existence itself wither into dust. 
My people had tried, time and time again, to stir my interest in the world—to offer me distractions, diversions, reasons to stay awake.
Yet none of it had worked.
Until now.
For the first time in hundreds of years, I had found something that made me pause. Something that had caught my attention. And he had noticed.
The corners of his lips curled into a trembling smile, his hands twitching at his sides as though resisting the urge to clasp them in joy. 
And then, to my mild surprise, his aged eyes glistened—not with sorrow, not with pain, but with something that bordered dangerously on hope.
Hope.
How foolish.
"Your Grace…" His voice wavered, thick with emotion. "I am so happy—"
"Silence," I cut in smoothly, not even sparing him a glance. My tone was soft, almost languid, but the weight behind it was absolute. I arched a brow in quiet warning. "Unless, of course, you wish for me to retreat back to the castle and sleep eternally."
The effect was immediate.
He gasped, the fragile spark of emotion in his eyes vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. He ducked his head into a deep bow, his hands trembling now for an entirely different reason.
"Forgive me, Your Grace," he whispered, voice barely above a breath.
Without another word, he turned sharply on his heel and disappeared into the back of the room, his retreat hurried and purposeful.
Now, only Velstaire remained.

Velstaire moved through the aisles with an almost reverent curiosity, his fingertips ghosting over the spines of countless books. His touch was light, deliberate, as if he were tracing the stories locked within them. He paused here and there, tilting his head slightly as he skimmed over worn titles, his eyes flickering with interest whenever he stumbled upon an older, more timeworn edition.
The scent of aged parchment and ink filled the air, mingling with the faint traces of dust disturbed by his movements. There was something almost methodical about the way he searched, yet there was also hesitation—like he was searching for something even he didn’t fully understand.

Then, after several long minutes, he finally settled on two books and made his way to the counter.
I followed his movements with idle curiosity, but when I caught sight of one of the titles, I couldn’t help the amused smile that tugged at my lips.
A book about Alnwick Castle and its history.
How fitting.
The irony was not lost on me. He had no idea just how deeply entangled he had already become with the very subject he sought to understand.
The bookstore owner, ever eager to please, refused his payment, insisting that every tourist was entitled to one free book. 
"Your next purchase, however," he added with a knowing smile, "will be the first to incur a charge."
Velstaire blinked at him, processing the words, before tilting his head in mild confusion.
I sighed inwardly at my subject’s theatrics, finding his enthusiasm both predictable and mildly exasperating. 
To prevent Velstaire from dwelling on it too much, I stepped forward, shifting his attention back to me.
He turned, now fully focused, his expression expectant.
Waiting.
For what, exactly? 
My next move? My next words?
Interesting.
I held his gaze for a moment longer before deciding.
If he was so keen on learning about the castle’s history, then why not offer him something far more immersive than the pages of a book?
"I have a free pass inside Alnwick Castle," I murmured, my voice low, inviting. A small, knowing smile curved my lips, subtle yet deliberate. "Would you like to see what’s inside?"
His reaction was immediate. His eyes widened, alight with intrigue, and his breath hitched ever so slightly.
"I would love to," he admitted, wonder threading through his voice.
For a moment, I thought he might agree without hesitation, that his curiosity would outweigh whatever obligations he had outside this encounter. 
But then—he hesitated. His enthusiasm dimmed just a fraction, the corners of his grin faltering.
"But it’s almost midnight now," he said, rubbing the back of his neck. "And I… I really need to go."
I raised a brow, watching as he struggled with some unspoken dilemma.
"If it’s okay with you," he continued, "could we visit tomorrow night instead?"
So he was interested—just not reckless enough to follow a stranger into a castle at this hour. Sensible. 
And yet, something in his voice told me he wanted to say yes.
"Of course," I replied smoothly, masking any amusement. "Tomorrow night should be fine."
A breath of relief escaped him, his posture relaxing. 
Then, as if realizing he had made me wait for his answer, his smile returned—brighter, unrestrained.
"I’ll see you tomorrow night at the same café where we met?" he asked, tilting his head in that oddly endearing way of his.
I nodded, my lips curving once more. A silent, effortless agreement.
And then, something unexpected happened.
For a moment, I forgot myself—forgot the weight of centuries, the careful distance I maintained with humans. 
His smile was… mesmerizing. Almost infuriatingly so. It caught me off guard, held me there, as if tethering me to something I could not name.
The moment stretched longer than it should have.
Then, with a small wave and a soft goodbye, he turned and walked past me, disappearing into the night.
I did not move.
I simply stood there, watching as his silhouette vanished into the dim glow of the streetlights, feeling the undeniable pull of anticipation settle deep within me.

My guards, ever watchful in the shadows despite my lack of need for protection, could serve a different purpose tonight.
Without shifting my gaze, I willed one of them forward.
Hadrian, their captain, materialized before me in an instant, his presence as steady as ever. He bowed his head in silent deference, awaiting my command.
"Take your men and follow that human," I instructed, my tone leaving no room for argument. "Protect him as you would protect me."
A flicker of uncertainty passed through his otherwise disciplined expression. 
He hesitated—not out of disobedience, but because his priority, his very purpose, had always been my safety above all else. He parted his lips, no doubt to protest, when another figure stepped into view.
Raelith.
He emerged soundlessly from the doorway, the weight of his gaze pressing down on Hadrian like a silent decree. I had sensed him lingering nearby since the beginning of my night stroll, though I hadn't acknowledged him until now.
"Go," Raelith said, his voice as cool and unwavering as ever. "Do as His Majesty commands."
Hadrian’s jaw tightened. His hesitation was brief but telling. Yet, the presence of Raelith—his superior, the commander of the entire royal army—left no room for further doubt. Hadrian knew better than to question an order when it was reinforced by Raelith himself.
With a final glance my way, he bowed deeply, lower than before—a silent acknowledgment of both my will and his unwavering duty. 
Then, without another word, he straightened, pivoted on his heel, and vanished into the night. His men would follow, their presence unseen yet ever watchful.
And with that, they would protect him in my stead.

Raelith studied my face intently, his sharp eyes searching for something—an answer, perhaps, before the question had even left his lips. 
Yet, despite his unwavering confidence, hesitation lingered in the way his gaze briefly flickered away, in the slight tension coiling in his stance.
He had questions—ones he wasn’t certain he had the right to ask.
“Ask away, Rae,” I said, granting him permission with a subtle tilt of my head.
That was all the encouragement he needed. He turned back to me, his expression no longer guarded but keen, brimming with curiosity.
“Do you fancy that human?”
I blinked, taken aback. 
Of all the things I had anticipated, that had not been one of them.
“What do you mean?” I asked, my brows knitting together in mild confusion.
“It is unlike you to abandon a hunt midway, Your Grace,” he pointed out, his voice even, though I caught the slightest edge of intrigue beneath it.
Had I abandoned my hunt? The thought had not occurred to me.
Raelith did not wait for my response before elaborating, his tone laced with quiet certainty.
“You could have easily charmed him and brought him to the castle tonight, yet you chose to let him go. That was the first time you allowed a prey to slip from your grasp, Your Grace.”
I exhaled slowly, considering his words. 
He wasn’t wrong.
“I did let him go,” I admitted after a pause. “But we agreed to meet tomorrow night—that is not stopping the hunt. Merely prolonging it.”
I owed him no explanation. 
And yet, I gave one anyway.

Raelith’s gaze softened, and for the briefest moment, I saw something I never expected from him—his eyes glistened, his usual stoicism giving way to something more fragile, more human.
“Even if he is human, even if he is a man, we would welcome him if he continues to distract you,” he murmured, his voice quiet but firm.
I knew what he truly meant.
He was not concerned with Velstaire’s presence—only with the effect he had on me.
A heavy sigh escaped me as I met his gaze, offering a small, sorrowful smile.
“If my interest in him is what you consider ‘fancying’ or ‘liking’ him, then perhaps I do,” I admitted, my voice calm, even. “But that does not mean I have abandoned my plans for eternal rest.”
I saw the flicker of protest in his eyes, the unspoken plea he dared not voice.
I continued before he could respond.
“That man is nothing more than a fleeting distraction—temporary. His presence will fade the moment my interest wanes. In the end, he is mortal, destined to perish—whether by accident, illness, or the slow decay of time.”
The words should have sounded final. Unshakable. 
And yet, even as I said them, I felt the weight of something unspoken pressing down on me.
“You could turn him and make him yours for all eternity, Your Majesty,” Raelith reasoned, his voice steady yet filled with an unspoken urgency.
I paused, considering his words. The idea had crossed my mind earlier—briefly, fleetingly, like a whisper in the wind that I dared not grasp. 
The temptation was there, lingering in the shadows of my thoughts. 
And yet, I could not bring myself to take such a choice from him.
Velstaire was human—flawed, fleeting, and free. He had a life, a future that belonged to him alone. The very thing that had been stolen from us, I would not take from him.
I exhaled softly, shaking my head. 
“No, Raelith,” I murmured, my voice firm but quiet. “I will not decide his fate for him.”
Before Raelith could attempt to persuade me further, I stepped past him and strode out of the bookstore without a single word.
Then, with a mere flicker of intent, I was gone—vanishing into the night with inhuman speed.
Within seconds, I arrived at my chambers. The familiar silence of the castle welcomed me, yet tonight, it felt different. Emptier.
I settled onto the couch, reclining against the cool leather as I shut my eyes, willing my thoughts to quiet.
But no matter how much I tried, I could not rid my mind of the human who, for the first time in centuries, had managed to capture my interest.

Alnwick Castle stood as Northumberland’s most renowned tourist attraction, its grand halls and storied past drawing countless visitors each year. 
To the outside world, it was merely a well-preserved relic of history—a monument to the past, a place where guided tours, costumed reenactments, and medieval banquets were the main attractions.
But that was only the surface.
The castle’s public image was an elaborate illusion, carefully curated and maintained by Cassius. His insistence on keeping the castle open to tourists was not born of sentimentality but of strategy. 
A lived-in castle raised no suspicions. 
A castle that functioned as a museum and historical site gave no reason for curious minds to probe further. If it appeared to be nothing more than a remnant of the past, then those who still hunted us—those who believed we had never vanished after the Great W4r—would never think to look deeper.
During the day, when sunlight claimed the land, we withdrew to the underground chambers—an intricate labyrinth built in absolute secrecy after the war, when the werewolves emerged victorious. 
Beneath Alnwick’s foundations lay an entire hidden sanctuary, vast and impenetrable, woven with ancient wards and enchantments. It was our true home, our fortress.

Yet, today, something was different.
There were no tourists. No curious humans wandering the halls, pointing at grand tapestries or marveling at the towering stone walls. The usual sounds of chatter and footsteps were absent, replaced by something far stranger—an undeniable sense of purpose among my people.
The castle was filled not with outsiders but with my kind.
Servants moved with quiet diligence, dusting hallways that were already spotless. Guards and attendants replaced candles and torches with fresh ones, their flames flickering to life with a practiced ease. Others polished the furniture in the common rooms, their motions methodical, as if preparing for an important gathering.
And more curiously still—every single one of them, from my lowest servant to my highest-ranking council members, appeared impeccably groomed and, unmistakably, well-fed.
Something was happening.
Something I had not been told about.

I cast a glance at one of the servants—a young female vampire, barely five decades old—who was dusting the ornate frame of a centuries-old painting, humming softly to herself as she worked.
The moment my gaze settled upon her, she faltered, her tune vanishing into silence.
“You,” I called, my voice neither harsh nor gentle, but commanding.
She hurried forward, head bowed in deference. “Yes, Your Majesty?”
I studied her for a moment, watching the way her hands trembled slightly at her sides.
“What’s going on?” I inquired, my tone even, yet laced with the quiet authority that made it clear I expected nothing but the truth.
She hesitated. A flicker of uncertainty crossed her face, her lips parting as if to respond, only for no words to come.
I narrowed my eyes.
“It would be wise to tell me now rather than have me find out later,” I warned. “I could invade your mind and see for myself, but I choose not to—out of respect for my subjects’ privacy.” I allowed the pause to stretch, letting the weight of my words sink in before I added coolly, “Do not make me reconsider.”
A sharp gasp escaped her lips. She visibly cowered under my gaze, her entire body tensing as though she wished to disappear into the stone floor beneath her feet.
“I-It was Master Cassius,” she stammered at last, her voice uneven. “He instructed us to clean the castle, to prepare ourselves, and to feed… because you have a human guest tonight.”
Ah.
I exhaled slowly, closing my eyes for a brief moment before shaking my head in quiet resignation.
So, Raelith must have told Cassius about Velstaire.
And now, as expected, Cassius had taken matters into his own hands, ensuring that every detail was attended to, as if we were preparing for a dignitary rather than an ordinary human who had wandered too far into our world.
I dismissed the servant with a simple wave of my hand. She wasted no time in retreating, vanishing down the corridor as though escaping a predator’s sight.

I descended into the underground chambers, leaving the hum of anticipation behind as my people reveled in their newfound festive mood. It was rare to see them so eager, so full of life, as if the mere presence of a human guest had given them something new to fixate on.
Let them indulge.
The castle above would be spotless by nightfall, its halls gleaming, its inhabitants well-fed and impeccably dressed—as if preparing for a royal banquet rather than the arrival of a single, unwitting human.
I exhaled, allowing the solitude of my chambers to wash over me. 
A few hours from now, I will see that man again. The thought alone brought an involuntary smile to my lips, a quiet amusement settling in my chest.

Then, a shift in the air. Subtle, yet unmistakable.
Smirking, I turned, already expecting what—or rather, who—I would find.
Josarian was sprawled lazily across one of the velvet-lined couches in the far corner of my chambers, his golden eyes gleaming with barely contained mischief. He rested his chin against his palm, watching me with the keen interest of a man who had been thoroughly entertained before he had even spoken a word.
“I heard about this very esteemed guest of yours,” he drawled, stretching his limbs like a well-fed cat. 
“It’s been a while since you last brought a human woman here to play with for a month… or was it two?” He tilted his head slightly, as if truly trying to recall. “I do remember her screams being particularly—”
“He is a man. But more importantly, you’re invading my privacy, Josarian,” I muttered, cutting him off with a glance before turning my back to him.
His laughter was light and teasing. 
“Come now, cousin. You know I only pry because it is so interesting. A human man has caught King Felmont’s eye—what a rare occasion, isn’t it?”
I sensed the shift in his posture before he even moved—the faint rustle of fabric, the nearly imperceptible sigh as he pushed himself up from the couch. 
Within the span of a single heartbeat, he was beside me, his reflection appearing next to mine in the mirror.

Another common misconception among humans—vampires do not have reflections.
Of course, we do.
The notion that we are mere phantoms, devoid of substance, is a foolish myth born from ignorance. 
Glass and silver do not reject us; mirrors do not refuse to acknowledge our presence. Our images stare back at us just as they would any mortal’s—sharply defined, unmistakably real.
But where humans see reflections as confirmation of their existence, as proof that they are whole, our kind sees something different.
Our souls do not vanish upon our transformation; they merely lie dormant, buried beneath centuries of neglect, suffocated beneath the weight of time. 
In the early years, a fledgling vampire might still see traces of what they once were—a flicker of warmth in their gaze, the remnants of a smile that once carried meaning. 
But as the years pass, the light fades. The reflection remains, yet something within it feels… distant. As if the mirror no longer reflects a person, but an echo of what once was.
It is not that we lack reflections.
It is that, over time, we no longer recognize the things staring back at us.
Just as I no longer recognize the man standing before me.

Josarian leaned in, interrupting my thoughts, watching with amused interest as I carefully guided the razor along my jaw, stripping away the shadow of stubble that had begun to form.
"Hmmm…" he mused, tilting his head slightly. "You never cared about your appearance before. Why the sudden need to clean yourself up?"
I said nothing, my hand steady as I continued shaving, refusing to acknowledge the amusement lacing his tone.
He smirked, undeterred by my silence. 
"Would it be alright if I got a pass on your new toy—"
The rest of his words never left his lips.

In an instant, I had him slammed against the cold stone wall, my fingers wrapped tightly around his t*hr0at. A deafening silence settled over the chamber, thick and suffocating.
His golden eyes widened—not in fear, but in startled intrigue.
My own burned with barely contained fury.
The razor clattered onto the marble basin behind me, forgotten. My grip tightened, my breath measured but slow, as realization sank in. For a fleeting moment, I had acted without thought, without restraint.
Josarian’s lips parted slightly, though whether to speak or smirk, I couldn’t tell.
I should release him.
But I didn’t.
The scent of tension hung thick in the air, sharp and palpable. My grip on his t*hr0at remained firm, my fingers pressing just enough to remind him of the fine line between p*un1shment and 3*xecution. 
He didn’t struggle. 
He didn’t fight. 
He simply met my gaze with unwavering eyes, his body taut but still.
"Your Grace." 
Raelith’s voice was steady, respectful, yet laced with an unspoken plea. 
He was my right hand, ever loyal, ever watchful, and I could feel his presence beside me—close enough to intervene, yet wise enough to wait for my decision.
On my other side, Cassius stood in silent vigilance. My left hand, my strategist, the one who always ensured logic balanced instinct. He, too, said nothing, though his sharp eyes spoke volumes.
They did not beg. They did not demand it. They simply waited.

Josarian’s lips parted slightly, fangs glinting under the dim light—not in aggression, but as a natural reaction to the tension flooding his body. 
He could have fought me. 
He was second only to me in strength, and had he wished, he might have put up a worthy struggle. But he chose not to.
Not out of fear.
Out of respect.
For all his usual teasing and irreverence, he never forgot who I was. He never forgot what I meant to our kind.
With a slow exhale, I released him.
He staggered back a step, his hand instinctively rising to his throat, but his gaze never wavered. He did not cower. He did not lash out. Instead, he inclined his head—a subtle but unmistakable acknowledgment.
I shifted my gaze to him, my expression softening as I forced a rare, timid smile.
"Sorry, Josarian," I murmured, the words foreign on my tongue. 
Apologizing was not something I did often—if ever—but tonight had been… different. 
My emotions had slipped their leash, and he had been unfortunate enough to bear the brunt of it.

To my mild surprise, Josarian returned my smile without hesitation, his usual playfulness tempered with something quieter, something understanding. 
He inclined his head slightly, accepting the apology with the grace that had always set him apart from the more brazen members of our kind.
"It was my fault for triggering your p*0ssessiveness," he admitted, his voice light but careful.
I frowned. P*0ssessiveness?
"For what?" I asked, genuinely perplexed.
Silence stretched between us, heavy with something unspoken.
He, Raelith, and Cassius exchanged glances, their expressions layered with meaning I couldn’t quite grasp. 
Thanks to the borrowed gift of one of the souls bound to me, I could taste the shift in the air—emotions curling through the silence like wisps of smoke.
Frustration. Disbelief. Amusement.
The sheer audacity of their shared sentiment almost made me laugh. 
What exactly were they implying?
Raelith sighed through his nose while Cassius merely shook his head, his lips twitching with barely concealed mirth.
But it was Josarian, as always, who dared to say it aloud.
"Our king is finally in love," he mused, his smirk widening as if he had just uncovered a delightful secret.
I blinked. Once. Then again.
The words barely registered, their meaning slipping through my mind like sand through fingers. 
I scoffed, dismissing their absurd claim as nothing more than nonsense. 
Love? 
The mere suggestion was laughable.
Without another word, I turned on my heel and strode out of the underground chambers, my footsteps echoing through the stone corridors. 
The cool, damp air clung to my skin as I ascended the winding staircase leading to my quarters, the distant hum of torches flickering against the castle walls.
Night had fallen.
Darkness stretched its fingers over the fortress, consuming every hall and corridor in its inky embrace. The shadows welcomed me, wrapping around me like an old companion, familiar and comforting.
Yet, despite the quiet of the castle, I was not alone.
I could sense them—Raelith, Cassius, and Josarian—trailing behind me, their presence a silent but persistent weight. They did not speak, nor did they attempt to confront me again, but I could feel their thoughts, their quiet amusement, their barely restrained curiosity.
They were humoring me.
As if I were some lovestruck f*0ol in denial.
They’re being ridiculous.
The very notion of me—the immortal king of our kind—falling for a mortal was beyond absurd. And not just any mortal. A man.
A human man whose fragile existence could be snuffed out with a flick of my wrist.
P*r3posterous.
I exhaled sharply, shaking my head in disbelief, forcing the ridiculous notion from my mind. Whatever momentary interest I had shown, whatever fleeting intrigue had stirred within me, it was nothing. 
A curiosity, at best. Nothing more.
Shoving the thought aside, I pressed forward, my pace never faltering.
Let them believe what they want. It changed nothing.

And yet, despite my firm dismissal of their f*0olish claims, my feet carried me in the direction of the café.
Leisurely. Unhurried. As if I had no particular destination in mind.
But I knew exactly where I was going.
The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the quiet amusement radiating from the three shadows trailing behind me. 
They followed at a respectful distance, saying nothing—yet their presence was both an irritation and a source of wry amusement.
They thought they had won.
That alone was enough to make me want to turn back out of sheer spite. And yet, I did not.
The city hummed with the quiet energy of the night—streetlights casting golden halos onto the cobblestone streets, the scent of fresh pastries and roasted coffee curling through the air. The cool breeze carried the sound of distant laughter, the murmur of hushed conversations, the soft chime of bells as doors opened and closed.
And then, there it was.
The café.
I approached without hesitation, my gaze sweeping over the entrance before landing on him.
Velstaire.
He was already seated, occupying the exact same table where I had first found him. His posture was relaxed, one hand idly tracing the rim of his cup, while the other rested against his chin. But it was his reaction that caught my attention.
The moment I stepped into his awareness, he felt me.
His head lifted, and his sharp golden-brown eyes locked onto mine instantly. 
No hesitation. No delay.
Impressive.
For a human, his senses were remarkably keen.
A flicker of something unfamiliar stirred in my chest—pride, perhaps, or intrigue—but I quickly smothered it.
Then he smiled.
A wide, unguarded smile, bright enough to make something in me clench.
For the briefest of moments, I faltered.
Ridiculous. He was nothing more than a temporary distraction. Nothing more.

My jaw tightened, irritation flaring at my own moment of weakness. 
Without another thought, I strode forward, ignoring the knowing glances of my ever-present shadows.
Velstaire’s expression remained open, welcoming, as I reached his table. He lifted a hand in an easy wave, utterly unaware of the storm he had unknowingly unleashed within me.
I exhaled slowly, controlled.
Then, without a word, I pulled out the chair opposite him and sat down.
Just as I had before.
"I already ordered a latte for you, if you don’t mind," Velstaire said, pushing a steaming cup toward me, his expression open and expectant.
I stared down at it, my fingers resting idly on the table’s smooth surface, unsure of what to do next. The scent of freshly brewed coffee curled up from the cup, rich and warm, but to me, it was nothing more than a distant memory—one I had not indulged in for centuries.
It wasn’t that we couldn’t consume human food.
We simply had no need for it. No taste for it. No pleasure in it.
Still, I hesitated, my fingers ghosting over the handle of the cup as if touching it alone would rekindle some forgotten sensation.
Velstaire tilted his head, watching me with mild curiosity. 
"Hmm… Latte?" I murmured, more to myself than to him, the word unfamiliar on my tongue.
His lips curved into an amused smile. "Not a fan?"
My gaze flickered up to meet his, and for a moment, I considered the truth. Considered telling him that no earthly delicacy could ever compare to the taste of warm, crimson blood sliding over my tongue.
Your blood.
The words sat heavy at the back of my throat, dangerously close to slipping free.
Instead, I offered a small, practiced smile, masking the hunger curling deep within me.
"No," I said smoothly, shaking my head. "A… latte should be fine."
I lifted the cup slowly, the ceramic warm against my fingertips, and brought it to my lips. The rich aroma of coffee curled into my senses, a scent I recognized but hadn’t truly experienced in centuries.
As the liquid passed my lips and slid down my throat, I fought the instinctual urge to grimace. It wasn’t bad, exactly—just… wrong. Foreign. Like trying to savor a memory that had long since faded.
The warmth spread through me, but it brought no comfort, no nourishment. It was nothing more than substance, devoid of the indulgence mortals seemed to find in it.

Velstaire watched me, his golden-brown eyes gleaming with quiet amusement. He lifted his own cup, taking a slow sip before tilting his head slightly.
"You are interesting, Fel," he mused, the words laced with intrigue.
My gaze flickered to him over the rim of my cup.
Interesting?
The statement was simple, yet something about the way he said it made my curiosity stir.
I could have asked. Could have pressed him for an explanation, demanded to know what he saw in me that was so intriguing.
But I didn’t.
Instead, I let the words settle between us, unchallenged.
I merely hummed in response, taking another sip—this time, without betraying my distaste.
For now, I would let it slide. For now.

Velstaire launched into a full-blown storytelling session afterwards, his enthusiasm bubbling over as he recounted the history of Alnwick Castle in remarkable detail.
I watched him, mildly amused, as he animatedly described the castle’s origins, its noble lineages, its battles and transformations over the centuries. His hands moved as he spoke, emphasizing certain points with gestures, his golden-brown eyes lighting up as though he had personally walked through every era he described.
It became clear, rather quickly, that he had spent hours researching this.
The way he recited dates and events with such precision, the way he spoke of the castle’s architectural changes as if they were personal matters—it was as if he had taken it upon himself to memorize its history, as though it were imperative for him to know every single detail.
A smirk tugged at the corner of my lips. If only he knew.
I very nearly told him he could have just asked me.
I was there, after all.
But I caught myself just in time, swallowing the words before they could escape. 

I shifted slightly in my seat, schooling my expression into neutrality—because across the street, lurking just barely out of sight, were three all-too-familiar presences.
Their snickering, though muted, reached my ears effortlessly. They weren’t even trying to conceal their amusement.
I didn’t have to turn around to know exactly what was happening.
They were watching. Observing. Waiting for any sign that their king—the immortal ruler of their kind, the feared and revered Felmont—was faltering. All because of a human.
I could almost hear the teasing they’d unleash upon me if I gave them even the smallest opening. Not a chance.
So I kept my expression composed, my smirk carefully concealed.
But then—Velstaire suddenly narrowed his eyes at me, his head tilting ever so slightly.
I raised a brow.
The audacity.
“You weren’t listening,” he accused, his tone half-playful, half-genuine.
I blinked, momentarily caught off guard.
Then I chuckled, leaning back slightly in my chair, my smile easy and unbothered. “Of course I was listening,” I denied smoothly, my voice laced with feigned innocence.
He scoffed, but the playful annoyance in his expression quickly shifted into something sharper—something laced with challenge. His golden-brown eyes gleamed with mischief as he leaned forward slightly, arms crossing over his chest.
"Then answer this," he said, his voice taking on an edge of daring. "Who was the first duke to sit on the throne?"
I nearly laughed.
That would be me.
The thought came effortlessly, an undeniable truth I could never utter aloud. 
I had been there, centuries ago, standing before a kingdom that both feared and revered me, claiming my rule as both its protector and its most dangerous predator.
But Velstaire couldn’t know that.
So instead, I let amusement dance across my features as I answered smoothly, "Duke Felmont von Alnwick."
His eyes widened slightly, and before he could stop himself, he gasped.
Immediately, he flipped through the pages of his book, scanning furiously for confirmation. His fingers moved with urgency, skimming the printed words until—there it was.
The exact name, written in the historical record.
His head snapped up, and when his gaze met mine again, something new flickered behind his eyes.
Admiration.
It was subtle at first, but unmistakable. I had seen that look countless times before—on men and women alike, on kings and queens, on scholars and soldiers. It was the inevitable result of my presence, my knowledge, my effortless command over every space I occupied.
And yet… this time, I found myself pausing.
I studied him more closely, allowing myself to taste the delicate blend of emotions radiating from him.
Amusement. Intrigue. Fascination. And now—admiration.
It was working. My natural charisma, the same allure that had bent countless souls to my will, had wrapped its unseen tendrils around him, pulling him deeper into my grasp.
By all rights, I should have been pleased. Satisfied. And yet… for some reason, I found it almost regrettable.

Once our coffee cups were empty, I decided it was time to take Velstaire to the castle, as promised.
He walked beside me, his excitement tangible as he spoke animatedly about something—perhaps another historical tidbit he had learned or some amusing observation about the town. His voice had a pleasant cadence, each word effortlessly drawing attention.
He remained blissfully unaware of the countless gazes that followed us.
As we passed through the streets, members of my kind subtly inclined their heads in my direction, an unspoken acknowledgment of their king’s presence. But their respect was tinged with something else—curiosity. Their eyes flickered toward Velstaire, their interest barely concealed.
The human who had captured their ruler’s attention. The mortal who had, against all odds, been invited into the castle.

Whispers stirred in the shadows, and though Velstaire remained oblivious, I heard every word.
The most insufferable voices, however, belonged to the trio still trailing behind us.
Their amusement was unchecked, their hushed conversations laced with barely restrained laughter. They spoke as if I couldn’t hear them—as if my senses weren’t sharp enough to catch every syllable of their ridiculous chatter.
And then—"How long do you think before he claims and turns him?" Cassius murmured, his tone thoughtful.
I clenched my jaw.
"Not long," Raelith mused. "I’d say within the week."
"A week?" Josarian scoffed. "With an 4*ss like that?"
I nearly stumbled.
He continued, as if testing the very limits of my patience.
"He would hold on to them plump cheeks in a tight grip when he finally claimed the man. Our king, I’m sure you don’t realize it yet, but he has a f*3tish for a plump behind," he muttered, deliberately just loud enough for me to hear.
The audacity.
I very nearly turned and snarled.
Instead, I took a steady breath, reigning in the urge to throw my meddlesome cousin into the nearest wall.
Velstaire, perceptive as ever, glanced up at me. His brows furrowed slightly, his golden-brown eyes filled with curiosity.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
I forced a smooth, easy smile. "Of course," I assured him, motioning for him to keep walking.
Then, in a voice low enough that no human could hear, I murmured, "Silence, you three, or I’ll sentence you to a full day under the sun."
Instantly, their whispers ceased.
Good r*1ddance.

We passed through the towering front doors of the castle, the heavy wood groaning slightly as I pushed them open to let us in.
Velstaire hesitated for a moment, as if uncertain whether we were truly allowed to enter the castle at this hour.
“The head of security is my uncle,” I explained.
He nodded in understanding.
My royal guards, ever vigilant in the shadows, snapped to attention, their gazes immediately locking onto Velstaire. Their curiosity was palpable—after all, it was rare, if not unheard of, for a human to be escorted so openly into the heart of our domain. Some of them exchanged brief glances, their expressions flickering between intrigue and suspicion, while others subtly inhaled, perhaps assessing the scent of the man at my side.
It was only when I shot them a sharp, warning glare that they remembered themselves. Their postures straightened instantly, any trace of inquiry wiped from their faces. 
In perfect synchronization, they bowed their heads in deference, their movements so swift and practiced that Velstaire, who remained blissfully unaware, did not seem to notice.
Without hesitation, the guards melted further into the shadows, leaving us to continue our path toward the castle’s throne room.

As we crossed the threshold into the grand foyer, I felt more than heard the sharp intake of his breath. His steps faltered as he took in the castle’s vast expanse—towering marble columns, gilded ancient chandeliers that bathed the space in a warm, ethereal glow, and the rich tapestry of history woven into every stone.
Velstaire’s eyes widened, his pupils dilating as he absorbed the grandeur surrounding him. 
His chest rose and fell in uneven breaths, his heartbeat a rapid staccato in my ears. 
I had seen this expression countless times before—the awe, the disbelief, the quiet reverence mortals had when faced with something beyond their world. And yet, there was something different about him.
He was not merely admiring the castle’s beauty. He was trying to understand it, as if piecing together a puzzle whose answer lingered just beyond his reach.

We reached the throne room, its vast expanse bathed in the cool glow of the moonlight filtering through the stained-glass windows. The flickering torches along the stone walls cast long, wavering shadows, giving the grand chamber an ethereal, almost haunting beauty.
Velstaire slowed as we entered, his eyes widening in awe at the opulence surrounding him. 
His gaze flitted over the towering marble pillars, the deep crimson banners bearing the Selwicke crest, and finally, the throne itself—the seat of power that had belonged to my family for centuries.
A hushed reverence fell over him as he stepped closer, drawn to the throne like a moth to a flame. The silver filigree of its high back gleamed under the soft light, the dark velvet cushioning worn from centuries of rulers before me. He didn’t touch it, but his fingers twitched at his sides as if resisting the urge.
His lips curled into a thoughtful smile, his expression turning contemplative.
"I wonder what it feels like to sit on it," he mused aloud, tilting his head as he studied the throne’s side, tracing the intricate carvings with his gaze.
I took a step forward, coming to stand beside him. My own eyes remained on him, watching his fascination unfold.
"Would you like to try?" I offered smoothly, my voice laced with amusement.
The very air in the room seemed to shift.
Your Grace! Please, do not allow a human to—
"Silence, Hadrian," I murmured, my tone barely above a whisper, yet carrying enough weight to make my unseen royal guard still at once.
Velstaire, oblivious to the silent exchange, turned his gaze to me, eyes shimmering with curiosity.
However, instead of voicing his thoughts, he simply stood there, unmoving, his gaze locked onto mine. 
His expression was unreadable, a careful mask concealing whatever storm brewed beneath the surface. 
The flickering torchlight cast shifting shadows across his face, but they did nothing to reveal what lay hidden in his mind.
I furrowed my brows slightly, meeting his stare with an expectant silence. 
I gave him time—allowed the moment to stretch, waiting for him to find his words. But none came. He just continued to watch me, his lips slightly parted, as if on the verge of speaking yet never quite committing to it.
I listened—to the steady yet slightly unbalanced rhythm of his heartbeat. It was quick, not from exertion, but from something deeper. 
Hesitation? Anxiety? Anticipation? 
His breathing, though measured, carried the occasional hitch, as though he were second-guessing himself. 
There was something tangled within him, something struggling to surface.
I tilted my head slightly, observing him in return, letting the silence between us linger for a few moments longer. 
He was a mystery, this human—one I had not anticipated. And for the first time in centuries, I found myself curious.

After a few moments of silence, where he simply stood there staring at me, he finally spoke.
And what he said was perhaps the most unexpected—and certainly the most alarming—question of all.
"Do you own this throne, Fel?"
I blinked.
A muscle in my jaw twitched, though whether it was from amusement or wariness, I wasn’t sure. My name, shortened so casually, spoke with such ease as if we had been acquaintances for years instead of strangers who had just met. 
But it wasn’t that detail that unsettled me the most. It was the nature of his question itself.
There was an awareness to it. A peculiar weight that hinted at something more than mere curiosity. He hadn’t asked if I belonged to the castle. He had asked if I owned the throne. As if he suspected the truth—suspected that my presence here was more than just that of a tour guide with special access.

I tensed, only slightly, but enough for my mind to sharpen with calculation. 
Did he know something? Had I been careless? 
No, impossible. He was just a human, an ordinary one at that—or so I had thought.
But beyond that wariness was something else—something more insistent.
Intrigue.
I tilted my head slightly, watching him with renewed interest.
"And what," I mused, my voice deceptively smooth, "makes you ask that?"
His gaze didn’t waver. If anything, he seemed even more resolved, as if he had already come to a conclusion and was merely humoring me with an explanation.
"Two possibilities," he said, his tone remarkably serious despite the sheer absurdity of his words. "Either you're the ghost of the duke who once owned this throne, and you’ve unfortunately found me and decided to give me a tour of your castle—"
I arched my brow.
"—or," he continued without missing a beat, "you’ve traveled from the past to see what has become of your throne, stumbled upon me in the streets, and, for whatever reason, brought me along as your personal guest."
I stared at him.
And then, I laughed.
A quiet, measured sound—not the kind that erupted in genuine amusement, but the kind that came when one was caught completely off guard by the sheer ridiculousness of a situation.
"So, in both of your theories," I said, eyeing him with something between admiration and exasperation, "I am either a ghost or a time traveler."
He nodded, entirely unshaken. 
I could hear it now—his heartbeat, steady despite the conversation. 
His scent remained untainted by fear. 
He wasn’t just saying these things to deflect or entertain. He truly wasn’t afraid of me.
And that… was rare.

For a moment, I simply watched him, considering.
He had no idea how close he was to the truth.
"First of all, I am not a ghost. Second, I did not travel from the past."
I let the words settle between us before tilting my head, allowing a slow smile to curve my lips.
Because I have existed from the past until now, I added inwardly, watching his reaction carefully.
Velstaire studied me, his gaze sharp yet laced with something else—curiosity, perhaps, or a growing suspicion he wasn’t quite ready to voice.
"Then how do you explain your ancient accent?" he challenged. "And why does everyone here call you Your Grace—unless, of course, this is the realm of ghosts?"
That startled me.
My expression didn’t falter, but something in me stiffened, a barely perceptible shift in my posture.

Most people would not have noticed. 
Most people would not have dared to notice.
But Velstaire was not like most people.
Before he could say anything else, I reached out and grasped his shoulder, applying just enough pressure to ensure he focused solely on me.
"What did you just say?" I asked, my voice quieter now—too quiet. 
Velstaire blinked at me, startled but unshaken. 
He was too bold for his own good, this one. And yet, I found myself wanting to hear what he had to say next.
He exhaled slowly, as if realizing there was no turning back from this conversation.
"From the old man in the bookstore yesterday to the people we passed in the streets earlier, at the front doors, and even those hidden behind the walls of this throne room as we speak—as well as the gentlemen who have been following us since we left the café, now lurking in the shadows at the corner—every single one of them has called you 'Your Grace.'"

My fingers twitched against his shoulder, my mind already processing the implications of his words.
He hadn’t stopped there. No, Velstaire had noticed more than I had given him credit for.
"And," he continued, his voice dropping slightly, as if he, too, sensed the weight of what he was about to say, "I heard them talking about… turning me. What does that even mean?"
A ripple of unease pulsed through the castle’s very walls, as if the ancient stones themselves were listening.
I could feel the presence of my guards shifting in the shadows, their attention sharpening. Not out of fear—never fear—but out of the ingrained instinct to protect me.
Even I was alarmed.
Not because he had merely observed these details—but because he had understood them.
Velstaire was paying attention.
Far more than I had anticipated.

All pretense of discretion vanished. The shadows that had concealed my people for centuries retreated as the castle came alive with a sudden flare of candlelight and torches, their golden glow casting long, flickering shapes across the grand hall.
Velstaire took a sharp breath, his eyes widening as he finally had a clear view of the figures that had been lurking in the shadows earlier.
He was surrounded.
From the dim alcoves and archways, figures stepped forward—some clad in flowing cloaks, others in sharply tailored business suits that contrasted starkly with the medieval grandeur of the castle. Each presence exuded an undeniable aura of power, their expressions ranging from bemused curiosity to cold scrutiny.
Behind me, Rae and Cass emerged, their usual stoicism intact, though I could sense their watchfulness had sharpened.
And, as expected, Josarian had already made himself comfortable, reclining lazily in his preferred seat at the far-right corner of the room, his long fingers drumming idly against the armrest. His smirk was ever-present, his gaze gleaming with amusement, as if he were watching the opening act of a particularly entertaining play.
Velstaire’s head turned, his gaze darting from one unfamiliar face to another.
Yet, unlike most, he did not tremble.
He did not shrink back.
Instead, his wide eyes swept over the throne room, filled with disbelief—and something else.
Interest.
This one did not know how to fear.
"So…" His voice broke the silence, quiet yet steady. "None of you were ghosts… and you’re all alive?"
My lips parted slightly. 
That was his concern? 
Not that he was standing in the midst of beings who could end his existence with a flick of a wrist?
I studied him, searching for even the slightest tremor in his voice, the barest hesitation in his posture.
"You heard us all along?" I countered, disbelief creeping into my voice. I took a slow step closer, tilting my head. "And more importantly—you can see them in the shadows? Do you know what we are, Velstaire?"
He blinked, clearly caught off guard by the sudden shift in questioning. His lips parted as if to answer, but no words came immediately.
Because the truth was—he didn’t know either.
We could not let him know the truth about us.
He was an anomaly—one that we could not afford.
He had to forget.

My grip on his shoulders tightened. His pulse remained steady beneath my touch, his breath calm despite the tension that thickened the air.
He was still unafraid.
That, more than anything, irritated me.
I held his gaze, allowing the deep crimson of my irises to darken, to pull him in, to ensnare him in a web of my own making. 
The temptation to delve into his thoughts, to unravel the secrets hidden within his mind, gnawed at the edges of my restraint. But I resisted. This was not the time.
"You will forget everything, Velstaire," I murmured, my voice slow, firm, unwavering. Each word was weighted, carrying the full force of my will. "Do you hear me?"
The flicker of resistance in his eyes was fleeting—barely there—but I caught it.
"You were never here. You never met me. Never," I continued, pouring every ounce of power into my command, ensuring it seeped into every corner of his consciousness.
The air between us trembled, charged with the sheer force of my spell.
And yet… something was wrong.
He blinked. Once. Twice. 
Then, with an almost lazy tilt of his head, he smiled—calm, composed, and entirely unfazed.
"You’ll need more than words to make me forget everything," he said lightly, as if we were discussing the weather. "Maybe a head t*r4uma would do the trick—but that would only give me temporary 4*mnesia."
I stilled.
For the first time in centuries, I was caught off guard.
My power—absolute, undeniable, honed through a thousand years of rule—had simply… failed.
Impossible.
I took a step closer, searching his face for any sign of deception, but all I found was an amused glint in his eyes, as if this were all some elaborate joke.
"How is my power not working on you?" I demanded, unable to keep the rare slip of unease from my voice.
He blinked at me again, then let out a soft, awkward chuckle. 
"Uh… power?" he echoed, feigning innocence, tilting his head as if I were the one speaking nonsense.
My guards shifted in the shadows, their silence heavy, their tension palpable.
This was a problem. A complication I had not anticipated. A human who could resist me—was a risk I could not ignore.
I sighed, the weight of uncertainty pressing against me in a way I had not felt in lifetimes.


"Your Grace, he is a threat to our kind."
Hadrian’s voice rang through the throne room, sharp and resolute. His cold, calculating eyes never wavered from Velstaire, who stood between us—oblivious to just how precarious his position had become.
"One wrong word from him could undo centuries of careful secrecy," Hadrian continued, his tone edged with urgency. "We need to get rid of him."
A murmur rippled through the gathered vampires.
"He’s too dangerous to keep alive," one of my advisors added, stepping forward.
"We cannot risk exposure," another said, his voice heavy with conviction.
"He should be disposed of before he leaves these walls," someone muttered darkly from the back of the room.
One by one, my subjects spoke their agreement. Guards, advisors, even my most silent and obedient servants—all of them echoed the same sentiment.
He must be eliminated.
"Or you could turn him into one of our kind," Josarian suggested with a smile.
I clenched my jaw, my gaze locking onto Velstaire’s.
Should I turn him into one of our kind, or should I risk letting him live?
To ordinary humans, his words—should he choose to speak of what he had seen—would be dismissed as the ramblings of an imaginative mind. But to the few who knew what to listen for, those who had spent lifetimes hunting my kind, his testimony would be a beacon.
A revelation they could not ignore. And a danger I could not afford.
"My lord, we must act now," Hadrian pressed. "Before he speaks to anyone."
Velstaire let out a nervous chuckle, shifting his weight. "Uh… okay, not liking the way this conversation is going. You all look like you’re about to rip my h*3ad off."
"That is because we are considering it," Josarian said from his usual seat in the corner, a smirk playing on his lips.

Hadrian, without waiting for permission, surged forward, his movements swift and deadly. His hands reached for Velstaire, intent on tearing him from my grasp. His purpose was clear—swift, merciless execution.
Until he met my eyes.
I leveled a cold, piercing glare at him, one that carried the full, undeniable weight of my authority. 
The very air in the throne room thickened, charged with silent warning.
Hadrian halted mid-motion, his jaw tightening as tension coiled through his body. He fought against the instinct to submit, but I could see the hesitation flicker across his face. 
He had been growing too bold lately, his defiance too frequent. And I would not tolerate it.

Without a word, I reached into his soul bound to me and let my power wash over him.
The p*un1shment was immediate.
A searing, agonizing pain erupted within him, spreading like fire through his veins. He let out a strangled gasp, his body convulsing as he dropped to his knees, hands clawing at his chest as if he could tear the torment from within.
The throne room remained silent except for his ragged, pained breaths.
"Do it again," I murmured, my voice quiet but edged with promise. "Defy me even the slightest once more, and your h*3ad will roll."
Hadrian nodded frantically, his breaths coming in sharp, shuddering gasps. He did not beg—not aloud—but the way he gritted his teeth, his trembling frame barely holding itself upright, was enough.
With a slow sigh, I loosened my hold, releasing him from my invisible grip. The pain ebbed, and he staggered backward, retreating to a corner like a wounded beast, humbled and silent.
Let this be a lesson.

The silence that followed was deafening. 
The weight of my people’s unspoken thoughts pressed against me, their restless unease echoing through the chamber. They wanted action. They needed resolution.
I understood their fear, their urgency. A human who could resist our powers, who had heard and seen too much, was a threat—one that could not be ignored.

And then… the sight of him made me pause, made something within me falter.
Velstaire was pressed against the corner, his frame trembling, his wide eyes reflecting a fear that had finally taken hold of his mind. He wasn’t just frightened—he was shaken to his core. The realization of how close he had come to death, of how effortlessly I had crippled Hadrian without lifting a single finger, had sunk into him like ice.
His hands gripped the fabric of his sleeves, knuckles white, as if anchoring himself to something tangible, something real. His chest rose and fell in shallow, uneven breaths, betraying the turmoil warring inside him. And the worst part?
It was me he feared.
My jaw clenched, tension coiling in my muscles. A sharp, unfamiliar frustration surged through me, burning hotter than my usual indifference. 
I wanted to lash out—to tear through the oppressive silence that hung in the room, to erase the expression on his face that I found, inexplicably, unbearable.
But why?
I had seen fear a thousand times before. I had inspired terror in the eyes of both enemies and allies alike. Yet, as I looked at him—at Velstaire—this particular fear unsettled me.
And I hated it.
I took a slow step forward, and he flinched.
A reaction so small, yet it felt like a blade dragging across my skin.
I inhaled sharply, willing my irritation away, but the damage was already done.
He was afraid of me.
And for the first time in centuries, I despised that fact.
Then, I exhaled, calming the storm in my heart. I stepped forward until I reached him, then, moving slowly, I crouched down to look him in the eye. 
My voice was calm, measured, but absolute—or at least it sounded that way.
"Velstaire, you have become a liability. I cannot afford to let you go, yet the thought of killing you does not sit right with me either."
His gaze locked onto mine, wary, searching.
I offered him a solemn, almost regretful smile. "So, I’m afraid you cannot leave this castle anymore. But I promise you, no one. I mean no one in my kingdom will dare to touch you."
A moment passed. Then another.
And then, as the meaning of my words finally settled in, his breath hitched.
His expression, once filled with curiosity and amusement, twisted into something raw. His pupils shrank, his lips parted slightly as if to protest, but no words came.
Panic.
I sighed, my gaze softening even more.
"Velstaire, be my beloved and you'll live," I declared, offering a smile.


Chapter Three: A Journey Into the Unknown

Velstaire’s POV


The warm glow of the chandelier cast golden light over the dining table, illuminating the familiar faces of my family. I glanced at my parents, their expressions carefully composed, though I knew them well enough to see the unspoken emotions lingering beneath their poised exteriors. 
My father carved into his steak with deliberate precision, while my mother sipped her wine, her gaze flickering toward me every so often, as if trying to memorize my face before I left. 
Across from me, my younger brother, Juvren, twirled his fork idly between his fingers, his usual smirk absent. He had always been the more pragmatic one, content to walk the path our parents had set for us. Unlike me. 

Juvren finally spoke, his voice quieter than usual. “You’re really going, huh?”
I met his gaze, seeing something unreadable in his eyes. 
“Yeah,” I said, my grip tightening around my glass. “I have to.”
His expression flickered, but he only nodded, returning to his food without another word. My parents said nothing either, the silence between us carrying the weight of all the things left unsaid.

Tonight was my last evening at home before I embarked on the greatest journey of my life—a world tour dedicated to culinary exploration. Yet, my journey wasn’t only about discovering forgotten recipes and resurrecting ancient delicacies lost to time. No, there was something more—a pull I had felt for as long as I could remember, an inexplicable yearning that tugged at my soul. It wasn’t just about the pastries or the desserts, though they fascinated me. It was as if something—or someone—was waiting for me out there, beyond the borders of everything I had ever known.

That inexplicable yearning had haunted me ever since the day my past was erased—the day I inexplicably lost my memory on my eighteenth birthday.
I remembered waking up that morning to the soft rustling of curtains, the scent of fresh linen, and the golden light of dawn streaming through my window. The world felt peaceful in those fleeting moments, as if nothing had changed. 
But the moment I tried to reach into my mind for something familiar—something that should have been mine—I found nothing.
A void.
No recollection of my childhood. No names, no faces, no emotions tied to a past that should have belonged to me.
I didn’t even know my own name.

P*4nic gripped me before I could fully process it. My breathing turned shallow, my fingers trembling as I pushed myself out of bed. I stumbled toward the mirror across the room, bracing myself against the wooden frame, my heart hammering against my ribs.
The reflection staring back at me was that of a stranger.
Crimson eyes, hollow with confusion. Hair so white it was nearly transparent. My lips, deep red, as if stained with blood. They were slightly parted as if I wanted to ask a question but didn’t know where to begin. My own face felt foreign, as if I were wearing a mask I had never seen before.
"Who…?" The word barely left my lips before a sharp knock at the door made me jolt.
"Are you awake?" A voice—warm, familiar yet utterly unrecognizable—filtered through the wood.
I hesitated. 
Was I awake? Was this some kind of dream? 
I didn’t know anymore.
The door creaked open before I could respond, and a tall man stepped inside. His gaze met mine, and for a split second, something flickered in his eyes—confusion? Worry?
Then, his expression shifted.
"What’s wrong?" he asked, taking a cautious step forward.
I opened my mouth, but the words caught in my throat.
What was I supposed to say? 
I don’t know who you are? I don’t even know who I am?
The p*4nic rose again, thick and suffocating. I clutched my head, trying to force something—anything—to surface. 
A name, a memory, a feeling. But there was nothing but an endless abyss.
"I—" My voice wavered. "I don’t remember… anything."

A long, heavy silence filled the space between us.
Then, hurried footsteps. 
The man—Juvren, my brother—rushed to my side just as another figure appeared in the doorway. A woman.
Her hands flew to her mouth as she gasped. "No…"
More footsteps. A deeper voice. My father.
"What happened?" he demanded, his brow furrowing as he took in the scene before him.
I looked at them—these people who seemed to know me so well—yet to me, they were complete strangers.
"Who are you?" I finally asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
My mother let out a strangled sob. My father’s expression darkened. Juvren stiffened beside me, his hands clenching at his sides.

And then, all of a sudden, everything around me collapsed into nothingness.
The world faded, swallowed by an endless void. There was no sound, no air, no sensation—only an overwhelming emptiness stretching into eternity. I wasn’t falling, yet I wasn’t standing either. I simply was.
Then, figures began to emerge from the darkness. Blurred shapes, flickering like candle flames, their movements hazy yet eerily familiar. 
I could see them—men, women, children—all frozen in moments of time. Some were speaking, their mouths moving in silent conversations. Others stood still, as if waiting for something unseen.
But I wasn’t just watching them.
I was seeing them through someone else’s eyes.
A force—something ancient, something vast—settled over me like a second skin. It wrapped itself around me, pressing into my bones, coiling into my very essence. 
I was in my body, and yet, at the same time, I wasn’t. My limbs weren’t my own. My breaths felt foreign, controlled by an unseen presence.
A whisper echoed in the distance.
"This is where you belong."
I tried to resist, to move, to speak—but I had no voice, no will of my own. The figures before me shifted, their faces morphing into something more distinct, more real. 
Memories that weren’t mine swirled around me, slipping through my fingers like grains of sand.
And then—nothing.

The next thing I knew, I was lying in my bed, the warmth of the morning sun filtering through my curtains. The sensation of the void, the whisper, the strange presence—it was gone. But something inside me had changed.
I later learned that I had been asleep for an entire week. A week lost to oblivion, a stretch of time erased from my grasp.
And even after all that… my memories remained missing.

Juvren later told me that in those first moments of waking, I had spoken—but not as myself.
"You weren’t… you," he had said hesitantly one evening, long after the initial shock of my amnesia had settled into uneasy acceptance. "Your voice, your tone… it was cold. Detached. Like you were someone else entirely."
A shiver ran down my spine. "What do you mean?"
Juvren exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. He looked as if he had debated telling me this for a long time. "You said a name. Not yours—someone else’s. I could barely bring myself to repeat it."
My stomach twisted. "What name?"
He hesitated, then shook his head. "I… don’t want to say it. Just thinking about it makes my skin crawl."
My pulse quickened. "Juvren, please. If I said something, I need to know."
He sighed heavily and finally met my gaze. "It wasn’t just the name," he admitted. "It was the language."
I frowned. "Language?"
"You spoke in something none of us recognized. It was… wrong. It wasn’t our dialect, not even something I’ve heard in Mother's old books. It was ancient—laced with shadows, with something… eerie. The moment the words left your lips, the air in the room changed."
A heavy silence fell between us.
I swallowed hard. "And no one understood it?"
He shook his head. "No. But we all felt it. Even without knowing the meaning, we feared it."
The weight of his words settled in my chest like a stone.
What had I said? Who had I claimed to be? 

Those questions remained unanswered for weeks, then months. It wasn’t until the third month that I finally decided to seek the truth. And the only person willing to provide answers was Juvren.
It was a quiet weekend afternoon when I found Juvren at the riverbank, a few miles from our chateau, where the water shimmered beneath the soft glow of the afternoon sun. He was seated on a wooden stool, his easel positioned before him, brush in hand as he worked with effortless precision. His fingers moved with the confidence of someone who had long since mastered his craft, blending colors into something more than mere paint—into something alive.
“How did you drive out the entity that had p*0ssessed my body when I woke up that morning?” I murmured, lowering myself onto the grass beside him. 
The scent of damp earth and fresh oil paint lingered in the air, blending with the cool afternoon breeze. 

For a long moment, the only sound between us was the rhythmic strokes of his brush against the canvas, as if he were carefully considering whether to answer at all.
“Mother had to bring several w*1tch… uhm..  specialists from across the borders to drive out the entity that had taken hold of you. But unfortunately, they were unable to recover your memories.” Juvren answered, his voice carrying the weight of something long buried.
“Specialists?” I repeated, letting the word roll off my tongue with deliberate skepticism. “You mean p*syc*h1atrists? Did they diagnose me with s*ch1zo*phr3nia?” My lips curled into a teasing smirk, trying to lighten the weight of the conversation.
Juvren let out a low chuckle, shaking his head. 
The afternoon sun cast a warm glow on his face, accentuating the easy amusement in his dark eyes. 
Then, as if considering my question more seriously, he turned toward me fully, tilting his head and squinting as though scrutinizing my expression.
“Yeah, sort of,” he teased back, the corners of his mouth twitching.
I scoffed and lightly smacked his shoulder, earning another laugh from him. “I’m your older brother—you should respect me,” I chastised, feigning offense.
Juvren only shrugged, his grin unbothered. “And yet, here you are, being the one who can’t remember his own name.”
I rolled my eyes, but the banter was comforting. 

Juvren had always been this way—steady, patient, unfazed by the strange circumstances surrounding my lost memories. He never pressured me to remember, never treated me like I was broken or incomplete. 
While others spoke of my past as if it were something fragile, something I needed to reclaim to be whole again, Juvren was different.
He reassured me that, in time, my memories would return. And even if they didn’t, he made sure I knew that I was still me—whoever that was meant to be.

I turned my gaze from his canvas to the scenery that inspired it—the tranquil river, the arching trees swaying in the wind, the distant outline of the chateau standing like a silent sentinel against the horizon. 
A small smile formed on my lips. Juvren had always been one of the most talented painters France had ever known, and his art was proof of it.
His brushwork breathed life into the canvas in a way that seemed almost supernatural, as if he had trapped the very soul of the world in his paintings. The river in his work didn’t just resemble water; it moved, flowing endlessly into an unseen distance. 
The trees seemed to whisper with every stroke, and the light in his painting flickered like real sunbeams breaking through the clouds. It was as if he had created another world entirely, one that existed parallel to our own.

Looking around, I found myself longing for memories that I had lost—wishing that I could remember a childhood spent in this place. 
I imagined Juvren and me as children, our laughter echoing across the riverbank as we splashed in the cool water, the sunlight catching the ripples. I pictured us weaving between the towering trees of the forest, our feet barely touching the moss-covered ground as we raced toward some imaginary adventure. I envisioned secret hideaways, whispered conversations beneath ancient oaks, and the quiet companionship of two brothers who had only each other in a world far too grand and mysterious.
But that was all it was—imagination. A fragile illusion built upon secondhand stories and a yearning for something that had been taken from me.
Without my own memories, all I could rely on were the accounts of others—my parents, Juvren, the servants who had tended to me since birth, and the guards who watched over our home. Their words were the puzzle pieces of my past, but no matter how carefully I arranged them, the picture never felt complete. 
There were always gaps, shadows lingering at the edges of their recollections, things left unsaid.

Now, in my third month of this strange, fractured existence—my third month of being born again, at least in memory—I had gathered only fragments of understanding about the life I had once lived.
Our family home stood deep in the heart of Forêt de Brocéliande, the legendary forest in Brittany, steeped in myth and whispered tales of ancient magic. Some believed it was the dwelling place of the Lady of the Lake, that Arthurian s*0rcerers once walked its hidden paths. Others claimed it was c*urs3d, that those who entered without permission would never find their way out again.
And our house—if it could even be called that—was something out of a gothic dream.
Château du Sanglune. The Castle of the Blood Moon. An 0*minous name for an equally enigmatic place. It loomed against the landscape, its towering spires clawing at the sky, its dark stone walls veined with ivy as if the forest itself sought to reclaim it. 
At night, the wind howled through its ancient corridors, carrying with it the echoes of the past. There was an aura about it—something old, something almost sentient. A place that did not merely exist but remembered.
Our family’s lineage was traced back through noble bloodlines spanning centuries, but sometimes, I wondered if the blood that ran through our veins carried more than just history. Perhaps it carried the weight of those who had come before us, their ghosts still lingering in the very foundation of the castle. 
Watching. Waiting.

However, despite all this knowledge, I still found myself lost—adrift in a sea of uncertainty with nothing to anchor me. There was an unsettling hollowness where my past should have been, a vast emptiness invisible to others but one I felt with every breath I took.
I didn’t know who I was, what I had once loved, or what had shaped me into the person I had been before my mind was wiped clean. 
I couldn’t remember childhood joys, whispered secrets, or the warmth of a familiar embrace. 
My own reflection in the mirror was that of a stranger— a face I was expected to recognize but couldn’t. The once unfamiliar features—crimson eyes, translucent white hair, and blood-red lips—were gone. Now, my eyes were golden brown, my hair a curly reddish hue that fell to my shoulders, and my lips a soft pink.

Fearful and withdrawn, I shut myself away, locking my bedroom door as if that alone could keep the rest of the world—and the unbearable truth—at bay. Days blurred into nights, weeks passed in a haze of isolation. I barely ate, barely spoke. The walls of my room became both a refuge and a p*r1son, closing in on me with every passing second.
Even the sight of my parents and Juvren sent me into a p*4nic. They were strangers to me, despite their familiarity. Their expressions—hopeful, worried, desperate—only made it worse. How was I supposed to look at them and pretend that I belonged? That I remembered the life they had built around me?

But because of Juvren’s warm and unwavering presence, I eventually found myself lowering the walls I had built.
He never pushed, never demanded that I remember, never looked at me with the same wary expectation that lingered in our parents’ eyes. There was no forced urgency in his words, no desperate attempts to make me recall a past I could no longer reach. Instead, he simply existed beside me, offering companionship without conditions.

At first, it was subtle.
He’d sit outside my door in the evenings, his back against the wooden frame, speaking quietly as if I weren’t shutting the world out from the other side.
"I think Father nearly had a heart attack today when the cook accidentally spilled soup on his documents," he mused one night, his voice carrying through the dimly lit corridor. "You should’ve seen his face. It was as if the world had ended."
I didn’t respond, but I listened.
"Oh, and the new maid? She talks to the paintings when she thinks no one is watching. I caught her having a full conversation with the portrait in the study. I swear, the painting looked just as concerned as I was."
A breath of laughter almost escaped me, but I swallowed it down.
Juvren never waited for a reply, never asked if I was even paying attention. 
He just talked—about the mundane, the absurd, the little things that made up his day. And despite myself, I started waiting for his voice. I told myself it was simply routine. A predictable rhythm in the chaos of my mind. But deep down, I knew the truth.
He was the only one who treated me as if I were still me—not as a puzzle to be solved, not as a ghost of the person I had been, but simply as someone worth being around, even in my silence.
And that, more than anything, kept me from disappearing entirely.

Eventually, one day, I opened the door.
Juvren stood there, mid-sentence, as if he hadn’t expected me to finally step out. His eyes widened briefly before softening with something unreadable—relief, perhaps, or quiet triumph.
"You’re up," he said casually, as if I hadn’t spent weeks locked away in silence.
I nodded, gripping the doorframe as though the world beyond it might swallow me whole.
He didn’t comment on my hesitation, didn’t ask if I was ready. Instead, he simply took a step back and gestured down the hallway. "Come on. I want to show you something."
And just like that, he made it his personal mission to guide me. He became more than just a brother—he became my mentor, my anchor in a reality that felt uncertain.

Patiently, he explained things to me, filling in the gaps of a past I couldn’t remember.
"That’s Marcell, our head butler. He’s been with us since before you were born. He’s the one who sneaks you extra pastries when Mother isn’t looking," Juvren said with a smirk as we walked through the grand halls of our home.
Marcell bowed slightly as we passed, his aged face unreadable. I wondered if he, too, was waiting for me to suddenly recall who I was.
"And that’s Elise, the maid who sews your handkerchiefs. You always insisted on carrying one embroidered with your initials."
I glanced at the woman in question—a kind-eyed figure who gave me a hesitant smile. I returned it, though it felt unnatural.
One by one, Juvren introduced me to them—the maids, the butlers, the guards standing watch at the gates. Some had been with our family for generations, others were newer, but all regarded me with a mix of reverence and concern.
I could see it in their eyes—the expectation, the silent hope that I would suddenly light up with recognition. But no matter how many names I memorized, how many polite greetings I exchanged, I felt nothing.
It was as if I were a stranger inhabiting someone else’s life.
Sensing my discomfort, Juvren leaned in slightly. 
"You don’t have to force anything," he murmured. "They’re just happy to see you up and about."
I exhaled, nodding.
Maybe I didn’t belong in the past they all remembered. But at least, with Juvren by my side, I didn’t feel completely lost.

Beyond the household, he shared the history of our family, piecing together the fragments of a legacy that should have been mine to remember. He spoke of our ancestors, of the noble blood that had granted us our status and the enigmatic reasons why we lived in such secrecy, tucked away in the heart of Forêt de Brocéliande.
“Our family has always existed in the shadows,” he had said once, his voice laced with something unreadable. “Not out of fear, but out of necessity.”
I didn’t press for more at the time, but the words stayed with me, lingering in the back of my mind like an unanswered question.

Then came the discovery that neither of us could explain—my inexplicable ability to speak multiple languages fluently, despite never having been taught.
It started subtly at first.
Juvren and I had been in the library, surrounded by the towering shelves of ancient tomes, their spines cracked with age. He pulled a dusty book from the shelf, glancing at its faded cover before handing it to me with a smirk.
"This one’s in Latin. Probably not much use to you," he remarked, setting it aside.
I frowned, curiosity piqued, and without thinking, I picked up the book and flipped it open. 
The moment my eyes skimmed over the first page, the words unraveled effortlessly in my mind, their meaning as clear as if they had been written in my native tongue.
Juvren barely had time to react before I began reading aloud, my voice steady, my pronunciation flawless.
"Quis custodiet ipsos custodes… who will guard the guards themselves?"
I heard the sharp intake of breath beside me. 
When I looked up, Juvren was staring at me as if I had just sprouted a second head.
"You—" He pointed at the book, then at me, struggling for words. "You can read that?"
I blinked. "Of course. Why wouldn’t I?"
He shook his head, his brows knitting together. "You were never taught Latin. At least… not that I remember."
I hesitated, staring down at the text. 
That wasn’t possible, was it? 
I understood every word, the sentence structures, the nuances of the phrases—it felt familiar, like a language I had spoken all my life.

Juvren, always the skeptic, decided to test it further.
"Okay. Maybe it’s just Latin. Maybe you learned it before… before everything." His voice lowered slightly at the reminder of my lost memories. He grabbed another book, this one with gold-edged pages. "What about this? It’s in Greek."
I took the book and, without hesitation, read aloud.
His expression darkened.
French, of course, was second nature to me. But then came Spanish, Italian, and German—each spoken with native precision, as if I had been raised among their speakers. Russian rolled off my tongue without hesitation, Arabic flowed effortlessly, and even obscure dialects that Juvren himself struggled to identify seemed familiar to me.

"This isn’t normal," he finally said, his voice barely above a whisper. "No one just… knows all these languages. Not like this."
I clenched my fists, my pulse quickening. 
He was right. It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t just the words, either—it was the accents. 
When I spoke, I didn’t sound like someone who had learned the language through books or formal lessons. 
I adapted seamlessly, shifting my tone and intonation as if I had been born and raised in countless places at once. 
One moment, I carried the lilting elegance of a Venetian noble; the next, the rough edge of a back-alley merchant in Istanbul. It was as if these voices, these identities, had always been inside me, waiting to be awakened.

Juvren tested me relentlessly after that, throwing phrases at me in different tongues, challenging me to translate old letters from the château’s archives, even playing recordings of dying languages just to see if I could understand them. And I could. Every single time.
“It’s like… you don’t just know these languages,” he had murmured one evening, his brows furrowed as he watched me effortlessly translate an ancient manuscript. “It’s like you remember them.”
That thought unsettled me.
Because if these were memories, then whose were they?
Had I known these languages in my past life? 
Had I traveled across the world before I lost my memory? 
Or—something far more unnerving—had these voices come from somewhere else entirely?

Aside from my ability to speak almost all the languages of the earth, I possessed abilities far beyond what anyone could comprehend. They were strange, inexplicable gifts, ones I had never asked for and had no idea how to control.
One of these abilities was the power to see ghosts—not just fleeting glimpses or shadowy figures in the dark, but full, vivid manifestations of those who had passed on. They weren’t mere whispers of the past; they stood before me as clearly as the living, their forms solid, their voices as sharp as any mortal’s.

At first, I had thought them to be ordinary people.
"Excuse me," I had once said to a woman standing by the window of my room, dressed in an old-fashioned gown. "Do you need something?"
She had turned to me slowly, her eyes hollow, her lips parting as if to speak—only for her entire body to flicker and dissolve into nothingness.
The realization had been chilling.
But it wasn’t just seeing them.
With a single look into their eyes, their final moments unraveled before me like a scene playing out in my mind—an inescapable, vivid reel of their past. The sharp gasp of their last breath, the way their fingers curled in desperation, the horror in their gaze as death closed in. Some had died violently, their lives stolen from them in cruel, merciless ways. Others had left this world with unfinished business, their regrets binding them to the land of the living.
"Please… tell my wife I’m sorry."
"He was the one who p*ush3d me. It wasn’t an accident."
"I don’t want to be forgotten."
Their voices—pleading, mourning, desperate—became mine to bear. Their pain, their fears, their longing clung to me like shadows that refused to fade.
Juvren once found me sitting alone in the library, my hands pressed to my temples, my breath uneven.
"They won’t stop," I muttered, squeezing my eyes shut. "Their voices… their memories… it’s too much."
He knelt beside me, his expression tense. "You don’t have to listen to them."
"I don’t have a choice."
Because no matter how much I tried to shut them out, they always found me.
It didn’t take long for the ghost realm to notice. 
Word spread among the restless dead, and soon, spirits began to seek me out, drawn to one of the few humans who could hear their pleas and offer them the answers they desperately craved. 
At first, it was just one or two—lost souls lingering in the corners of my vision, whispering their unfinished business. But as the days passed, they multiplied. They crowded myspace, watching me from every shadow, their eyes hollow with longing. 
At night, they surrounded me, their voices rising in a frantic chorus, each one clamoring to be heard. Their pain, their sorrow, their rage—everything poured into me like an unrelenting tide.
Sleep became a distant memory. I lay awake, haunted by their voices, their echoes clinging to me long after they had faded. The weight of their tragedies settled over my chest like a crushing force, suffocating, inescapable. I wanted to help them, to bring them the closure they sought, but there were too many. And they never stopped coming.

Among the endless voices that filled my nights, one stood out—a voice clearer, more urgent than all the others. Unlike the scattered murmurs and overlapping cries of lost souls, this one was steady, deliberate, as if the speaker were fighting to be heard above the chaos. 
Every night, without fail, she whispered the same words.
"Someone is waiting for you."
The words echoed in my mind long after she had gone, pressing into my thoughts like a lingering ghost of their own. She spoke with quiet desperation, a pleading undertone that sent chills down my spine.
"Someone across the border needs your help. If you don’t find him… he will die."

I tried to ignore it at first, hoping it would fade like the others, but it never did. 
Night after night, she returned, her voice weaving itself into my dreams, urging me to listen. 
The way she spoke made it clear—this wasn’t a vague warning or a distant plea. This was real. Someone’s life was hanging in the balance, and for reasons I didn’t yet understand, I was the only one who could save them.
But who?
I wanted to ask. I needed to ask. 
Every night, I reached out, straining to connect with her, to understand more. But something—an invisible barrier, a force I couldn’t name—kept us apart. No matter how hard I focused, no matter how desperately I tried to hold onto her presence, the moment I sought her out, she slipped away. It was as if she were standing on the other side of a fogged glass, close enough to see but impossible to touch.
And then, just like that, she was gone.
Her voice always faded into silence, leaving me alone in the dark, haunted by a message I couldn't decipher and a life I might already be too late to save.

Not only did I see ghosts, but something else had changed within me—something far beyond the realm of normal human senses. 
My perception sharpened to an unnatural degree, as if my very being had been rewired to experience the world in ways that defied explanation. It wasn’t just my sight—every one of my senses had been heightened to an almost superhuman level.
I could hear things no one else could, sounds that should have been impossible to detect from miles away. The faintest whisper carried to me with perfect clarity, as if spoken directly into my ear. Conversations taking place far beyond my line of sight drifted to me effortlessly, their words crisp and distinct, no matter how hushed. I could pick up the sound of footsteps long before their owner came into view, the rhythmic thud of a heartbeat behind closed doors, the flutter of wings from birds roosting in distant trees. 
The world was a symphony of noise, overwhelming yet fascinating, a constant flood of information I couldn’t switch off.
My sense of smell was just as unnervingly sharp. Scents became stories, each one telling me more than I should have been able to know. I could distinguish the faintest traces of perfume lingering on someone’s skin, even hours after they had left the room. The scent of rain on the horizon, the metallic tang of blood, the acrid bite of smoke from a fire burning miles away—I sensed them all with jarring intensity. It was as if my body had become a living detector, my nose as sensitive as a hound’s, able to pick up the subtlest shifts in the air. 
At times, it was too much, leaving me dizzy and overwhelmed, drowning in a world of stimuli that no ordinary person should ever have to process.

And then, there was the strangest ability of all—the one that unsettled me the most.
It wasn’t just my senses that extended beyond my body. Somehow, my consciousness did too.
I first noticed it one evening while sitting in my bedroom, absently scrolling through my phone. The soft glow of the screen reflected on my hands as I tapped through messages, half-listening to the steady rhythm of rain against my window. The château was quiet, save for the occasional creak of the old wooden floors and the distant hum of the central heating.
Then, something shifted.
A strange pull gripped me—like a thread inside my mind being tugged. My vision blurred at the edges, the light from my phone flickering for a split second. And then—I wasn’t in my room anymore. I was in my parents' study. It was as if I were standing right there, just a few floors away, yet I knew—somehow—that my body was still sitting on my bed.

My father sat behind his massive oak desk, his laptop open, glasses perched on the bridge of his nose as he skimmed through what looked like an old document. A tablet and a phone lay beside him, the soft glow of notifications reflecting off the polished wood. A half-empty glass of whiskey rested near his elbow.
Across from him, my mother stood near the tall French windows, her silhouette framed by the dim outdoor lights of the château’s sprawling gardens. 
She clutched a cup of tea, though she didn’t drink from it. Instead, she stared outside, her expression tense.
I could see everything—the texture of the leather-bound books lining the shelves, the faint flicker of candlelight from the antique chandelier overhead. I could hear the muted buzz of my father's phone vibrating against the desk, the way my mother exhaled slowly, as if steadying herself. And yet—I wasn’t there.
P*4nic gripped me. My breath hitched. I tried to move, to speak, to do something—"Mom?" Nothing. "Dad?" No reaction. It was like I was invisible. A ghost.

Then, my mother finally broke the silence.
"What do you mean we shouldn’t tell him?" Her voice was quiet, but I could hear the tension in it.
My father sighed, shutting his laptop with a soft click. "Because he’s not ready, Geneviève. He already has too many questions. If we tell him now, without giving him the full truth, we’ll only make things worse."
She let out a bitter laugh. "A full truth we don’t even understand ourselves?"
My father ran a hand down his face, exhaling. "He deserves a normal life."
My mother shook her head. 
"A normal life?" She turned to face him fully, her voice lowering to something almost desperate. "How can he ever have a normal life when we know what he is? When we know what’s coming?"
A chill ran through me.
What am I?

The room wavered, my vision flickering like a screen losing signal. I barely had time to process what I’d heard before—I was back in my room. 
It wasn’t a dream, nor was it an illusion—I had been there, somehow. My spirit, my mind, something untethered from my physical form had traveled through space to observe a place I hadn’t stepped foot in.
Was it a gift? A c*urs3? I didn’t know.
But one thing was certain—whatever had awakened inside me, it was growing stronger. And I had no idea where it would take me next.

I wanted to ask my parents what they meant, but I knew they wouldn’t tell me the truth anyway. So, I chose to wait, letting fate guide me to the answers in its own time. 
However, I also understood that if anyone ever discovered the truth about me—what I could see, hear, and do—they would never look at me the same way again. 
They wouldn’t understand. They would think I was losing my mind, trapped in some incurable delusion.
To avoid being seen as someone sick in the head, I made a decision: I would pretend. I would bury every unnatural ability deep inside me and lock it away, never to be spoken of, never to be acknowledged.
I became an actor in my own life, playing the role of an ordinary person. I forced myself to behave like everyone else, to respond only to things that were supposed to be real. 
If a ghost appeared before me, pleading with hollow eyes and outstretched hands, I looked straight through them, pretending they weren’t there. If their sorrowful voices whispered in my ear, begging for help, I shut them out, willing myself to hear nothing but silence.
They, too, didn’t understand. The dead never do.
They crowded around me—desperate, insistent—calling my name in voices that rose and fell like a relentless tide. 
Their pleas overlapped, a cacophony of whispered desperation and mournful wails, filling every corner of my mind until it felt like the walls were closing in.
"Please, listen to me!" a woman sobbed, her translucent form flickering as if she might disappear at any moment.
"You have to help us!" another cried, his voice edged with frustration. "You can see us. That means you can do something."
"I just need you to—"
"Why won’t you look at us?"
Their voices became a constant, unyielding storm in my head. Some grew angry, their desperation turning sharp, their words laced with resentment.
"You can’t ignore us forever!" one of them snarled.
"Coward," another spat, her hollow eyes burning into me.
Others simply wept, their sorrow seeping into my bones like cold rain. Their grief was raw, endless, and unforgiving. And yet—I clenched my jaw. Squared my shoulders. Kept walking.
As if they didn’t exist.

Through crowded city streets, through quiet halls, through the dimly lit corridors of the château—I trained myself to ignore them. To drown them out.
The eerie sensation of unseen eyes watching me from the shadows? I dismissed it.
The flicker of movement in the corner of my vision, where no living person stood? I forced myself not to react.
If I sensed a presence lurking just beyond my line of sight, felt the weight of their stare pressing against my back like a phantom hand—I ignored it.
Unless a living, breathing person stood before me, I refused to acknowledge anything else.
I buried my instincts deep, locked them away like a secret too dangerous to be known. The unnatural awareness that made me attuned to things others could not perceive—the ability to feel someone’s presence from miles away, to know when something wasn’t right, to see what others couldn't—I silenced it all.
And most of all, I never allowed my spirit to travel again.
I anchored myself to the present, to the tangible, to what was normal. Because if I allowed myself to slip again, if I gave in even once, I knew I might never be able to stop.

With relentless effort and unwavering discipline, I managed to maintain the illusion of normalcy. I kept my secrets buried beneath layers of practiced indifference, convincing the world—and sometimes even myself—that there was nothing unusual about me. 
While my nights were haunted by whispers and chilling presences, my days were filled with something tangible, something real: pastry.
I had always loved the art of baking. There was something grounding about it, something that tethered me to the physical world when everything else threatened to pull me away. The precise measurements, the delicate balance of flavors, the patience required to transform simple ingredients into edible masterpieces—it was a craft that demanded focus, and focus kept me from slipping into the chaos of my otherworldly abilities.

Determined to build a life rooted in reality, I threw myself into culinary school. I perfected my techniques, honing my skills until my pastries were not just desserts, but works of art. 
While my classmates struggled with tempering chocolate and mastering laminated doughs, I pushed myself further, experimenting with textures, flavors, and intricate designs. I wanted to create more than just food—I wanted to craft experiences, something that could evoke emotion with a single bite.

By the time I graduated, I was more than just another student with a diploma—I was a rising talent in the world of pâtisserie.
In just two years, my name became known in culinary circles. I established my own brand, specializing in high-end pastries that blended traditional techniques with innovative flavors. 
My creations gained recognition, drawing attention from critics and food enthusiasts alike. 
Soon, my work caught the eye of executives at one of the most prestigious five-star hotels in Paris.
At twenty-five, I was offered a position that others spent decades working toward: Head Pâtissier. It was an honor, a title that carried immense responsibility, but also a silent acknowledgment of my talent. I had become the youngest pastry chef ever hired by the hotel, a feat that turned heads in the industry.

Looking back, my life seemed to be going smoothly. I had a fulfilling career, a beautiful yet peculiar family in Brittany, and a close-knit circle of friends who shared my passion for the culinary arts. 
My days were filled with creativity and laughter, my nights with warm gatherings and the comforting aroma of slow-cooked meals. But the inexplicable pull remained, urging me to travel across borders in search of it.
So, with meticulous planning and unwavering determination, I made my decision—I would embark on a world tour, not merely as a traveler but as a seeker of stories, of flavors, of histories long buried beneath the passage of time.

I wanted to wander through bustling markets where the scent of spices clung to the air, to sit in quiet cafés and taste dishes that had been perfected through generations. 
I longed to experience the world in its entirety, to unearth forgotten recipes, to lose myself in unfamiliar cities and embrace the simple joys of movement—of being untethered.
And so, with my bags packed and my heart brimming with anticipation, I set off.
My first stop: Japan.
As the plane lifted off from Charles de Gaulle Airport, I watched Paris shrink beneath me, its lights twinkling like scattered stars. Excitement warred with apprehension, but I steeled myself. I had a long journey ahead.

Japan would be my gateway into Asia. From Tokyo’s neon-drenched streets to Kyoto’s serene temples, I wanted to experience both the old and the new—the contrast that made the country so mesmerizing. I had heard whispers of century-old tea houses, of hidden alleyway restaurants serving dishes that had never been written in cookbooks. I would seek them out.
From there, I would fly to South Korea, a land of towering skyscrapers and palaces frozen in time. The bustling energy of Seoul, the tranquility of Jeju Island—I craved it all.
Next, the Philippines—where my father had been born and raised. It wasn’t just a stop on my itinerary; it was personal. I wanted to walk the same streets he once had, taste the flavors he had grown up with, and perhaps, in doing so, understand a part of him that had always seemed just beyond my grasp.
Then, Thailand. The vibrant chaos of Bangkok, the floating markets, the fragrant curries simmering in clay pots—I could already imagine the explosion of flavors, the rich spices dancing on my tongue.
After that, the Middle East, a region of ancient civilizations and boundless hospitality. I wanted to wander through the souks of Marrakech, trace my fingers over the intricate carvings of Persian architecture, and sip strong Arabic coffee under the desert sky.
Then, the United States. A vast, sprawling land where cultures intertwined in unexpected ways. Would I find what I was looking for there? Or would it be another piece of the puzzle, leading me closer to the truth?
Afterward, I would return to Europe, starting in Vienna—the city of music and grandeur. From there, I would make my way to Zurich, where precision and tradition met in perfect harmony. 
Then Rome, where history bled into the present, and Barcelona, where art and passion collided in breathtaking chaos. And finally—Northumberland. The last destination.

However, my carefully planned itinerary unraveled the moment I set foot in an old archive in Cairo, Egypt. I hadn’t intended to linger. It was supposed to be a brief stop—a chance to escape the sweltering afternoon heat and lose myself in the scent of old books. 
The archive was vast, its towering shelves packed with centuries of history, each tome a silent witness to the past.
As I wandered through the labyrinthine aisles, my fingers trailed absentmindedly along the spines of the books. Some were bound in rich mahogany leather, their titles embossed in elegant calligraphy. Others were more modest, their covers worn and frayed with age.

Then, something caught my eye.
A tome, wedged between two much newer volumes, its spine cracked, its leather cover peeling at the edges. It looked as though it hadn’t been touched in decades, maybe even centuries. Dust clung to it like a forgotten relic, its faded gold lettering barely legible beneath the grime of time.
Something about it tugged at me. An inexplicable pull, as though the book wanted to be found.
I reached for it, brushing off the thin layer of dust before tilting it toward the dim light. The title sent a shiver down my spine:
My Life as the Duke of Alnwick.
Intrigued, I  took a seat in a nearby armchair, the aged leather creaking beneath me. The scent of ancient paper, tinged with the faintest trace of ink, filled my nose. Carefully, almost reverently, I opened the book, its brittle pages whispering against my fingertips.
And then, I began to read.

The book detailed the philosophies and intricacies of a particular Duke of Alnwick, offering glimpses into his life as he rose to power.
As I read on, it became clear that this was no ordinary historical account. The writing felt deeply personal, intimate even, as if the author had poured his very essence onto the pages. His voice resonated through time, and with every line, I found myself more and more enthralled.
Curious to uncover more about the author, I flipped to the very back of the book. My fingers skimmed over the slightly brittle pages until I reached the final entry. 
There, scrawled in elegant yet unmistakably firm handwriting, was a name: Felmont.
A small smile tugged at my lips. So my assumptions had been correct. This wasn’t a historian’s retelling or an outsider’s perspective—this was his own account, his own words. A personal memoir, or perhaps something even more intimate. 

As I continued reading, I discovered that Felmont was not merely a ruler bound to his court—he was a traveler, a seeker of knowledge who wandered from place to place, immersing himself in the customs and traditions of the people outside his rule. 
His descriptions were meticulous, capturing the essence of each land he visited—the scent of spices wafting through market streets, the rhythmic chants of fishermen hauling their nets at dawn, the laughter of children playing in temple courtyards.

My intrigue deepened when I reached a section where Felmont meticulously listed the places he had visited. Each entry was written with such care, as if he had committed them to memory.
I found myself pausing, running my fingers over the inked names of these distant lands. 
Something felt... off.
The tome itself was ancient, its parchment yellowed and edges frayed, suggesting it was written centuries ago. 
Which meant the places he mentioned—some of which I recognized—might not even exist in the same form today. Some could have been long-lost kingdoms, swallowed by time and history.
Curious, I set the tome aside for a moment and reached for my phone. A quick search on the most reliable historical archives would either confirm his accounts or expose them as mere fabrications. 
My fingers tap on the screen, entering the names of the cities, regions, and landmarks Felmont had mentioned.
What I found made my jaw drop.
I double-checked the sources, refreshing the page as if the words would change, but the facts remained the same.
Felmont’s account wasn’t just exaggerated—it was impossible.
If the locations in his book were indeed the same ones I was staring at on my screen, then something wasn’t right. 
His travels defied logic, bending the very rules of time and space.
How could he have traveled from Paris to London in just three nights—on foot—especially when he claimed to stop and rest during the daytime? I wondered, shaking my head in disbelief. Even with the fastest horses of his era, the journey would have taken days, if not weeks. 
And, who even travels at night?
My pulse quickened. Either Felmont was the greatest liar in history, or… there was something more to his story than I had originally thought.

I typed his name into the search bar, my fingers hesitating for a moment before pressing enter. The results were disappointingly sparse—only a handful of articles even mentioned Duke Felmont, and none of them seemed particularly promising.
I clicked on the first article that caught my eye, my heart pounding with an odd mixture of anticipation and apprehension. As the page loaded, I was greeted by an image—an old easel painting of the duke. The canvas was worn with age, the colors muted and blurred. His face was barely recognizable, the details lost to time. There was something eerie about it, as though the painting itself had been forgotten along with the man it depicted.
I frowned, skipping over the image and scrolling down, eager to find something more concrete.
Then, I found it—his origin.
According to the article, Duke Felmont was from Alnwick, a historic market town in Northumberland, England. The text went on to describe the town’s deep-rooted past, noting that it was the traditional county town of Northumberland, known for its medieval castle and its long-standing aristocratic history.
What were the odds that this would be my final destination?

As I scroll further down the online article, my breath caught in my throat.
There, displayed prominently on the screen, was an old painted portrait of ancient Egypt—an opulent banquet scene bathed in warm golden hues, the flickering candlelight casting elongated shadows across the grand hall. 
My fingers trembled slightly as I hovered over the image, my heart pounding in anticipation.
Then I read the description beneath it.
"Duke Felmont von Alnwick during his royal banquet with Mustalin in 1096."
A chill ran down my spine because I had seen this exact scene before.
Not in another book, not in a documentary, but through the eyes of a ghost—one of the many lost souls who had haunted me in the dead of night years ago.
My gaze swept across the image, absorbing every detail with growing unease. 
The arrangement of the flowers—soft pink peonies nestled between deep crimson roses—was exactly as the ghost had let me see. The servants, clad in ceremonial robes, stood in rigid formation along the banquet hall, their hands clasped in silent readiness. Even the guards stationed at the grand marble arches were positioned at the precise angles he had described.
It was identical. A perfect replica.

My mind reeled—not just at the realization that this ghost had walked the earth for centuries, but at the sheer reverence in his voice when he spoke of Felmont.
To him, Felmont wasn’t merely a duke. No, he was something far greater.
"He was my king," the ghost had whispered, his hollow eyes gleaming with devotion. "Not a duke, not a noble—The King. The most revered, the most feared. And I…  I was honored to serve him until several years ago, when I unfortunately p*3rished."
Worship. That was what it was. 
A devotion so absolute it blurred the line between loyalty and something dangerously close to faith.
The banquet had been his most treasured memory, not for the food, nor the grandeur, but because it had marked his king’s return.
"He had been gone for so long," the ghost murmured, his voice laced with longing. "Decades spent beneath the earth, hidden away from the world that did not deserve him. But that night…"
His translucent form trembled, as if he could still see it—still feel the moment his king had stepped into the great hall, the candlelight casting flickering shadows against his regal frame.
"That night, he reclaimed his place."

Though Felmont could only walk the halls after sundown—an existence bound to darkness—he had returned nonetheless. The people, the court, the land itself had acknowledged him as one of their own. And so, they bestowed upon him a title fitting of his rule.
"The Duke who reigns at night."
The ghost’s words held the weight of history, a truth buried beneath myth and centuries of silence.
And yet, for all his devotion, for all his unwavering faith, the memory of his death remained.
"I should have known," he whispered bitterly. "I should have felt it. The betrayal. The deception."
The moment played in his mind like a final, cursed refrain—an ambush in the shadows, the flash of steel behind him, the sickening realization that he had been lured, outmaneuvered.
"I was struck from behind," he said, eyes dark with the weight of remembrance. "Cowardly. Dishonorable. A betrayal of our kind."
His voice wavered, not with fear, but with fury.
"His name is Hadrian."
The name curled in the air like a curse, dripping with venom.
"He is a snake. A deceiver. Please… let my king know."
I had only half-listened then, dismissing his words as the ramblings of a ghost too lost in the past. Hadrian, Felmont, kings and betrayal—what did any of it have to do with me?
"Please," the ghost had pleaded.
But I turned away, ignoring his desperate cry.
Back then, it had seemed like nonsense.
I didn’t know how wrong I was.
I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry. Whatever the truth was, one thing was certain.
Felmont was a king.

With that realization, something stirred deep within me—a sense of purpose that burned away any lingering hesitation. My carefully crafted itinerary, the months of meticulous planning, the places I had longed to visit—they no longer mattered. Not when the truth about Felmont was within reach.
The book had changed everything.
I sat in my hotel room that evening, staring at the scattered remnants of my journey—the souvenirs I had collected, the notes I had meticulously written, the maps marked with destinations I might never see. 
One by one, I gathered them, folding memories into something tangible before placing them inside a large parcel. I sealed it with a final press of my palm. A piece of me would return home, but the rest of me—my curiosity, my obsession—would follow Felmont’s path.
With only a backpack slung over my shoulders, I hailed a cab to the airport, my mind already set.
"Where to?" the driver asked as I slid into the backseat.
"Airport," I said without hesitation.
As we pulled away from the curb, Cairo faded into the distance, swallowed by the night.

After a grueling five-hour flight, I finally set foot in London. The moment I stepped out of the terminal, the crisp English air greeted me, carrying with it a damp chill that seeped into my bones. But I barely noticed. My mind was already elsewhere—fixed on the next leg of my journey.
From the airport, I made my way to the train station, weaving through the bustling crowds. 
The rhythmic clatter of wheels against tracks accompanied me as I settled into my seat, the world outside blurring into a haze of green fields and distant villages. Hours passed in quiet anticipation until, at last, the train pulled into Alnwick.
The transition from the lively cityscape of London to the quaint charm of the countryside was stark. 

Alnwick had an air of stillness, as if it existed in the folds of time, untouched by the rush of modern life. I climbed into a cab and gave the driver the name of my lodge in Newton on the Moore, a well-known establishment that catered to travelers seeking a rustic yet comfortable stay.
As the car wound its way through narrow roads, Alnwick Castle came into view.
My breath caught.
The towering fortress loomed in the distance, its weathered stone walls standing defiantly against the passage of centuries. Turrets jutted into the overcast sky like silent sentinels, their presence both majestic and foreboding. For a moment, I felt a strange pull—a whisper of something just beyond reach, like a half-remembered dream.
And here, in this place, I would uncover the truth about Duke Felmont.
I needed to know how he had risen to power—whether he had inherited his title through blood or if he had taken it by force. 
Had he been the first of his lineage, or had there been others before him, their names swallowed by time? 
And more importantly—why did history seem so determined to forget him?

The world’s archives contained only scattered fragments of his existence, mere whispers in historical texts. 
There were mentions of a powerful noble bearing his name, but they were vague at best—hints of a man who had once moved through the courts of Europe, yet left no definitive trace of his rule. No records of his birth, no confirmed accounts of his death. His name appeared in writings that should have detailed his reign, only for the lines that followed to veer away, as if avoiding him entirely.
It was as if someone had erased him.
Not just forgotten—deliberately removed, his presence scrubbed from history with surgical precision.

And yet, I knew him.
Not from books. Not from stories passed down in secret.
But because I had seen him.
I had glimpsed his face in the echoes of something beyond time, in the haunted whispers that sometimes drifted through my mind unbidden. Because of my ability—this strange, inexplicable gift—I had seen his features more clearly than any artist could have painted them.
He had been strikingly handsome, the kind of beauty that held an unnatural, almost otherworldly allure. His crimson eyes glowed like embers in the dark, piercing and unreadable. A sculpted jaw, high cheekbones, and an air of nobility that marked him as someone above the ordinary. But beneath the surface of that perfection lay something unsettling.
A hollowness.
His eyes, though mesmerizing, lacked the luster of the living. His movements, though graceful, carried no true purpose. It was as if he had long since abandoned the thrill of existence, as though he drifted through the world untouched by its joys and sorrows alike.

My first night at the lodge was anything but peaceful.
I had barely settled in when an unsettling presence filled the air—whispers echoing through the dimly lit room, the temperature dropping until my breath came out in pale wisps. Then, one by one, they appeared.
The ghosts of the lodge.
They surrounded me, their translucent forms shifting like mist, their hollow eyes filled with desperation. 
Their voices overlapped, urgent and pleading, their sorrow thick enough to seep into my very bones.
"Help us," they begged.
They claimed they had once been tourists, travelers just like me, who had met a tragic end at the hands of a monster.
At first, I tried to ignore them. I squeezed my eyes shut, pulled the blanket over my head. But their cries didn’t wane. They grew louder, more insistent, seeping into my thoughts like an inescapable nightmare. Sleep was impossible.

Frustrated, I finally sat up with a sigh. 
If listening to them is the only way to silence them, then so be it.
The room seemed to shift as I focused on one of them—a woman who hovered near the edge of my bed. The other spirits faded into the background, as if waiting their turn, their gazes lingering on me with quiet expectancy.
She knelt before me, her translucent hands resting in her lap, her face twisted with sorrow. 
There was something hauntingly human in her expression, a raw, aching desperation, as if I were her last hope.
I swallowed hard.
"What can I help you with?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
Her lips trembled before she spoke. "My body is buried in the forest."
A shiver ran down my spine.
"I wasn’t killed by the first m*0nster," she continued, her voice wavering. "He only drank my blood and let me go. His people—his servants, or whatever they were—erased my memories. Then, he had another m*0nster return me to where he first found me."
She took a shaky breath, her ghostly form flickering as if the memory itself was too painful to hold. "But… that monster didn’t follow orders."
The room seemed to darken around us.
"He took me to the forest instead," she said, her voice cracking. "Drank my blood until I was drained and left me to die. Now I am missing for several months"
Silence fell between us.
The weight of her words settled heavily on my chest. I had expected to hear a ghost story—an old legend passed down through whispers in the wind. But this… this was something else entirely.
This was a confession. A tragedy. A warning.
And I had the sinking feeling that I had only scratched the surface of something far more terrifying than I was prepared for.

"What is it with m*0nsters and wiping memories?" I muttered, furrowing my brows. 
The woman before me hesitated, her spectral form flickering slightly, as if struggling to grasp an answer that no longer existed within her.
"I—I don’t know," she admitted, her voice laced with frustration. "I can’t even return to Alnwick Palace Plaza to search for the first m*0nster again. Every time I try, something pulls me back… like an invisible chain keeping me away."
Her ghostly hands curled into fists, her expression shifting from sorrow to something dangerously close to despair. "Please, help me. My family needs to know where my body is."
I let out a slow exhale, mulling over her request.
The thought of searching for a long-buried corpse in the middle of the forest at night wasn’t exactly appealing. 
But the look in her eyes—the weight of centuries of suffering—made it impossible to ignore.
"I’ll need to find your body first before I can tell your family," I said, meeting her gaze. "I’ll go to the forest at midnight. That’s when my ability is at its strongest."

It was a secret I had kept from everyone—even Juvren.
At midnight, something within me changed.
My reflection became unrecognizable, as if I had stepped into the body of another. The transformation was both subtle and unmistakable—my once red hair turned an ethereal white, strands shimmering like woven moonlight. My eyes, once golden brown, bled into a deep crimson, glowing like dying embers in the dark. It wasn’t just a shift in appearance; it was something deeper, something that reached into the very core of my being.
And with it, my abilities sharpened to an unnatural degree.
What was once a faint whisper of clairvoyance became a piercing gaze into realms unseen. I could peer beyond the veil of the living, watching as spirits wandered in the spaces between reality and oblivion. Time itself felt thinner in this form, as though I could step through the cracks of existence and glimpse things hidden from mortal eyes.
But that was only the beginning.
I could summon beings that did not belong to this world—supernatural entities bound to the underworld, drawn to my call like moths to a flame. They came without hesitation, slipping through the fabric of existence at my command. Some watched in silence, their hollow eyes unblinking. Others knelt before me, waiting for an order I never dared to give.
And then there were the shadows.
They gathered around me the moment the transformation took hold, shifting and coiling like living entities, their movements eerily synchronized with my own. They weren’t mere darkness cast by the absence of light—they were alive. They slithered across the ground, curling around my arms, pressing against my skin like a second layer of flesh. They acted as both my guardians and my shield, repelling forces I could not yet comprehend, whispering in a language I was too afraid to answer.
In those midnight hours, I was someone else. Something else. And I had no idea why.
So I kept it hidden, swallowing my questions, burying the truth beneath layers of feigned ignorance. Even from Juvren. Especially from Juvren.
Because deep down, I feared the answer. 

Now, as I promised the female ghost that I would help her at midnight, a flicker of hope crossed her face. 
Her lips curled into a small, grateful smile, the first sign of relief I had seen from her.
I turned my attention to the other ghosts that still lingered around me, their presence a silent reminder that I was far from done. Their hollow eyes watched me expectantly, their whispers curling through the air like restless wind.
"I’ll help you all," I said, my voice steady. "But one at a time. Is that okay?"
A hush fell over them. Then, one by one, they nodded, their translucent forms shifting, their figures gradually fading into the surrounding darkness.
And at last—peace.

Since sleep was no longer an option, I decided there was no point in staying in my room, wrapped in restless thoughts and lingering unease. A change of scenery, a warm cup of coffee, and perhaps the quiet solace of a bookstore would help clear my mind.
From my research, I had learned that Alnwick Palace Plaza had a district famous for its decadent pastries and the most aromatic coffee in town—flavors perfected over generations, steeped in tradition. If there was ever a place to find comfort in the familiar, it was there.
With that in mind, I put on my coat and set out for Alnwick Palace Plaza.

The night air was crisp, carrying the scent of damp earth and aged stone as I wandered through the quiet streets of Alnwick. 
My footsteps fell in rhythm with the stillness, each one a measured echo against the cobblestones. 
There was something intoxicating about arriving in a new place—the thrill of unfamiliar streets, the promise of undiscovered flavors, forgotten recipes hidden within the pages of old books. 
And, perhaps most of all, the quiet solitude of being unknown.
Restless, I had left my lodge in Newton on the Moor and ventured into the heart of town, drawn by the hope of inspiration. Maybe I’d find a rare book on the art of baking, a well-worn collection of classic literature—something to stir the embers of creativity. But as I sat in a small café, idly flipping through a menu, a shift in the air made me look up.

That was when I saw him. 
At first, he was just another passerby, a solitary figure moving through the night. But something about him caught my attention. His attire was neat, tailored to perfection, yet his face bore the faintest traces of exhaustion—subtle shadows under his eyes, the kind that hinted at sleepless nights. His dark hair, though styled, was slightly tousled, as if he had run his fingers through it one too many times. 
And yet, despite the weariness in his features, he carried himself with effortless grace—a quiet confidence that made him impossible to ignore.
Handsome. Elegantly weathered. Inexplicably compelling.
And most importantly, he looked exactly like Duke Felmont.

Without warning, his gaze found mine.
It wasn’t a casual glance—it lingered, held, as if drawn by something unseen. 
A slow, unfamiliar thrill curled in my chest, sharp as the edge of a k*n1fe.
And then he moved.
With the unhurried ease of someone accustomed to taking what he wanted, he closed the distance between us and slid into the seat across from me. The café around us faded, the low murmur of voices dissolving into a quiet, thrumming awareness.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke. His eyes, dark and fathomless, studied me with an intensity that sent a slow shiver down my spine. 
Then, finally, he smiled—a deliberate, knowing curve of his lips, revealing a set of impossibly perfect teeth.
“Hi,” he said, his voice deep, smooth, laced with an accent that rolled effortlessly off his tongue. “My name is Fel. May I know yours?”
The sound of his voice sent a ripple through me—warm, electric—like the first taste of a dish crafted from ingredients you never expected to blend so perfectly. 
My lips parted before I could even think to hesitate.
“Velstaire.”
His smile deepened. I exhaled slowly, the café, the town, the entire night folding into this single moment. 
“Are you a tourist?” he asked, his voice smooth, rich, and laced with an accent I couldn’t quite place. His gaze never wavered, locked onto mine with an intensity that sent an unexplainable shiver down my spine.
“Yes,” I answered, the word slipping from my lips before I could think. 
I was completely entranced—by him, by the way his presence seemed to fill the space around us, by the strange pull drawing me closer.
His lips curved into a slow, breathtaking smile, one that seemed almost too perfect, too deliberate. “Can I show you around?”
The question hung between us, deceptively simple, yet carrying a weight I couldn’t define. 

I hesitated for a moment, wondering if he could be the ghost of Duke Felmont—lingering in his castle for centuries, drawn to me, a man who could communicate with the dead.
Or perhaps he was a descendant, someone who had lived here for years and had simply crossed paths with me by chance.
Or maybe—just maybe—he was the Duke himself, his spirit slipping through the veil of time to glimpse what had become of his castle in the future.

But as I looked at him, I felt an inexplicable pull—an unspoken connection I couldn’t ignore. I found myself unable to refuse his offer.
So, I smiled back, a quiet thrill coursing through me as I nodded.
I’m actually agreeing to go on a date with a stranger, I mused, the thought both reckless and exhilarating. Well, there shouldn’t be any harm in dating a ghost or a time traveler… right?




















Chapter Four: The King’s Beloved

Velstaire’s POV

But as I looked at him, I felt an inexplicable pull—an unspoken connection I couldn’t ignore. I found myself unable to refuse his offer.
So, I smiled back, a quiet thrill coursing through me as I nodded.
I’m actually agreeing to go on a date with a stranger, I mused, the thought both reckless and exhilarating. Well, there shouldn’t be any harm in dating a ghost or a time traveler… right?

Duke Felmont’s ghost—or perhaps his living self from the past, or something in between—had managed to completely captivate me. There was something about him that defied explanation, something that pulled at both my curiosity and something deeper, more instinctual. He wasn’t just a mystery—I needed to unravel him.
My fascination, once rooted in the pursuit of ancient recipes and the rediscovery of forgotten culinary traditions, had shifted. Entirely. Gone were the dreams of lost desserts and hidden flavors buried in timeworn villages. They had quietly taken a back seat, eclipsed by this enigma of a man who spoke like a noble, moved like a shadow, and held centuries in his eyes.
He had become the new subject of my adventure—the real one.
What was he? 
A ghost? A remnant of a fractured timeline? Or had I stumbled into something even stranger, something that didn’t fit within the neat categories of the supernatural or the historical? 
I didn’t know. And the not-knowing was intoxicating.

We made our way toward the bookstore I had been eager to visit, the old cobbled streets quiet beneath our footsteps. The sky was deep and dark, with only the moon and scattered stars casting pale light over the buildings, long shadows stretching like whispers between the alleyways.
As we walked side by side, our arms occasionally brushed, but then—deliberately, unmistakably—his hand grazed mine. It was subtle. A fleeting touch. But I felt it like a spark.
He didn’t look at me right away, but I caught the flicker of a smile tug at the corner of his mouth—as if he were testing me, curious about how I would respond.
My heart skipped, not from fear, but from the strange thrill of it all. 
He was pushing boundaries, playing with whatever unspoken tension hung between us.

However, there was something undeniably off about him—something that didn’t align with what I thought I knew about spirits. 
Every time our hands brushed, I heard it. A heartbeat. Not faint or imagined, but steady and real, pulsing through him like it did in any living being. It was subtle, yet impossible to ignore—especially for someone like me, whose senses had been unnaturally heightened since the day of my awakening.
No ordinary ghost could replicate something so visceral, so biologically grounded. 
Spirits were echoes, remnants of what once was. They might project emotions, replay memories, even shift objects with enough energy. 
But a heartbeat? 
That was something else entirely.
If he was, in fact, a ghost, then he was unlike any I had ever encountered—exceptionally powerful, capable of materializing himself with such precision that he could mimic life itself. 
He moved with fluidity, his body warm, his breath visible in the chill air. He felt solid. Real.
Still, the pieces didn’t quite fit. My instincts leaned toward another theory—one that, bizarrely, seemed more practical than the idea of a hyper-advanced ghost.
What if he wasn’t dead at all?
What if he wasn’t a spirit, but someone from the past who had found a way—through magic, time, or some other unfathomable means—to cross into this world? 
That possibility, however impossible it seemed, carried a strange kind of logic. It explained his heartbeat, his presence, his knowledge that seemed rooted in a time long gone yet still vividly real.
I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye, the steady rhythm of his pulse still echoing faintly in my ears.
Yes… perhaps he wasn’t a ghost at all. Perhaps he was a fragment of the past, pulled into my present for a reason neither of us had yet discovered.

And to be honest, my own heart had been racing far more wildly than his every time our skin so much as grazed. It wasn’t something I could control—an involuntary reaction that betrayed the storm quietly brewing inside me.
I’d tried to reason with myself, to explain it away as nothing more than curiosity or the thrill of the unknown. But deep down, I knew the truth. I was drawn to him. Irresistibly so. Especially after hearing his voice.
That deep, velvety tone had lingered in my ears long after he’d stopped speaking. It was unlike any voice I had ever heard before—rich with history, yet laced with something far more intimate. A sadness. A gentle melancholy that wrapped itself around each word like a secret.
There was something hauntingly beautiful about it—like a forgotten melody played on an old piano in an empty hall. It stirred something inside me that I didn’t know how to name, something that had remained untouched even through the most vivid of my clairvoyant experiences.
I had heard countless voices since my rebirth. The whispers of the living. The murmurs of spirits. The hum of objects echoing the energies of their past owners. And yet, none of them had ever captivated me like his.
A voice like that didn’t just speak to the ears—it sang to the soul.
I shook my head in quiet disbelief, a small laugh escaping my lips. 
I must be !*nsane, I thought, completely mad to have a crush on a ghost.

The moment we reached the bookstore and stepped through its weathered wooden door, the scent of old paper and leather bindings enveloped us like a warm, familiar embrace. 
The bell above the entrance gave a soft chime, and for a second, everything seemed perfectly ordinary—quiet shelves bathed in the dim glow of lanterns, moonlight filtering through tall windows, dust swirling gently in silver beams.
But then I heard it.
A whisper. Faint, but clear.
Someone was murmuring behind one of the shelves, just out of sight. 
I paused, straining to listen, the words threading their way through the stillness of the shop:
“I am honored for my king to set foot in my humble store…”
“I am so happy to see him smile…”
I blinked, uncertain if I’d heard correctly. But there it was again—reverent, awestruck, and unmistakably sincere.

I then remembered the ghost who had visited me a few years ago—he, too, had referred to Duke Felmont as his king.
"He was my king," the ghost had whispered, his hollow eyes gleaming with devotion. "Not a duke, not a noble—The King. The most revered, the most feared. And I…  I was honored to serve him until several years ago, when I unfortunately p*3rished."

My eyes flicked to Duke Felmont, who, for his part, seemed entirely unfazed. He offered a polite smile to the shopkeeper as if this were a common occurrence. As if being treated like royalty—literally—was nothing out of the ordinary.

That was when a chilling thought took root in my mind—subtle at first, like a whisper brushing the edges of my awareness, then growing louder with each passing second.
What if this wasn’t the real world at all?
What if I had crossed into a ghost realm—a place caught between life and death, memory and dream? Or worse, what if none of this was real to begin with? What if this entire experience—the city, the bookstore, even the people—was a carefully woven illusion? 
A mirage crafted by Duke Felmont himself, designed to lure me in, to keep me close.
The more I thought about it, the more the pieces began to fit together like puzzle fragments rearranging themselves.
Had he been trying to charm me from the very beginning?
The strange individuals I’d met along my journey—the ones who had called me by names I didn’t recognize, who whispered things I couldn’t explain—what if they weren’t strangers at all? What if they had been his subjects, his loyal servants, his soldiers scattered across space and time… waiting for his signal to approach me?
Even the tome in that old library in Cairo—the one that had inexplicably pulled me in with its familiar symbols and passages in languages I shouldn't have understood—what if he had placed it there? What if that moment, so seemingly accidental, had been orchestrated from the very start?
Every road I took, every mystery that beckoned me forward, every whisper in the night… it all led to him. 
And if he had gone through such elaborate lengths to guide me here, to weave a trail of breadcrumbs through time and memory, it could only mean one thing: He was desperate. Desperate to be found. Desperate to be understood. Desperate to be saved.
And I was the one he had chosen to do it.

There was something about the way he stood there—so composed, so quietly dignified—that made my chest tighten with a pang of emotion I couldn’t quite name.
He looked... pitiful. Not weak, not fragile—no, there was too much power coiled beneath the surface for that—but haunted. Like someone who had carried the weight of centuries alone.
Do you really need my help that much? I asked him silently. Did you truly go to such lengths—sending whispers through time, orchestrating meetings, placing books halfway across the world—just to lead me here?
But I didn’t speak those thoughts aloud. Instead, I gave him a small, hesitant smile, pretending to brush away the unease knotting in my stomach.
“I could spend an hour searching for the book I want,” I murmured, my fingers grazing the spines of old tomes. “It might bore you...”
Part of me expected him to excuse himself, to say he would return later, but the truth was—I didn’t want him to go. Somewhere along this bizarre journey, I had become entangled in his story. Invested in his pain. 
I wanted to help him. Not just out of curiosity or the pull of some supernatural force, but because something deep inside me yearned to see him at peace. To watch him let go of whatever chain kept him tethered to this world.
“I have all the time in the world,” he replied, his voice low and unwavering.
Right, I thought, my gaze lingering on his. You really do have all the time in the world.
I studied his crimson eyes, wondering—could I see into him? Could I use my gift to glimpse the truth buried in his past? But no matter how hard I focused, how deeply I reached, I found nothing. 
His mind was sealed off—impenetrable, protected by some invisible force that not even my strongest clairvoyant senses could break through. 
It wasn’t like the spirits I’d encountered before. Even the most t*0rtured ghosts had yielded glimpses of their memories. But with him, it was different. As if he wasn’t a ghost at all.
The thought chilled me as it settled heavy in my chest. 

I sighed inwardly and turned my attention back to the reason I’d come—searching for the book I needed. The faint glow of antique lamps cast warm pools of light across the aged wooden shelves, their golden halos flickering slightly as if disturbed by unseen movements. Outside, the world was cloaked in darkness, the moonlight streaming through the stained-glass windows in fractured shards of silver and blue.
According to the Alnwick historical website, this little-known bookstore housed some of the most reliable and rare accounts of the castle’s past—records too delicate and valuable to ever be digitized. If there were answers to be found about Duke Felmont, they would be here, somewhere between these ancient pages.

As I wandered deeper into the dimly lit aisles, the atmosphere shifted. A hush fell—thicker than the quiet of night, almost reverent. And then I felt them. Watching.
In the far corners, where the light struggled to reach, I noticed shadowy figures lingering. 
At first, I thought it was a trick of the flickering lamps, but no—there was form and weight to them. They were tall and motionless, cloaked in dark garments that clung to the shadows like second skin. Their hoods were drawn low, obscuring their faces, and the layered fabrics whispered with every subtle movement. Hidden beneath the folds, glints of sharpened steel peeked through—blades ready to be drawn. They looked less like knights and more like 4*ss4ssins from another time, deadly and silent beneath the veil of night.
They must be his guards—silent sentinels that had either followed him into the afterlife, bound by oath, or traveled with him from a distant, forgotten past. Their presence was not menacing, but unmistakably powerful. They didn’t move, didn’t speak, yet I felt protected and studied all at once.

I chose to ignore the shadowy figures lurking in the periphery and refocused on the shelves before me. My fingers brushed the worn spine of a leather-bound tome, and just as I reached to pull it free, a voice echoed softly through the stillness of the shop.
“Your Grace,” the store owner murmured with a reverence that sent a ripple down my spine. "I am so happy—"
The words were spoken with awe, barely louder than a breath, yet they cut through the silence like a bell in the dark. I froze. So it was true. He hadn’t been simply a nobleman or a forgotten historical figure with an embellished title—he had been a king. 
A king... yet known as a duke? Why the deception? What kingdom had he once ruled? And why erase the title of king from his name, burying it beneath a lesser one? 
It made no sense—unless someone had deliberately altered the records, rewriting his history to serve another agenda. Or perhaps... he had done it himself.
The questions spun through my mind like leaves in a storm, and none of them came with answers. Not yet. I would have to unearth them piece by piece, from crumbling archives and whispered memories long dead. And that meant spending more time with Duke Felmont—whatever he truly was.
Dealing with a ghost wasn’t easy, especially one who only appeared beneath the veil of night. Still, I wasn’t afraid. Not anymore.
Just like Felmont, I had all the time in the world.

I forced myself to tune out their hushed exchange, anchoring my attention to the rows of timeworn books before me. Their spines were cracked with age, their titles faded by the hands of decades—if not centuries. Dust hung in the air, swirling gently in the soft glow of the old lamps overhead, casting everything in an amber haze.
Then, there it was. Nestled between two thick, nondescript volumes was the one I had been searching for: Alnwick Castle and Its History. The title was engraved in gold leaf, dulled but still elegant, like a whispered promise of forgotten truths waiting to be remembered.
A grin tugged at my lips as I reached for it, cradling the book as though it were something sacred. My heart beat faster—not just from the thrill of discovery, but from the strange awareness that someone, somewhere, wanted me to find this. Maybe even him.
To avoid drawing attention to the significance of my find, I reached out with my other hand and grabbed a random cookbook—one with a faded watercolor of herbs and meats on the cover. Something harmless. Something mundane. I needed to appear casual, like a traveler with idle curiosity, not a seeker of royal secrets and restless spirits.

As I approached the counter, the store owner turned to greet me. His eyes lit up the moment he caught sight of the book I carried. His reaction was almost... odd.
He beamed at me with the warmth of someone who had just received long-awaited confirmation of a prophecy. It was as if, in that instant, my interest in Alnwick Castle and Its History wasn’t merely appreciated—it was celebrated. Like this was the very reason the store existed. Like I had unknowingly played a role I was always meant to fill.
The smile he gave me didn’t fade. Not even when I handed him the cookbook.
I lifted my gaze and met the store owner's eyes, subtly peering into them the way I always did when I wanted to glimpse someone’s past. It was never an invasive act—just a reflex, born from the part of me that had always sought truth through vision. But what I found was… strange.
He intrigued me.
His mind was clouded—veiled, much like Felmont’s. 
My clairvoyance, sharp and unrelenting under normal circumstances, faltered. It was as if a curtain had been drawn shut just as I tried to part it. I couldn’t see anything beyond the surface of his calm demeanor, couldn’t reach into his thoughts or memories.
Is he that powerful too? I wondered, frowning slightly.
Unless... the answer was simpler. He’s alive.

The realization startled me. He didn’t feel like the living—his aura carried that same timeless stillness I sensed in specters. Yet he blinked, breathed, smiled, and his skin didn’t ripple like shadows the way the dead often did when they tried to pretend. There was a warmth to him, a solidity that ghosts simply didn’t possess.
But if he was alive… then how could he see Felmont?
My mind raced with theories, my thoughts tangling like vines. Perhaps he was a medium, someone like me—gifted or c*urs3d with the ability to walk between worlds. Or maybe he was something else entirely.
He didn’t give me time to ask.
“This one is on the house,” he said, holding the castle history book out to me, his voice smooth and deliberate. “A gift for a tourist like you. Your next purchase, however…” he added with a slight smirk, “will be the first to incur a charge.”
I furrowed my brows, momentarily thrown off by the strange generosity.
Then I blinked at him, half in amusement, half in awe. 
This ghost—or whatever he is—has a very hospitable nature, I mused silently.
“Thank you,” I said at last, offering a small but genuine smile.
Before he could respond, the atmosphere shifted—subtle at first, like the hush before a storm. 
The air seemed to ripple, the energy around me tightening as if reality itself held its breath. I turned slowly, already sensing who it was before I laid eyes on him.
Felmont.
He stepped toward me with that same composed elegance. The low light of the shop glinted off his pale features, his crimson eyes catching mine like embers in the dark. He didn’t need to say a word for the tension in the air to thrum louder. But when he spoke—his words were an invitation.
A simple, softly-spoken offer that shouldn’t have been possible. Not at this hour. Not under these circumstances. And certainly not from someone who might not even belong to this time.
And for reasons I couldn’t quite understand, I was willing to follow him wherever he wanted to go. It felt like I had fallen into a d*3ep r*4bbit hole—one I had no intention of escaping.
“I would love to,” I replied, my voice laced with genuine excitement, a smile teased the edges of my lips. I wasn’t sure if it was curiosity, madness, or fate pulling me forward—but I didn’t care.

Then all of a sudden, a chill prickled down my spine—an icy reminder of the promise I had made to the female ghost at the lodge.
“Find my body, please…”
Her words echoed in my mind like a whisper from the void, and with them came the dread of the approaching hour. It was almost midnight.
My pulse quickened. 
I could already feel the familiar stirring beneath my skin—the subtle, electric charge that always preceded my transformation. My hair would turn as white as moonlight, my eyes would glow with that haunting crimson hue, and my powers… they would surge.
I didn’t want him to see that. Not yet.

I forced a casual smile and rubbed the back of my neck, stalling for time as I tried to find the right words. 
“But it’s almost midnight now,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t betray the urgency I felt. “And I… I really need to go.”
Felmont tilted his head slightly, his crimson eyes narrowing in amusement. A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth, as though he knew more than he was letting on.
“If it’s okay with you,” I continued, shifting slightly on my feet, “could we maybe visit the castle tomorrow night instead?”
Preferably earlier in the evening, I added inwardly.
A beat of silence passed between us. 
Then, with a gracious nod, he replied, “Of course. Tomorrow night should be fine.”
I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, a soft sigh of relief escaping my lips. 
The weight in my chest lightened, knowing that I’d secured something as rare and absurd as a second date—with someone who, by all accounts, shouldn’t even exist in this world.
“I’ll see you tomorrow night… at the same café where we met?” I asked, tilting my head just slightly, letting a playful lilt slip into my voice. It was my best attempt at f*l1rting—subtle, unsure, but laced with intent.
Way to go, Velstaire, I thought dryly. Your first attempt at f*l1rting, and it’s with a millennium-old man whose era and nature remain entirely unconfirmed. 
I nearly rolled my eyes at myself, but instead, I kept my face composed—cool, collected, as though I did this all the time.
Felmont smiled—slowly, meaningfully—and his eyes softened with a glint of quiet amusement. The corners of his mouth curved with approval, as though my awkward boldness had genuinely pleased him.

Then something shifted in him.
He froze mid-step, as if some unseen force had rooted him to the spot. His eyes locked onto my face—not just studying it, but truly seeing me. It wasn’t the usual passing glance or idle curiosity. No, this was different. His gaze lingered on my smile like it had b*ew1tched him, like something in that fleeting curve of my lips had ensnared him in a memory he couldn’t quite place.
It was the kind of look people give when they see something both beautiful and painfully familiar—like they were staring at a ghost of someone they loved.
I’d grown used to supernatural beings being drawn to me. It came with the territory, ever since my awakening. Most of the time, I found their fascination burdensome, a weight I had to carry alone. But right then with the soft glow of the lamps casting golden halos around us—I didn’t mind. 
In fact… I liked that he was looking at me that way. It didn’t feel forced or otherworldly. It felt human. Real. Intimate. Too intimate.
I quickly tore my gaze away, heart thudding against my ribs. If I wasn’t careful, I’d let him keep looking, keep drawing me in with that unspoken pull. And if I gave in—if I surrendered to the warmth in his eyes and the comfort of this strange, magnetic connection—I might forget everything else. 
I might forget her. The female ghost. The desperate pleas. The promise I had made. And worst of all, I might just want to stay a little longer in his presence.
No—I couldn’t let that happen.
So, I decided it was time to break the trance before I said something I couldn’t take back.
I offered him a small wave, paired with a soft, almost apologetic smile.
“Goodnight,” I whispered, the word barely audible over the hushed stillness of the bookstore.
Without waiting for his response, I turned on my heel and headed for the door, the wooden floorboards creaking softly beneath my steps. 

The scent of aged paper and ink lingered in the air, mingling with the faint musk of candle wax and old wood. 
My fingertips still tingled from where they had brushed his moments earlier.
I stepped out into the cold night, but I didn’t lose awareness of what was happening behind me.
Even ten feet away, my senses remained locked on the scene inside the store. My hearing picked up his voice clearly, low and commanding.
"Take your men and follow that human," he commanded, his tone leaving no room for argument. "Protect him as you would protect me."
A long pause. The rustle of cloaks and steels. The heavy footfalls of guards shifting into position.
I blinked, stunned.
“Great,” I muttered under my breath, glancing over my shoulder. “Now I have ghost guards on top of the shadows that already follow me.”
I shook my head in disbelief, a dry smile tugging at my lips.

After several more minutes of walking beneath the cool, shadow-draped sky, I finally reached the old lodge where I was staying. The structure was modest, nestled quietly at the edge of the forest, surrounded by mist and silence. The soft glow of the porch light flickered overhead, casting long, slanted shadows across the wooden steps.
And there she was. The female ghost. She stood just a few feet from the entrance, waiting exactly where I somehow expected her to be. Her translucent form glowed faintly under the moonlight, her expression calm, almost relieved—as if seeing me had brought her a strange sort of comfort. She smiled gently and began to step forward, ready to meet me halfway. 
But then she stopped. Her entire body went rigid, her eyes widened in what could only be described as sheer terror, and before I could take a single step toward her, she let out a sharp, piercing scream—and vanished. Gone. Just like that.
The few other spirits that had been drifting nearby—some familiar, others only vaguely recognizable—reacted in the same way. One let out a shuddering gasp before dissolving into the mist. Another flickered violently, their form breaking apart like smoke in a breeze before disappearing entirely.
I stood there, blinking, brows furrowed in confusion as I scanned the now-empty clearing.
“What the h*3ll…?” I muttered under my breath.

I waited for a moment, half expecting them to return, to reappear and offer some dramatic explanation or cryptic warning. But the air remained still, unnervingly quiet.
Eventually, I just sighed. 
“They’ll be back to bother me eventually,” I muttered, brushing it off with a shake of my head. Ghosts were dramatic. That much I’d learned by now. Still, I couldn’t deny the irritation curling in my chest.
“I should’ve just gone with Felmont if I knew you were going to d*1tch me,” I said aloud, scowling faintly at the empty space where she’d stood. 
A little part of me—okay, maybe more than a little—was genuinely annoyed. I’d rearranged my entire night to keep my promise to her. The least she could do was not scream and disappear like I’d brought the 4*pocalypse to her personally. 
I sighed and glanced up at the sky—clouds drifting lazily across the moon, casting fleeting shadows over the quiet street. 
The wind had picked up, brushing through my hair like it knew what was coming. I stuffed my hands in my pockets and turned toward the lodge, shoulders tense with anticipation.
It was better to get inside before it started. Better than risking a scene—transforming in the open like some supernatural streetlight. The last thing I needed was to become the inspiration for late-night horror stories, or worse, end up on someone’s blurry phone footage labeled "shapeshifter caught on camera."

Once I stepped through the doorway and shut it behind me, the quiet clicked into place like a sealed vault. The world outside faded. Inside, it was just me—and the weight of the inevitable pressing in.
That familiar sense of dread settled over me like a second skin. Thick. Cold. Heavy.
And just like every other night, this one was no exception.
It started subtly, almost deceptively gentle—like a whisper brushing across my skin. Then it deepened. Intensified. My body began to hum with energy I hadn’t asked for, hadn’t summoned, but could never quite resist. My skin prickled as if reality itself were reshaping me from the inside out.
I watched it happen in the mirror—because I always watched. Maybe I was trying to understand it better. Maybe I just needed to see proof that it was real.
First, the color of my hair shifted—slowly at first, then all at once, like ink bleeding through water. From its usual tone to a shade so unfamiliar it startled me every time. My eyes followed next, their hue draining into something unnaturally luminous, catching the light even when there was barely any. My lips turned a deeper color, like rose petals pressed between pages and forgotten.
The face looking back at me was still mine—but not quite. Paler. Sharper. Ethereal. It glowed faintly, like moonlight distilled into human form. Something beautiful, but alien.
And that wasn’t all.
My senses sharpened until everything around me felt painfully vivid. I could hear the creak of a floorboard on the floor above me. Smell the trace of old rain clinging to the windowsill. Feel the air molecules shift every time I move. It was as if I were living in high definition, everything doubled—too much, too intense.

Because of my transformed state—this heightened, otherworldly version of myself—I felt them before I even saw them. The ghost guards. The ones Felmont had undoubtedly ordered to watch over me that night. Their presence flared like quiet embers in the dark, subtle but unmistakable to my senses now.
I rolled my shoulders slowly, still simmering with irritation—not at them, really, but at the ghosts. 
The ones who’d abandoned me. Who’d ditched me. They ruined what could have been something—something... nice. With Felmont.
So, maybe it was petty. Maybe it was childish. But I decided to take it out on the guards. Just a little.

A slow smirk curled on my lips as I let instinct override thought.
I moved.
One moment, I stood within the safety of the lodge. The next, I was several feet away—outside, in the cool night air—without making a single sound. My steps didn’t disturb the gravel. My breath didn’t fog in the cold. I was a shadow slipping through the folds of reality, silent and swift.
They didn’t feel me coming.
Not until it was far too late.
I stood directly behind the one closest to me—close enough to count the rise and fall of his breath. I waited. One second. Two. Just long enough to make it clear I’d been there for a while.
If I wanted to, I could’ve ended him right then and there. With one move—one breath—I could’ve t*4ken his life, and he wouldn’t even realize it until he was already bleeding into the earth.
But I didn’t.
Instead, I tilted my head and let my smirk grow wider. I wanted them to feel the threat. Not because I would act on it, but because I could. And there’s a difference.
“You boys are slipping,” I whispered, voice a mere thread in the wind. “If I were someone else, you’d be nothing more than a memory by now.”
They turned in sync, their sharp movements slicing through the quiet like the snap of a blade. 
But by the time they faced me—by the time their eyes even thought to focus—I was already gone.
A gust of wind. A breath in the night. That was all I left behind.
Confused voices drifted into the dark, low and cautious, like they were trying not to alert something dangerous. They fanned out, scanning the perimeter, probably assuming an unknown threat had slipped past their ranks to harm the human they were sworn to protect. Their human. Me.
The irony made me smirk again.
They had no idea. Not even a flicker of recognition. And before they could even coordinate a plan, I was already two miles away, my form moving too fast for even the dead to track.
It only took them a full minute to lose me completely.
One minute.
Then silence.

The moment I was sure they weren’t following, I shifted direction and veered off the road, my steps light as I slipped through the underbrush toward the forest’s edge. The air grew colder here, heavier somehow, like it carried old echoes—whispers from something long gone but not quite at rest.
I wasn’t here to run. I wasn’t even angry anymore. I had a purpose.
I was looking for her.
The body of that female ghost. The one who gave me her story and asked for my help—and then disappeared without so much as a warning. She’d left me hanging, sure, but I hadn’t forgotten. I still remembered the look in her eyes. I remembered the weight of her words.
And I wasn’t the kind of person to break a promise.
Especially not to the dead.
I moved deeper into the forest, letting my senses stretch outward. The trees seemed to close in around me, their branches skeletal and silent, but I knew she was here—somewhere. T*r4pped in this place. Waiting.
“Alright,” I whispered into the dark, voice barely more than a breath, “Let’s finish what we started.”

As soon as I reached the clearing, the forest seemed to still—like even the wind was holding its breath. I inhaled deeply, letting the crisp, earthy scent of moss and decaying leaves fill my lungs, narrowing my focus. My senses sharpened, zeroing in on something that didn’t belong to the living world.
There it was.
The decaying body of the ghost—her final tether to this plane. Even from a distance, I could feel the sorrow clinging to it like a second skin, thick and mournful.

I sprinted toward it without hesitation, eager to finish what I’d started. But I barely made it halfway before something shifted. A presence. Heavy. Low to the ground. Fast.
I skidded to a halt, heart jolting as my instincts kicked in.
There was a threat here.
Without thinking, I crouched low, muscles taut, my entire body poised to strike.
And then I saw them.
Wolves.
They emerged silently from between the trees, their forms large and muscular, fur bristling under the moonlight. A half-circle formed around me with predatory precision. Their golden eyes glinted in the darkness, scanning me, assessing me—not as prey, but as something unfamiliar. Something they couldn’t categorize.
They sniffed the air, twitching their noses as if trying to puzzle out what exactly I was. 
I stood slowly, careful not to make a sudden move, my eyes sweeping across the pack.
Then I saw it.
The leader.
It stood just a few paces ahead of the others, its stance proud and unyielding. Pitch black fur like shadows spun into form. Golden eyes that gleamed with intelligence, and something else—recognition?
It stared at me, and I stared back, a strange tension settling between us. For a moment, it felt like it wasn’t sure if what it was seeing was real.

Without warning, the black-furred wolf began to change.
Bones cracked. Fur retracted. Limbs elongated, shifting with uncanny grace and a disturbing fluidity. The rest of the pack stepped back, giving him room, their eyes flicking between him and me with a strange reverence.
I hissed, my body instinctively drawing energy from the earth below, preparing to strike. Whatever this was—whatever he was—he felt powerful. Ancient. And far too calm.
The transformation completed in mere seconds, and where the wolf once stood now stood a man—bare and unapologetically so, his skin kissed by shadow and moonlight, chest heaving slightly from the change.
He raised both hands in the universal gesture of peace, a disarming smile playing on his lips.
“Easy,” he said, voice deep and melodic. “I’m not here to harm you.”
I narrowed my eyes but said nothing, my stance still taut and ready to leap. My gaze flicked—quick, involuntary—toward the point where his legs met. And just as quickly, I snapped my eyes back up to his face, jaw tightening in irritation.
Focus.
He looked at me then, and something changed in his expression. His smile faltered, replaced by something softer—almost aching.
“Stefania?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
The sound of that name struck something in the air between us, like a chord vibrating in a hollow room. Longing radiated from his gaze, heavy and vulnerable.
I tilted my head slightly, studying him.
“I do not know who that is,” I said, my voice airy and light, that singsong quality I always adopted in this form slipping into place like silk. “And I am not that person.”
His eyes searched my face, desperate for familiarity. For a truth I couldn’t offer.
But there was something unsettling in his stillness. Not menace—no, not exactly—but the kind of danger that came from being remembered by a creature who’d lived far too long, and lost far too much.

The rustling of leaves behind him confirmed what I had already sensed—the others were changing too.
Bones shifted, skins shed their animal forms, and one by one, the rest of the pack emerged in their human forms, surrounding the clearing. And just like their leader, they were unapologetically naked, their bodies pale under the moonlight and unmarred by shame or modesty. They stood proud and tall, muscles taut and eyes glowing faintly with the remnants of their primal selves.
Seriously, did none of them believe in clothes?
One of them stepped forward, his jaw clenched and his eyes trained on me with raw hostility. His hair was shaggy and wet with dew, his frame broader than the others—a fighter, clearly.
“Pablo,” he growled, addressing their leader without breaking eye contact with me. “He’s a man. And he’s a vampire, just like Hadrian.”

Hadrian? That name again. And why did he speak as if Hadrian was a vampire?
As much as I wanted to ask, now was not the time for questions. This was the time to assert confidence—to show them I wasn't afraid.

So, I sighed and rolled my eyes, folding my arms across my chest. 
“Oh, for goodness’ sake…”
I caught Pablo’s glance as the name hung in the air between them. So that’s who he was.
Crimson eyes. Pale skin. Red lips. I supposed I did fit the vampire aesthetic—especially in this form. But they were wrong. I was many things, but I was not that.
“Just because I have crimson eyes and red lips doesn’t mean I’m a vampire,” I said with a smirk, shifting my weight onto one leg. “Honestly. Stereotypes are so last century.”
That didn’t seem to ease the tension. The one who had spoken curled his fingers into fists, still sizing me up like I was prey pretending to be predator—or perhaps the other way around.
I held my smile, though I wasn’t entirely convinced of my own words. I didn’t feel like a vampire. But lately, I didn’t know what I was. Whatever this form was… it blurred all the lines.
Still, I wasn’t about to hang around and let them sniff out the truth.
So I bowed, slow and graceful, the way I might if I were on stage and they were nothing more than an audience.
“A pleasure meeting you all,” I said lightly, my voice dancing in the breeze. “But I really must be going. Try not to eat each other while I’m gone.”
Without warning, I launched myself into motion—faster than sound, faster than thought. My body became a blur, slicing through the air like a phantom. 
Trees passed me in streaks of shadow and light, the world reduced to mere colors and motion. I didn’t look back. I didn’t need to. I could hear the confusion in their footsteps, the futile attempts to keep up, the snapping twigs and frustrated growls swallowed by the wind trailing behind me.
They never stood a chance.

By the time I returned to the outskirts of the lodge, my steps became feather-light, my presence concealed like mist before dawn. 
I kept to the edges, merging with the silence of the trees and the darkness of the night until I was sure—absolutely sure—that they hadn’t followed me.
Only then did I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. A slow, shaky exhale that quickly turned into quiet laughter. Not from fear. Not from madness. Just… exhilaration.
“That was quite an adventure,” I whispered to myself, smiling as I leaned against the lodge door, still riding the adrenaline high.
Werewolves. Real, living werewolves. In this day and age.
I shook my head in disbelief, a grin playing at my lips. 
“If they exist,” I murmured, “then… does that mean vampires do too?”
The question lingered like a chill on my skin. I didn't let it stay long. I brushed the thought off with a half-hearted shrug and headed toward the bathroom, already peeling off my outer layers.
The mirror reflected someone not quite human, not quite anything else either—and I didn’t have the energy to figure out what that meant tonight.
Instead, I turned on the faucet, let the warm water wash away the dirt and moonlight from my skin, and let the steam lull me back to the comfort of my ordinary chaos.
Sleep could have me now.
I’d had enough supernatural surprises for one evening.

I was jolted awake by the shrill sound of my phone ringing beside me. Disoriented and still tangled in the sheets, I reached out blindly, knocking over a half-empty water bottle and a notebook before finally snatching the device off the nightstand. I squinted at the glowing screen. Juvren.
With a groggy sigh, I accepted the call and flopped back onto the pillow, eyes still shut as I croaked out, “Hello?” in a voice that sounded like it had been dragged through gravel.
“You just woke up?” Juvren’s voice came through, laced with confusion. “Aren’t you in Cairo right now? Shouldn’t you already be up at this hour?”
I frowned, the fog in my brain starting to clear just enough for his words to register. 
Cairo. Right. That was the last place he knew I’d gone before... Well, everything changed.
Still half-asleep, I pulled the phone away from my ear and checked the time.
2:07 PM.
My eyes flew wide open. 
“What the h*3ll?” I muttered, sitting upright so fast I nearly gave myself whiplash.
I slept twelve hours. Straight. Not a single dream, no interruptions, no ghostly visitations… not even the usual urge to drag myself to the bathroom in the middle of the night. My body had just completely shut down.
I rubbed my face with one hand, blinking against the daylight filtering through the curtains, while my other hand brought the phone back to my ear.
“I—uh… I guess I really needed the rest,” I said, my voice still thick with sleep but now tinged with surprise.
Juvren didn’t respond immediately, but I could practically hear the raised eyebrow through the line.
I pushed the covers off and swung my legs over the side of the bed, stretching until my joints popped. A small smile crept onto my face. 
For the first time in what felt like forever, I actually felt… recharged. Rested. Like my body had finally caught up to the exhaustion I’d been ignoring for days on end.
I shuffled toward the small desk by the window and leaned against it, glancing out at the quiet Northumberland countryside. The contrast from Cairo was jarring—but in the best possible way.
“I’m not in Cairo anymore.” I added, almost as an afterthought.
There was a pause on the other end of the line. 
Then, “What?”
“I’m in Northumberland now,” I said, letting the words hang in the air like they weren’t a big deal.
“You weren’t supposed to be there until summer,” Juvren replied, and I could practically hear the sound of pages flipping—no doubt him rifling through his carefully annotated version of my travel itinerary. 
I could picture the furrow forming between his brows as he scanned my plans.
“I changed them,” I said simply, walking back toward the bed and plopping down with a soft grunt. “I want to go home earlier than scheduled.”
That was… partially true. The other half, the part I didn’t say out loud, sat like a quiet weight in my chest. I missed him. Not in a dramatic way—just the grounding presence he always brought. 
Juvren had always been my compass, the steady voice in my ear when everything else spun out of control. I wasn’t ready to admit it out loud. Not yet. Not when everything in my life still felt like one long, tangled mess.
He didn’t respond right away, and for a moment, I wondered if he was annoyed. But then I heard it—a soft sigh on the other end of the line, the kind that spoke volumes without needing to say much. 
And somehow, I knew he was smiling. I didn’t need to see it to feel it. That silent reassurance traveled across miles and time zones like it always had.
“You’re impossible,” he finally said, voice low and amused.
“Yeah,” I replied with a faint smile. “I know.”
“Anyway, I called because I had a dream about you,” Juvren said, his voice unusually tense, each word weighed down with concern. “You were going to a castle... it looked ancient. The sky was dark, not night-dark, but wrong somehow—like a storm was trapped above it. Velstaire, listen to me—do not go inside. If you enter that castle, you won’t come out. Do you understand me?”
I blinked at the urgency in his tone, my fingers curling tighter around the phone. He rarely sounded like this—so grave, so shaken. 
Juvren wasn’t the dramatic type. He was cautious, careful. Honest to a fault. And there was one other thing about him—something that always lingered at the back of my mind like a shadow: his dreams often came true. Not metaphorically. Not the “Oh, I dreamed you’d get a promotion!” kind of thing. He’d dreamt of a fire at a random hotel days before it happened. He’d dreamt of my college friend’s car crash before it was on the news. 
Things that couldn't be coincidence.
Still, even with that gift—or curse—he’d never dreamt of the things I could see. The beings. The spirits. The twisted, flickering entities that wandered just at the edge of the world everyone else lived in. 
And, he didn’t know who I was meeting tonight, or what he was.
“I am going to the castle tonight,” I said, forcing a smile into my voice even though my heart thumped harder. “But it’s just a date... or something like that.” I glanced at the window. 
The sunlight outside was still bright, slanting in golden beams across the floor. 
“No harm will come to me.”
He kind of owns the place—or did, once. I’ll be fine, I added inwardly.
There was a pause, a sharp breath from the other end of the line.
“I saw you in the dream,” Juvren said quietly. “You were in a corner of some grand room, the walls cold and weeping. You were curled up, shaking. You looked so small, Vel. So afraid I could barely recognize you.”
I hesitated. That image—me, reduced to a trembling thing—was hard to reconcile with who I was now. 
I’d seen horrors most people couldn’t even imagine. Specters of r*4ge, whispers in the dark, eyes that watched me from cracks in the walls. And I’d survived. Again and again.
“Brother,” I said, my voice softer now, but edged with a teasing lilt. “I’ve had nightmares come to life in front of me. I’ve had things press against my mind until I thought I’d snap. There’s very little left that can scare me.”
“But this felt different,” he insisted. “Like something was... waiting for you. Something old.”
I laughed, but it came out a little thinner than I wanted. 
“Maybe this dream of yours will be the first that doesn’t come true.”

There was a stretch of silence on the other end. I knew that silence. It wasn’t hesitation—it was Juvren holding back everything he wanted to say. All the warnings, all the arguments. He wasn’t good at sitting still when someone he cared about was walking toward danger, even when they swore they could handle it.
At last, he let out a long, tight sigh. The kind that sounded like it had been dragged out of him.
“Just know this,” he said, voice firm now. “If I don’t hear from you by tomorrow morning—not a single word—I’m getting on a plane. I don’t care what it takes or how insane it sounds. I’m coming out there myself. I’ll find that castle, and I’ll find you.”
I exhaled slowly, my expression softening. 
The late sun streamed through the window, casting golden lines across the wooden floor. 
For a moment, I just sat there and let the light soak in. His words weren’t a threat—they were a promise. He had always been that way. Protective to the point of stubbornness. Sometimes it drove me crazy, but deep down, I never doubted it came from a place of love.
“You’re still the same,” I said with a small shake of my head. “Should I deliberately not call you, just to force you to join me for once?” I added with a teasing grin, hoping to pull him out of that stormcloud mood.
That familiar scoff crackled through the phone, and I could almost see him roll his eyes.
“Try it and see what happens,” he said dryly. “I’ll show up with a whole suitcase and sleep on your couch for a week. You’ll regret it.”
I chuckled, feeling the weight ease from my shoulders. 
Hearing him scoff—grumbling but still there, still ready to drop everything for me—made the world feel a little more solid again. More real.
“You worry too much,” I said gently.
“That’s my job. I’m your brother.”
There was no edge in his voice. No theatrics. Just a simple, unshakable truth—the kind forged through years of helping me adapt to my strange new world, through shared arguments and laughter, through looking out for each other without ever needing to ask.
“I know,” I said, my tone quiet. “And I’m glad you’re in my corner.”
“You always will be.”

After the tension eased, we slipped into easier conversation—something more familiar, more us. We chatted about my recent adventures, the strange little towns I’d passed through, the half-forgotten folklore I’d stumbled across, and the odd people I’d met along the way. 
He listened with that same dry humor and occasional snark that always reminded me how different we were—and how deeply rooted our bond was anyway. 
He laughed at the ridiculous parts, asked questions about the interesting ones, and made sure I hadn’t done anything too reckless, which, of course, I had.

By the time the clock crept toward five, the golden hue of the afternoon had started to mellow, softening into a quieter kind of light that stretched long shadows across the floor. I glanced at the time and sighed.
“All right, I better let you go,” I said. “I’ve got a book calling my name before tonight’s plans kick in.”
“Try not to get pulled into a c*urs3d page or p*0ssessed by a bookmark or something,” he muttered.
I grinned. “I’ll do my best.”
After we said our goodbyes, I ended the call and set the phone aside, still smiling faintly at his last sarcastic remark. Then I picked up the book I’d bought the night before—a thick, leather-bound volume detailing the local region's history. Half of it was dedicated to the castle. I opened it out of casual interest, but within minutes, I was completely absorbed. 
The writing was dry, but the details were fascinating: cryptic mentions of strange disappearances, half-ruined wings sealed off without explanation, noble family lines that seemed to vanish from the records.
Time slipped away unnoticed.

It wasn’t until I shifted to turn a page and caught the faint reflection of the window beside me that I realized the sky outside had gone dark. The air had a cooler edge now, as night settled in fully outside.
I blinked, startled, then let out a sharp gasp. I hadn’t meant to lose track of the afternoon so completely.
I stood quickly and headed to the bathroom, flicking on the lights as I went. 
A quick, no-nonsense shower later, I was toweling off and reaching for the clothes I’d set aside earlier. As I dressed, something struck me—the strange quiet around me.

Usually, by now, I’d have seen something. Felt something. A shadow in the corner, a whisper brushing against the edge of hearing. But tonight, the air felt... empty. Not peaceful. Just oddly still. It wasn’t like the ghosts were ever on time, but their absence felt intentional. Like the silence before something dropped.
I paused for a heartbeat, frowning—but then shook my head. I wasn’t going to let p*4ranoia ruin the evening. 
Tonight wasn’t about spirits or omens or anything else hidden in the dark. Tonight was about the date. The duke. The castle.
I pulled on the best outfit I’d brought with me—stylish but not overly formal, just enough to show I cared. 
After a quick brush through my hair and a final check in the mirror, I stepped toward the door. One last glance over my shoulder caught nothing unusual.
So, I slipped out into the night, not entirely sure what I was walking toward—but certain it was already waiting.

I arrived at the café where Felmont and I had agreed to meet under the cover of night, the town square cloaked in shadows and lit only by the soft glow of street lamps and flickering signs. 
The cafe was quiet, tucked at the edge of the old town square. It smelled like cinnamon and roasted beans, warm and comforting. The outdoor seating was mostly empty, save for a few locals murmuring over warm drinks, their faces dimly lit by candlelight and the occasional glow from a phone screen.
I chose a table near the window, just the night before, where the golden glow from inside spilled gently onto the cobblestones. Then, I ordered a simple black coffee, pulled out the old book from my bag and let it fall open across my lap.
As I read, the world around me blurred into background noise. The history of the castle deepened with every page—strange feasts held at midnight, nobles who vanished without scandal or explanation, sections of the estate that had been closed off with no reason given. 
Every so often, I’d pause to sip my coffee or glance at the door. 
Time passed gently but noticeably—each tick of the minute hand just a little heavier than the last. 

After almost thirty minutes, I felt it: a shift in the air, a subtle ripple across the edge of my senses.
Felmont was approaching.
It wasn’t the sound of footsteps that alerted me. It was something deeper. The same way you might feel a thunderstorm in your bones before the clouds arrive. His presence always carried that strange gravity—calm and composed on the surface, but with an undercurrent of something... older.
I looked up slowly, heart tapping a quiet rhythm against my ribs.
Before he reached the cafe, I turned to the nearest server, catching their attention with a polite nod.
“A latte, please,” I said.
They nodded and disappeared behind the counter.

A few minutes later, the server returned, balancing the latte with practiced ease. She set the cup down in front of me and gave me a look—one of those half-curious, half-amused expressions. Her brow arched slightly, as if trying to decide whether I was just a devoted coffee enthusiast or waiting for someone who might not show.
I offered her a polite smile, the kind that said yes, it’s complicated, without needing to explain. She chuckled softly under her breath, then turned and wandered back toward the counter.

I let my gaze drift back to the street just beyond the café’s window—and there he was.
Felmont.
He walked slowly, almost aimlessly, as though letting his feet carry him more than his mind. His coat caught the breeze, flaring slightly at the edges, and his hands were tucked in his pockets. There was something distant in his expression, like he was caught halfway between anticipation and uncertainty. 
His eyes—deep-set and unreadable even from where I sat—scanned the quiet evening without settling. 
I wondered, just for a second, if he was trying to decide whether to keep walking. Whether he really wanted to see me again. But then he glanced toward the café. 
Our eyes met, and something shifted in his face. Not quite a smile, but a softening. The kind of look that said you’re real, like he hadn’t let himself believe it until just now.

That was when I noticed the others. Trailing behind him, several feet away, were three faint, shimmering shapes—blurred at the edges, like heat waves rising off pavement. They moved casually, almost lazily, drifting after him like shadows that had learned to walk on their own.
And they were noisy.
I didn’t hear them with my ears so much as with that other part of me—the one that had always been tuned to the voices that most people never noticed. They were snickering and whispering among themselves, voices layered like dry leaves rustling in the wind.
“Look at him, trying to act calm.”
“He fixed his hair three times before he left.”
They weren’t cruel—just mischievous, like old friends teasing someone too proud to admit he was nervous. 
One of them gave an exaggerated sigh. “He’s so eager, it’s adorable.”
I observed them with a small smile, sipping my coffee slowly as I leaned back in my chair. They’re definitely his friends, I thought, amused. 
Their energy matched his in a strange way—slightly old-fashioned, a touch dramatic, and just playful enough to keep things interesting.

As Felmont stepped into the café’s warm glow, I smiled at him in greeting—soft, easy, just enough to say I’m glad you came. 
And there it was again. That look. That same strange, trance-like look I’d seen the night before. His eyes found mine and lingered, catching like light on glass. 
For a moment, he seemed to lose track of everything else—the low murmur of voices around us, the distant clatter of cups behind the counter, even the slight chill that had started to creep in with nightfall. His gaze held something quiet and spellbound, almost reverent. 
As if he were trying to memorize the moment before it slipped through his fingers.
Don’t look at me like that, Duke, I thought, keeping my smile steady. Or I might fall for you.
He made his way over with deliberate calm, his coat trailing behind him like something out of another era—maybe because it was. He sat with that practiced grace he always seemed to carry, a careful folding of limbs and posture that made even the smallest motion feel intentional.
“I already ordered a latte for you, if you don’t mind,” I said, nudging the cup toward him across the table.
Steam curled gently from the rim, catching the golden light in thin, dancing ribbons. 
I watched him closely—curious, maybe even a little eager—for his reaction. Would he thank me? Would he smile? Would he drink it?
Can a ghost even drink it? I wondered, not for the first time. 
He hesitated. It wasn’t a long pause—but it was telling. Just enough time for the conflict to flicker in his eyes, like an old memory caught in a draft. 
There was something almost endearing in how seriously he regarded the cup of coffee in front of him, as if it were an unexpected riddle laid at his feet.

And then I remembered—something I’d read in the book he had written centuries ago. 
A small, passing mention in one of the footnotes: “I have never liked food that tries too hard.” The phrasing had made me laugh back then. Now it made perfect sense. He was a picky eater.

“Hmm… Latte?” he murmured, the words quiet, more like a private observation than a question. His fingers circled the cup loosely, but he made no move to drink yet.
“Not a fan?” I asked, grinning as I leaned forward, elbows resting on the table. 
I couldn’t help but find his expression amusing—like a nobleman trying to decide whether to trust a foreign dish at a royal banquet.
He glanced up at me, caught the teasing in my eyes, and after a short pause, a faint smile crept across his lips. He shook his head, just once, as if to himself.
“No… a latte should be fine,” he said at last, though the slight edge of reluctance in his voice hadn’t quite vanished.
He brought the cup to his mouth carefully, cautiously, as if unsure of what to expect. 
I watched with quiet amusement, already anticipating what was coming. 
The moment the taste hit his tongue, I saw it—the subtle shift in his posture. A barely-there flinch, a twitch in the corner of his mouth, and the tiniest downward pull of his brow. It was like he wanted to spit it back out but was too polite—or too proud—to do so.
He swallowed it anyway. And I nearly laughed aloud.
His reaction was hilariously adorable. Like a kid pretending to enjoy vegetables because someone was watching. 
I couldn’t stop the grin that tugged at my lips. But even as I was entertained by his discomfort, something else crept into my thoughts. Something quieter. Stranger. Because as odd as it was to see him recoil, what fascinated me more was that he could drink it at all. The warmth of the coffee hadn’t passed through him. The steam didn’t swirl untouched by his breath. The cup hadn’t fallen through his hand. He was holding it. Drinking it. Like he was alive.
Is he a time traveler, then? I wondered silently, heart ticking a little faster. 
A ghost with rules I don’t understand? Something caught in between?
The possibilities were endless—and none of them made him any less intriguing. In fact, they made him even more so.
I lifted my own cup, letting the steam warm my face for a moment before taking a slow, thoughtful sip. 
The taste was familiar—comforting, grounded. It gave me something to hold onto while everything else about this evening felt like it could dissolve at any moment.
I glanced at Felmont over the rim of the cup, then tilted my head slightly, watching the way he sat—still composed, but not rigid. A quiet figure from another time, trying to blend into a world that had long since moved past him.
“You’re interesting, Fel,” I said aloud, more to myself than to him, but still clear enough for him to hear.
His gaze met mine. He didn’t speak, but a subtle expression flickered across his face—somewhere between amusement and something more careful. As though no one had said that to him in a very long time. Or maybe never quite like that.
I smiled, setting my cup down gently on its saucer.
In truth, I didn’t know if he would stay. Whether this version of him—solid, seated across from me in the fading evening light—was a temporary grace or some kind of rare alignment. 
He might disappear at any moment. He might never come back. And so, I resolved quietly to make the most of the time we had. Even if it was only tonight.

I found myself doing most of the talking, and that was fine. I didn’t mind. In fact, I welcomed it—it gave me something to anchor the moment with, to keep it from slipping through the cracks of silence.
“I started reading about Alnwick Castle last night,” I said, my fingers wrapped loosely around the warm cup in front of me. “Did you know parts of it date back to the Norman conquest? We’re talking, like, the 11th century.”
Felmont’s eyes didn’t leave me, and I took that as encouragement to keep going.
“There were so many transitions in ownership—noble families rising and falling, endless renovations. But what’s really interesting is that during the 18th century, someone decided to add these bizarre Gothic features—vaulted ceilings in rooms that didn’t need them, spiral staircases that led nowhere…”
I paused to sip my coffee, watching him for a reaction, but he remained perfectly still, perfectly attentive.
“No one ever documented why those changes were made. Not officially. The architectural records just sort of… gloss over it. But the book hinted that something was going on. Like maybe the renovations weren’t meant for function, but for secrecy. Hidden rooms, maybe. Or something worse.”
His brow twitched slightly—just enough to let me know I had his attention.
“I’m not saying the place is cursed or anything,” I added with a half-smile, “but it wouldn’t surprise me if it was. There’s too much history packed into one place for it not to leave a mark.”
He listened. He really listened. Not in the way people do when they’re simply being polite, but with a stillness that invites you to keep speaking. 
As if every word mattered to him. As if, somehow, hearing me talk about the present made him feel more present.
There was something humbling about it—being looked at like that. Like I was the mystery for once. Like I was the story he was trying to understand. 

But somewhere in the midst of my storytelling, I noticed his gaze drifting. His crimson eyes, which had been locked onto mine moments earlier, were now subtly shifting toward the large glass window beside us, focusing on something—or rather, someone—outside.
I let my clairvoyance scan our surroundings to determine what had distracted him. And there they were.
Across the street, bathed in the amber glow of flickering streetlights, stood the same trio from earlier. Even without using my ability, they stood out—dressed far too formally for casual pedestrians, their dark coats sharp and almost ceremonial. 
Hoods half-drawn, shadows clung to their faces, but the faint glow beneath their eyes was unmistakable. Not quite human. Not trying to be.
They weren’t laughing outright, but their barely concealed amusement was unmistakable. Snickers. Smirks. Whispered jests carried on the breeze—subtle enough that no one else would notice, but sharp enough to cut through the quiet like blades. 
All of it directed at Felmont—at the duke, the king, the whatever-he-was—on a date with a human. And that human was me.
“He even ordered him coffee,” one of them murmured, voice just loud enough to reach me. The tone was dry, biting. “I never thought I’d live to see that.”
“I’m more surprised he’s letting him talk,” another added with a chuckle. “He usually has a no-chatting policy for anything not important.”
“Maybe he’s hungry,” the third chimed in with mock sympathy. “Trying to fatten him up before the big bite. That would be just like him. Civilized c*ru3lty.”
The first one tilted his head toward Felmont and smirked. “He’s slipping, our liege. What’s next? Candlelit dinners and heartfelt poetry?”
A low ripple of laughter passed between them. They weren’t mocking him—they were testing him. Seeing how far they could push before he’d snap back.
I glanced at Felmont.
His expression hadn’t changed much—still distant, unreadable—but I could sense the tension beneath the surface, the rigid line of his shoulders, the way his hand gripped his cup a little too tightly. He was holding it in. Barely.
And me? An inexplicable irritation washed over me. As I watched him listening to them and not to me, I couldn’t help but feel annoyed.
I was the one who had ordered him coffee he wouldn’t drink. I was the one who had shared my discoveries about the castle, things he probably already knew, just to keep him entertained. I was the one trying to give him a normal night.
So, the least he could do was keep his eyes and ears on me.
“You weren’t listening,” I said, raising a brow, the words slipping from me in a tone that straddled playful and wounded. 
I wasn't really angry—just... a little miffed.
He blinked, as though I’d pulled him out of a trance, then let out a soft, almost melodic chuckle. He leaned back in his seat with the ease of someone centuries too old to be rattled by a little guilt.
That knowing smile curved his lips again—the one that made the air between us tighten. The one that said he knew exactly how distracting he could be, even while distracted himself.
“Of course I was listening,” he said smoothly, his voice low and rich, feigning innocence so well I almost believed it.
I scoffed, a playful edge to my voice, though beneath the surface, I was still annoyed. He wasn’t taking me seriously—and while I tried to act unbothered, a small part of me wanted his full attention. Especially tonight. Especially now.
To test him, I leaned forward and narrowed my eyes, a teasing smile on my lips. “Then answer this—who was the first duke to sit on the throne?”
I didn’t actually know the answer myself. I had only skimmed the historical entries earlier, assuming he was perhaps the third or fourth in a long line of dukes. But his response came without hesitation.
“Duke Felmont von Alnwick,” he said smoothly, his gaze steady on mine.
I blinked. My breath caught. 
That was him?
I gasped inwardly, my pulse quickening as I flipped through the old history book I had brought along. My fingers stopped on a worn page that chronicled the castle’s rebirth after a mysterious war, one so ancient it predated most known archives. There it was, in faded ink and antiquated script: Duke Felmont von Alnwick—the first to claim the title, the restorer of the castle, the man credited with breathing life back into the region following a devastating conflict that took place around the year 900.
I sat up straighter, suddenly aware of the gravity of the man seated across from me.
He wasn’t just a noble from a forgotten age. He was the Duke Felmont von Alnwick—the very first, the one who had not only survived an ancient war, but had risen from its ashes to rebuild what remained. 
A man who had stood at the edge of ruin and carved out a legacy that endured for over a millennium.
And now he was here, sitting across from me under the soft glow of modern café lights, calmly sipping tea as if the centuries had never passed.
I looked at him with new eyes. There was a depth in his gaze now, one I hadn’t noticed before—a weight, like he carried the memories of a world I could never fully understand.

Was there a kingdom that existed before Alnwick was ever etched into maps or recorded in scrolls? Has history left behind a void—an entire era deliberately buried beneath the dust of time? And if so… why?
The idea both thrilled and unsettled me. There could be truths older than written memory—realms erased, names struck from records, lives remembered only by ghosts who refused to fade. And perhaps Felmont was one of them.

With these thoughts, I found him even more fascinating—admirable, even.
He wasn’t just a remnant of the past. He was a man who had lived through loss so profound it could’ve broken anyone else. 
A noble whose entire world had collapsed in the shadow of war—whose home, kingdom, and people were likely torn apart before his very eyes. And yet… he rose again. 
With courage carved from grief and a quiet strength honed by sorrow, he rebuilt his world piece by piece. He didn’t crumble. He endured. And somehow, through that enduring, he inspired such deep loyalty that his people—his guards, his servants, his subjects—still followed him, even now. Beyond death. Maybe even beyond time.
Just like me, I thought. 
I was trying to rebuild something too—myself, my memories, the pieces of a life I couldn’t quite recall but still longed to make whole. 
And suddenly, I wondered… Would I succeed like he had?
Would I be able to rebuild myself and become whole again? Would I be able to retrieve the memories I had lost and somehow feel alive again? To feel that I was not just here to survive, but to truly exist.

I turned my gaze toward him once more, taking in the calm strength in his posture, the faint sadness behind his eyes that hadn’t left him for centuries. He didn’t speak of his past—he wore it like a second skin, quietly present in every graceful gesture. And in that moment, I realized:
I want to know more about him. Not just the duke. Not just the ghost or the mystery. I want to know the man.

That night, I truly did learn a lot about him—but not in the way I had expected. Not even in my w*1ldest, most u*nh1nged dreams.
I had thought I was stepping into a ghost’s world. That everything—the grandeur, the guards, the whispers in the dark—was some carefully woven illusion, a memory made tangible for my benefit. 
A dying wish, perhaps. A realm suspended in time for one last dance with the living. But the truth was far more staggering.
I had never once considered the possibility that he—and the people around him—could still be alive in this era. Alive. In both flesh and blood.
The men who had followed us from the café to the castle, all snickers and sly glances, teasing him with the smugness of brothers-in-arms who knew him too well… they were the same ones who’d made l*3wd jokes about me under their breath. Who whispered about “turning” me—whatever that meant. 
I'd brushed it off as afterlife banter, or perhaps remnants of a shared hallucination. But they weren’t ghosts. And they weren’t mirages born of time travel either. They were real. 
So were the townspeople we passed on the way to the castle—men and women who bowed in reverence the moment he walked by, their eyes full of awe, and maybe even fear. 
So were the guards flanking the castle gates, standing still as statues, lowering their heads in wordless deference. And the cloaked figures watching from shadowed corners within the grand stone halls—their presence too sharp, too grounded to be spirits. 
They weren’t phantoms. They were alive. 
All of them.
And because of that, I began to feel afraid. For the first time since I arrived here, fear crept in.
At first, it was just a flicker of unease, the kind that scratches at the back of your mind. But then the pieces aligned, the moment snapped into place, and I understood. Really understood. I had nearly died.
One of his guards had charged on me without warning, his movements sudden and lethal, and I hadn’t even seen it coming. No hesitation—just the unmistakable intent to kill. 
And then Felmont interfered.
I didn’t see him move. He didn’t raise his voice. But the moment their eyes met, the guard let out a strangled cry. His body contorted, writhing in agony—though nothing visible had touched him. The guard staggered backward, clutching his chest or head—something—as if his very nerves were on fire. It was pain. Real pain. From something I couldn’t name. When it was finally over, he was panting, drained of strength, his shoulders slumping. 
Then, without a word, he lowered his eyes—not in shame, but in fear—and backed away, retreating to the far corner of the room. Not even daring to turn his back to Felmont.
That’s when the panic hit me full-force.
My breath caught in my throat, and the air felt too thin. My thoughts spiraled. The only thing louder than my heartbeat was the question echoing in my mind:
What are these people?
I stumbled backward until I hit the wall and sank to the floor, curling into the corner instinctively. My hands were shaking, my knees drawn up, every muscle on edge. And then I felt Felmont step toward me. Only a step. But I flinched. My body recoiled automatically, like a wire pulled taut, already bracing to run. 
I didn’t want to believe he could be dangerous too. But the fear had already planted its roots.
Until now, I’d moved through all of this with a strange kind of trust—half logic, half curiosity—never really grasping how dangerous the people around me were. 
I’d followed Felmont, listened to him, even liked him. 
But in that moment, with the echoes of the guard’s scream still lingering in my ears, reality struck like a blade to the chest. I had been following someone who could end my life without lifting a single finger. 
And the terrifying part? He wasn’t the only one.

The room suddenly felt too large and too small all at once. The silence, too dense. 
Every shadow seemed to shift, every figure a threat. 
I could feel it now—how each one of them carried something… off. Power that didn’t belong to the normal world. Energy that hummed beneath the surface, waiting to be unleashed. 
And then there was him. The man in the far right corner of the room, lounging like he owned the place. 
He hadn’t flinched during the chaos. Hadn’t moved to stop it—or join it. He just sat there, legs crossed, elbow draped over the armrest, like this was all an amusing diversion. His eyes were locked on me, watching me like I was entertainment. Like my fear was a private show, and I was playing my part beautifully.

I wanted to try my luck and run. My legs tensed, every instinct screaming at me to move, to bolt from the room and never look back. 
I didn’t care if I had to leap from a window or sprint down endless hallways—anything would be better than staying under those eyes, under their gazes. But then… Felmont stepped forward. And just like that, the fear that had gripped me so fiercely began to loosen.
His expression—quiet, conflicted, and full of something like sorrow—stopped me cold. It wasn’t the commanding look he’d worn earlier when he silenced the guard. This was different. Vulnerable. Human, somehow.
I didn’t understand how, but it was as if he reached into me—past the panic, past the trembling—and poured something warm into my chest. Like a hand smoothing out the folds of a frantic heart. The storm inside me dulled, not entirely gone, but no longer swallowing me whole.
So I let him approach.
He crouched down slowly, his movements unthreatening, like he knew how close I was to breaking. Our eyes met, and in his, I saw something I hadn’t expected: regret. Deep, old sorrow that looked like it had been carved into him over centuries.
"Velstaire," he said quietly, almost like he didn’t want the others in the room to hear. “You’ve become a liability.”
The words stung, even though I didn’t yet understand why.
“I can’t afford to let you go,” he continued, voice steady but weighed down, “yet the thought of k*1lling you… it doesn’t sit right with me either.”
My breath caught. K*1lling me?
I stared at him, heart pounding so hard it echoed in my ears. 
The way he said it—it wasn’t a threat. It was a truth he hated. A line he didn’t want to cross, but would if he had to.
He gave me a small smile—tight-lipped and resigned, completely devoid of joy. It didn’t reach his eyes. In fact, his eyes only looked darker now, almost haunted.
“So,” he said, as if delivering a final verdict, “I’m afraid you can’t leave this castle anymore.”
There was a pause. A breath. 
“But I promise you this—no one. I mean no one in my kingdom will dare lay a finger on you.”
His voice firmed again at the end, as if he needed me to believe that. Like it was the only reassurance he had left to offer.
I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I just sat there, stunned, trying to understand the sharp edges of his words.
And when his words finally sank in—when the full meaning wrapped itself around my mind—my breath caught in my throat.
I can’t leave this castle anymore?
The sentence rang through me like a cold bell, each word anchoring itself deeper into my chest. Not as a threat, but as a quiet, unshakable reality. I was t*r4pped. Caged behind walls older than memory, surrounded by forces I didn’t understand and couldn’t possibly fight.
And then, just as panic began to rise again, another voice broke through the noise.
Juvren’s voice. Soft, urgent, echoing from earlier that afternoon like a warning stitched into time.
You were going to a castle... it looked ancient. The sky was dark, not night-dark, but wrong somehow—like a storm was trapped above it. Velstaire, listen to me—do not go inside. If you enter that castle, you won’t come out. Do you understand me?
He’d said it with such conviction. With fear in his voice. And I laughed. I’d teased him, like I always did. I hadn’t taken him seriously—not really. 
Because even though his dreams had always come true, I’d never believed one of them could trap me in a nightmare of my own. 
But now… Now, sitting there on the cold stone floor with Felmont watching me like he’d just sealed my fate, I could feel it—the dream folding itself into reality. The pieces clicked into place, far too late to stop any of it.
Juvren’s warning had been right. Every. Single. Word. And I hadn’t listened.

What he said next—calm, quiet, almost tender—shattered whatever resistance I had left.
"Velstaire, be my beloved, and you’ll live."
Just like that. Simple. Soft. And completely insane.
For a second, my brain stalled. 
I stared at him, unsure if I’d heard correctly. His expression hadn’t changed—still that faint, sorrow-tinged smile, as if he had just offered me a glass of water instead of a life-altering proposition.
Beloved? 
The word echoed, absurd and surreal, as if plucked straight from a gothic romance and dropped into the worst fever dream of my life.
I blinked at him, heart hammering.
Of all the bizarre things I’d experienced—from Juvren’s terrifyingly accurate dreams to the whispering of ghosts in the dead of night, secrets from things no living soul should ever know—this? 
This was the most ridiculous thing anyone had ever said to me.
"Be my beloved," he had said. 
Not friends. Not a companion. Beloved.
My mind scrambled to make sense of it.
Like a vampire’s lover… a voice whispered from somewhere deep inside. 
Chilling. Familiar.
Wait—vampire?
The thought hit me out of nowhere, uninvited and wild, but it clung to my skin like frost. 
I couldn’t explain where it came from—whether it was intuition, fear, or the echoes of something I’d missed—but once the idea lodged itself there, it refused to budge.
Vampire… I repeated silently, studying him.
And that’s when everything snapped into place.
All the strange pieces—the impossible strength, the timeless presence, the way everyone in this place moved around him with a reverence that bordered on worship—it all connected in one horrifying, undeniable truth.
Of course. It made sense now. All of it.
If vampires truly existed, then Felmont wasn’t just one of them—he was the proof of it. Walking, breathing (or maybe not breathing), speaking proof. 
A living myth cloaked in pressed black and mystery, smiling softly as he offered me my life in exchange for something far more dangerous than death.
He had existed for centuries—there was no doubt in my mind now. I could see it in the way he carried himself, in the weight of his eyes. People didn’t learn that kind of presence. It was etched into them by time. And still, he looked the same. The same devastatingly attractive man, the same perfectly composed exterior. Ageless.
Only ever appearing at night. Never in daylight. Not once.
The pale skin, almost too perfect, too smooth.
The elegance that felt too sharp, too practiced, too... old.
The charm that didn’t just feel refined—it felt like it belonged to another world entirely. A world of candlelight, of ballroom whispers and ancient wars fought in the shadows.
The guard. Writhing. Brought to his knees not by a blow, but by a look. One look from Felmont, and the man had collapsed in a heap of agony, gasping as if his soul had been wrung out. That kind of power—it wasn’t human. And Felmont hadn’t even flinched when it happened. No. He had only stared. 
Calm. Controlled. Unapologetic. Like a king overseeing the punishment of a disobedient servant. Because that’s what he was. Not just a vampire. The vampire. The one they all listened to. 
Feared. Followed. The one the others in the room had backed away from in silence when his voice dropped. The one who sat at the center of this dark kingdom like it had always belonged to him.
Felmont was their king. 
The king of the vampires. That’s who he truly was. And I… I had just been offered a place beside him. As his beloved.
What in the h*3ll had I gotten myself into?

The thought swirled in my head like a storm, too overwhelming, too impossible to grasp fully. My breath hitched, my heart thudding painfully against my ribs. My body reacted instinctively—fighting the flood of terror that began to rise in my throat, threatening to c*h0ke me from the inside out.
And then, like a switch flipping, my mind did the only thing it could to protect me. It shut down.
The world around me began to blur and fade, like the edges of a painting left in the rain. 
The floor, the walls, even Felmont himself, all became distant, muted. The colors bled away until everything was a dull, dark haze.
I couldn’t process it. Couldn’t feel it. 
The weight of everything—his words, his presence, the overwhelming truth that he was no longer just someone I’d met by chance, but a creature of darkness with a centuries-old claim over me—became too much.
The last thing I saw before the world folded in on itself was his face. His expression—soft, yet urgent. His hands stretched toward me in a sudden panic. The desperate movement of someone who had never seen someone as fragile as me react this way. Someone who had never seen fear like this in their world. His eyes were wide, searching, filled with concern.
And I—I—felt nothing but an unbearable, s*uff0cating weight of inevitability.
Then, everything faded. The voices, the sounds, the pressure on my chest, the panic—gone.
But somehow, I felt warmth as the hands of someone unfamiliar, yet natural, wrapped around me protectively.
It’s better this way, I thought numbly, my mind wrapping itself in a quiet, dark cocoon, as if retreating into the safety of oblivion.







Chapter Five: To Save You, I Became the M*0nster

Kendric’s POV


The moment Velstaire collapsed, something ancient and unnameable twisted in my chest.
He had been crouched in the corner—silent, trembling, but still holding himself together. 
Then, all at once, his body gave out, as if the last thread of his strength had snapped. He slumped forward, and I was at his side before he hit the ground, catching him with a swiftness that blurred even to a vampire’s eye.
My arms wrapped around him instinctively, shielding him from the world as if it were made of wolves.
His heart still beat—a rapid, uneven stutter against my chest—but his mind had fled. Eyes shut tight, breath shallow, his body limp in my grasp. Not the limpness of death—but the retreat of someone who could no longer bear the world awake.
Unconscious from fear. 
But not fear of me. No. 
That fear—the raw, suffocating terror that had unraveled his composure—was not mine. It was too foreign, too sudden. It did not stem from my presence or even from the spectacle with Hadrian. It was forced. Seeded into him by someone else.

I knew who had done it the moment I inhaled.
The taste of fear in the air was laced with something else—something sharp and unmistakable, like the scent of cold steel and crimson wine.
Only he possessed that particular gift—an ability so invasive, so potent, it bypassed logic entirely and buried itself deep into a victim’s subconscious. 
A fear not born of instinct or experience, but one implanted, like poison laced in honey. 
He could whisper terror into the mind without uttering a single word. Drive men to madness. Force them into silence. Or into oblivion.
And Velstaire… Velstaire, who had stared down a room of apex predators without so much as flinching—Velstaire, who had resisted the dominion of my command, who had smiled in the face of my truth—had been reduced to this fragile, trembling form by something not of his own.

As I knelt there, cradling him against my chest, a low, guttural sound escaped my throat—half growl, half hiss. My fangs, which had descended moments before in a swirl of fury, retracted with an audible snap. Not because the threat had passed, but because my focus had shifted entirely to protection. My instincts twisted, darkened—no longer the hunger of a predator, but the fury of a creature guarding its most precious thing.
A warning rippled through the room, low and unmistakable.
I dare you to come closer.
No one moved. No one even breathed.
My eyes lifted, cutting through the dim light and the thick silence until they landed where I knew they would. 
Josarian.
He was reclined in his usual spot—his favorite chair positioned with deliberate arrogance at the far end of the throne room. 
One leg draped lazily over the armrest, fingers idly spinning the stem of a half-empty wine glass. As if he hadn’t just shattered the mind of the one human I had commanded this castle to protect.
He looked back at me with the same lazy amusement that had defined his existence for centuries. 
A tilt of his head, a quirk of his lips—nothing more. 
Not guilt. Not even an apology. Just… performance.
He was pretending, of course. Playing the fool. 
But I knew Josarian. 
Too well.
The stillness in his shoulders. The calculated slowness of his every movement. The deliberate placement of his wine, the way he kept his gaze fixed just above Velstaire and not on him directly—all of it was intentional. He wasn’t hiding his crime. He was daring me to call him out.
To accuse him. To act.

I saw red. A dangerous, ancestral rage flared to life in my chest, flooding my veins with searing heat. My fingers twitched against Velstaire’s back, and for a split second, I nearly gave in. My body was already halfway there—muscles coiled, throat tight, the barest twitch of my jaw hinting at a snarl.
Had Velstaire not been in my arms, I would have moved. I would have crossed the distance between us in the blink of an eye, seized Josarian by the t*hr0at, and slammed him into the stone wall with enough force to fracture both bone and ego. I would have squeezed until his defiance turned to apology, until his smirk was nothing but blood and regret. But I didn’t.
Because he was still in my arms.
Still vulnerable. Still trembling.
And my fury would not help him.
So instead, I turned my back on Josarian—not out of weakness, but because Velstaire needed me more than Josarian deserved my wrath. 
But even without looking, I knew Josarian could feel it. The fury curled around me like a second skin. It soaked into the walls, settled into the floor, and wrapped its claws around every silent witness in the room. 
And though he said nothing, I knew my cousin understood the message:
You may wield fear, Josarian—but do not dare use it against him again. 
Not if you want to keep your fangs. Or your place. Or your life.

Josarian let out a quiet sigh, the sound barely audible above the crackling torches that lined the throne room walls. With the fluidity that only our kind possessed, he rose from his seat—one moment reclining with all the ease of a man entertained, and the next, standing directly in front of me as though the distance between us had never existed.
He moved like smoke—effortless and intentional.
"I merely tested whether my power could reach his mind," he said, tone smooth, almost indifferent. "Clearly, it can."
His eyes flicked briefly to Velstaire, still unconscious in my arms, then back to me. 
There was no trace of guilt in his gaze. No malice, either. Just clinical observation, like a scholar inspecting the results of an experiment. It was infuriating—how calmly he stood there, as if he hadn’t just played with the fragile edges of someone else’s mind.
"And for the record," Josarian continued, his voice light, conversational, "it wasn’t my influence that rendered him unconscious. That was Raelith. He was the one who broke through."
I didn’t look at Raelith, though I felt his presence shift subtly at the mention of his name. 
"I am so sorry, Your Grace," Raelith murmured. "I only wanted to help him escape the fear that Duke Josarian implanted—without your permission. 
I know how important he is to you. I promise it won’t happen again."
Even without looking at him, I could feel the weight of his regret. He was bowing—remorseful and sincere. And that eased some of my fury, allowing me to let the issue go.

Josarian’s gaze lingered on Velstaire once more, his sharp eyes narrowing with growing interest. 
“He’s a strange human,” he murmured, as if speaking more to himself than to anyone else. “One of a kind. I want to know exactly what he is.”
His voice had taken on a different timbre—quieter, heavier. Curiosity sharpened the edges of his words, no longer playful, but something deeper. Something personal.
I followed his gaze down to the man resting in my arms.
Velstaire looked deceptively peaceful, as if caught in the middle of a dream instead of recently slipping into unconsciousness from sheer mental collapse. His brows were relaxed. His breathing even. Only the faintest tremble in his fingers betrayed the storm that had just passed through him.
A puzzle, indeed.
How could a man possess a mind strong enough to resist my influence—a power honed over centuries, perfected with ruthless precision—yet fall so easily to the touch of others?
I furrowed my brow slightly, brushing a lock of his dark hair away from his forehead. The skin beneath was warm, human… fragile. 
And yet, he had stood against me without faltering. 
He had felt my presence from across the plaza. 
Had heard my guards in the shadows when no other mortal could.
And now, this. Rendered unconscious not by brute force or terror, but by a foreign power slipping past his defenses.
This one’s a mystery, I thought, unable to tear my eyes away from him.
Something about him did not add up. And I would find out what.

Cassius approached, his footsteps silent against the polished stone floor, flanked by a line of servants trailing in his wake. Each one bowed their heads as they followed, their movements precise, choreographed, as though the air itself had instructed them to be reverent.
He halted several paces away, his hand over his heart in formal salute before he bowed low. “Your Grace,” he said quietly, his voice a practiced murmur of deference. “Allow us to move him to one of the guest rooms while we prepare his permanent quarters.”
My eyes lifted to meet his, and for a moment, I said nothing.
I studied him—Cassius, my left hand, the tactician who had never once faltered in the execution of my will. But tonight, even he felt like a stranger. Or worse—a threat.
The servants behind him remained still, eyes lowered, their hands folded neatly at their waists. 
Yet I could feel it—their curiosity, their hunger. Not in the literal sense, perhaps, but in the way they watched. In the way they waited. As if Velstaire, unconscious in my arms, was something to be handled like an object rather than a man. A rare delicacy to be tucked away and prepared.
No. 
I cradled him tighter, my arms unconsciously shifting to shield more of his form. 
The p*0ossessiveness came unbidden, fierce and visceral. I knew it the moment it struck—that something inside me had shifted the moment he collapsed. When his body had gone limp in my arms, when the spark in his eyes had flickered out, however briefly—it had done something to me.
I hadn’t expected it. Hadn’t prepared for the rush of emotion that had followed. But it had landed like a blade through the chest.
I never wanted to see him like that again—so vulnerable, so breakable, like porcelain on the edge of a fall.
And not because he was weak—but because he was human. 
Because this place—my world—was a fortress of shadows and secrets, filled with predators who had learned long ago to hide their fangs behind silk smiles and polished etiquette.
Cassius’s offer, though logical, only stirred my doubt. He was my most trusted advisor—yet even that trust faltered in the face of this newfound… whatever this was.
I didn’t respond immediately. My gaze drifted back down to Velstaire’s face, still slack with unconsciousness, his breath brushing faintly against my collarbone.

Cassius, ever perceptive, must have sensed the war raging silently within me. He raised his hands slowly, palms facing outward, his posture relaxed and deliberately nonthreatening. It was a subtle gesture—no sudden movement, no challenge—just the silent promise of peace.
He meant no harm, I finally recognized.
So, I gave a slight nod. A silent signal that I would allow him to approach.
He stepped forward cautiously, his movements smooth, gentle, unthreatening. 
But the moment his hand reached toward Velstaire—just a brush of intent, nothing more—my body reacted before my mind could catch up.
A hiss tore through my throat, low and sharp, unbidden. 
Primal.
It reverberated through the throne room like the warning of a feral beast.
My fangs had dropped, unannounced, my eyes burning with the unmistakable gleam of territorial instinct. 
I had not summoned the reaction. I had not wanted it. But it had come all the same—rising like fire in my gut at the mere suggestion that someone else might lay claim to him.

He froze.
In the blink of an eye, the throne room shifted.
My people—those who had once stood in proud silence, who had endured wars and witnessed the fall of empires—recoiled as one. Like shadows fleeing a sudden flame, they retreated to the edges of the chamber, fear and reverence thickening the air around us.
All but one.
Josarian.
He remained exactly where he was, seated comfortably in his favored chair—legs crossed, arms draped over the carved armrests—as though watching a well-rehearsed performance unfold. But I no longer cared about him—or anyone else in that room.
All that mattered in that moment was him.
Velstaire.
My Velstaire.

In the next half-beat of a heart, I vanished from the throne room—no mere movement, but a command of speed so absolute it defied vampire comprehension. 
One moment I was standing beneath the high arches of my court, and the next, I was a blur of shadow and silk, materializing in motion with Velstaire cradled securely against my chest.
The corridors unraveled around us in a blur of stone and flickering gold, their ancient walls bowing in deference as I passed. 
The wind itself dared not touch us.
Within seconds, we reached my chambers.
The great doors slammed shut behind me with a thunderous finality, echoing like a decree—a barrier cast between us and the rest of the world. 
No one would follow. No one would dare.
I did not pause. I did not speak.
Instead, I crossed the marble floor in silence and gently lowered him onto the velvet sheets of my bed, as though placing something sacred in its rightful place. 
His body sank into the softness as if the bed had been waiting for him, expecting him, as if he belonged there. 
And somehow… it felt true. It felt inevitable.
Then I sat at the edge.

For a long moment, I did nothing but watch.
The room was quiet, save for the soft rhythm of his breathing—shallow, steady, fragile. Moonlight spilled in through the tall windows, painting his skin in silver. It kissed the lines of his jaw, the gentle curve of his nose, the parting of his lips, and the delicate rise and fall of his chest.
He looked peaceful. Dreamless. 
But to me, he looked more than that. He looked undeniably beautiful.
I drank in every detail—the faint shadows beneath his lashes, the slope of his cheekbone, the slight furrow in his brow that had not eased even in sleep. 
I had seen countless mortals, touched them, fed from them, bedded them, and destroyed them. Yet none had looked like this. None had ever felt like this.
And in that silence—unguarded, unchallenged—I finally saw what the others had known long before I dared admit it myself.
Josarian’s wicked teasing. Raelith’s solemn protectiveness. Cassius’s quiet acceptance. 
Even the cautious reverence of my kingdom.
They had all seen it before I did.
I was in love.
Not the kind of love that grew over time or weathered through familiarity.
No.
This was something far more ancient—primal, terrifying in a way that transcended instinct and defied reason.
I had fallen in love with this man the moment I saw him. 
Or perhaps—the moment I scented him.
That intoxicating, maddening aroma that shattered a thousand years of detachment and indifference.
Whatever the moment had been, it no longer mattered. 
The result was the same.
Velstaire had awakened something in me I had long buried beneath centuries of rule and blood and silence. He had touched a heart I no longer believed I possessed.
And now that it stirred—now that it beat for someone—I feared what I might become if I lost him.

Slowly, almost reverently, I reached out.
My fingers hovered just above his cheek for a breathless second before making contact—an impossibly light touch, a whisper of skin against skin. I traced the line of his face, letting my knuckles graze the curve of his jaw, then softened my touch into a gentle caress. His skin was warm, soft… fragile.
He stirred beneath my hand. Not with fear, not with resistance. 
But with something else entirely.
He leaned into it.
A subtle movement, instinctive and trusting—like even in the depths of unconsciousness, some part of him recognized me.
Knew I wouldn’t hurt him. Knew I never could.
The thought was dangerous.

When I drew my hand away, intending only to give him space, he let out the faintest sound—a soft, involuntary whine. A protest. 
That single sound—so vulnerable, so unbearably human—shattered something inside me.
Then, his brows furrowed ever so slightly, and his body shifted, as if searching for the comfort that had just been taken from him.
Without thinking, I cupped his face again.
His tension eased instantly. His body relaxed beneath my touch, and a quiet sigh slipped past his lips. As I brushed my thumb slowly along his jawline, the corners of his mouth lifted in response—subtle, delicate. 
Almost a smile.
I froze.
The sight of it—so fleeting, so unguarded—filled me with a warmth I didn’t know I could feel anymore.
I stayed like that, my hand cradling his face, my eyes drinking in every small detail—the way his lashes curled at the tips, the faintest blush of color at his cheeks.
I could have stayed there forever. 
Just watching him breathe. Just feeling him close.
Time, which had always been my prison, suddenly felt like a gift.
The same eternity I had once loathed—an endless procession of nights, indistinguishable from the next—had become a promise. 
A future I no longer feared.
He had turned my curse into a blessing. 
And I would kill to protect that blessing. 

The night passed in a blur, but not because it was uneventful—rather, because for the first time in a thousand years, I experienced no hunger for distraction, no itch of the soul that longed for purpose beneath the veil of night.
The ever-present boredom that had haunted me for centuries, that crept in like rot once the sun fell and my court stirred awake, was nowhere to be found.
Instead, I was captivated.
Velstaire lay nestled in the center of my bed, his chest rising and falling with the steady rhythm of sleep. His expression shifted with every dream—sometimes peaceful, sometimes amused, and on rare, precious occasions, his lips would curl into a soft, blissful smile. Each time it happened, I found myself smiling too. Not out of reflex. Not out of duty. But because something in his presence stirred warmth where nothing had stirred in centuries.
I didn’t move from the edge of the bed. I didn’t read. I didn’t think of my kingdom, nor of war or duty or fate. I simply watched him—watched the quiet grace of his rest, the way moonlight kissed his features, the way his presence softened even the cold marble of my chambers.
Cassius knocked on the door once near four in the morning—light, respectful, not wishing to disturb me. I ignored him.
But by the sixth hour, his knock returned, this time sharper.
Then again. Louder. Urgent.
“My Liege,” his voice called through the door, edged with something rare for him—fear. “The sun is rising. Please… retreat to the underground chamber before it touches your skin.”

I had stubbornly chosen to ignore him from the first knock, unable—unwilling—to descend into the underground chambers and leave Velstaire behind. The thought of him waking alone in my chamber, disoriented and unguarded, was unbearable. But neither could I bring him with me—down into the caverns where the hunger of my kind simmered just beneath the surface, where the intoxicating scent of his blood would be a temptation too cruel, too consuming.
It would be torment for them.
And though I regarded even my most trusted subjects as potential threats to his safety, I was still their king. Their restraint was not something I should gamble with lightly. Their well-being—their sanity—remained my burden to bear.
So, clinging to that sliver of justification, and driven by the deeper truth—the unshakable, maddening, beautiful stubbornness of a man in love—I stayed.

Now, I found myself on the verge of petrification as the first golden rays of sunlight breached the cracks and high windows of the castle, inching closer with every breath—a creeping, radiant 3*x3cutioner.
“I will be there soon. Just let me greet him when he wakes up,” I murmured, voice low and tight with urgency.
“But—”
“Don’t make me repeat myself, Cass,” I said, sharper this time. 
That was all it took—he knew better than to test the edge in my tone. I felt his presence retreat, reluctant but obedient.
I exhaled, glancing toward the window, where the light grew bolder by the second.
Six in the morning. The sun would reach its full height within minutes. I was out of time.
I leaned over and gently tapped Velstaire’s face, fingers brushing the warmth of his skin. He groaned, soft and groggy, shifting under the sheets before finally stirring awake—unaware of the doom pressing against my skin like a blade.

It was subtle at first. A twitch of his fingers, the faint shift of breath catching in his throat. Then his lashes fluttered, and he blinked slowly, disoriented, his golden-brown eyes adjusting to the unfamiliar surroundings.
I said nothing. I didn’t move. I wanted him to find me on his own terms—to see me not as a shadow lurking at the edge of his vision, but as someone present. Real. Tangible.
His gaze drifted slowly across the room, taking in the velvet drapes drawn tightly against the soft hues of pre-dawn light, the silver chandeliers flickering with the dying breath of candle flames, and the marble fireplace casting a gentle, flickering glow in the hushed stillness of the hour just before sunrise. He frowned faintly, brows knitting in quiet confusion.

And then he turned.
His eyes found me—and widened at once.
He recoiled, barely, as if instinctively bracing for pain. 
“Don’t hurt me. Please,” he whispered, his voice raw, trembling with something I had never heard in him before.
Fear. True, unguarded fear.
I inhaled slowly, letting the breath settle low in my chest. 
“Please don’t fear me, Velstaire,” I murmured, my voice low, coaxing. “I would never hurt you.”
Gently—tentatively—I reached toward him, wanting to offer reassurance the only way I knew how: through touch. 
A gesture meant to soothe, to protect.
But he flinched. 
As though my hands were flame. As though I were the danger.
The reaction was instinctive, not conscious. And yet, it pierced me to my very core.

I froze mid-motion, my fingers suspended in the air between us, caught between the desire to close the distance and the silent agony of knowing I no longer could.
That single recoil cut deeper than any blade ever could.
I had lived over a thousand years. Ruled a kingdom. Buried subjects and burned enemies. Endured the suffocating weight of immortality.
And still—still—I had waited. 
Waited for something that could stir the stillness in my chest. 
For someone who could make eternity feel like more than a sentence.
And when I finally found him…
When I finally found him… I was met with fear.
With trembling lips. With rejection.

But when I looked at him again—really looked him in the eye—I finally realized a crucial truth: it wasn’t me he feared.
It was the imprint of another.
The lingering residue of a power that didn’t belong to me.
Josarian.
His mind still lingered in Velstaire’s thoughts. His influence—subtle, invasive—was still twisting the emotions that didn’t belong to him. I could sense it like a parasite, coiled and whispering.
Instead of feeling relief, fury churned within me at the reminder that the rest of my subjects were a threat to him.
My jaw clenched. 
I closed my eyes for a long, beatless moment, suppressing the scream clawing at the back of my throat.
And at that moment, all I could think of was wrapping my fingers around Josarian’s t*hr0at.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, unable to meet his gaze.
For what Josarian had done. For what he had made me become in your eyes. For the fear that should never have existed between us.

Velstaire must have seen it—truly seen it. 
The raw, unfiltered ache in my face, laid bare for the first time in a thousand years. 
Or perhaps it wasn’t my expression at all, but something deeper, something older. 
My power—the Dominion of Souls—might have reached out to him not through the usual paths of thought and mind, but through a deeper tether. 
A soulbound resonance. 
One that bypassed fear, logic, and memory… and instead whispered directly to the quiet truth within him.
Or maybe, Josarian’s influence—the mental fog that had distorted Velstaire’s perception, tainted his instincts—had finally begun to recede, like a slow tide pulling away from the shore.
Either way, something shifted in him.

And that shift—small though it was—eased the fear inside me.
The fear of losing him before I had the chance to know him. 
The fear of rejection—of his gaze turning away from me not out of shyness, but out of disgust. It had gripped me in silence, wrapped its talons around a part of me I thought long since buried.
“Sorry,” he murmured, his voice low, hesitant, but clear. “I shouldn’t have been rude like that.”
I blinked.
And then, he smiled. 
Not the polite, uncertain curve of lips one offered a stranger.
No. 
This smile was real—quiet and sincere.
One that crinkled faintly at the corners of his eyes, softening his features, warming the entire room. 
It wasn’t grand. It wasn’t bold. 
But it was honest—and that made it all the more devastating.

He didn’t speak again.
Instead, without needing to be coaxed, Velstaire shifted his weight and slowly sat up in the bed. His movements were tentative, as though testing whether the ground beneath him was safe again. Whether I was still who I claimed to be.
And though he avoided my gaze, casting his eyes downward as his fingers idly picked at the folds of the blanket, there was no urgency in him. 
No subtle lean toward the edge of the bed. No darting glances to the door. No trace of a man looking for an escape.
He wasn’t trying to run. He wasn’t trying to leave.

However, as much as I longed to remain—anchored to the warmth of him, to the rare peace that had settled between us—the sky was already beginning to pale, and the sun hovered just beyond the horizon, threatening to spill over the world in light I could not endure.
I had to go.
But before I did, I allowed myself one final indulgence.
Slowly—reverently—I reached out and took his hand in mine, careful not to startle him. He flinched at first, just a subtle jolt, the kind that comes from instinct more than rejection. Perhaps he wasn’t used to being touched like that—gently, purposefully, without expectation. But he didn’t pull away.
Instead, after a beat, he let me hold it.
I laced my fingers with his, and as I did, I became momentarily lost in the simplicity of that contact. There was something astonishing in how well our hands fit—like they’d been carved from the same mold, separated at creation, and only now, after lifetimes apart, returned to each other.
Our palms met perfectly. My thumb rested against the tender edge of his knuckle. His skin was soft, warm, and entirely human—and yet, something about it felt otherworldly in its familiarity.
His fingers twitched—nervous, uncertain—and when I glanced up, I found him watching me through lowered lashes, the faintest blush blooming across his cheeks.
It wasn’t embarrassment. It wasn’t fear.
It was vulnerability. Quiet, unspoken, and devastatingly beautiful.

As much as I wanted to stay—wanted to linger in the fragile stillness between us, to savor his vulnerability and the way he quietly accepted the weight of my touch—I knew I couldn’t.
The sun was rising, relentless and unforgiving. And no amount of longing could spare me from its curse.
I let out a quiet sigh, my thumb brushing the back of his hand one last time before lifting my gaze to meet his.
“I need to go, Velstaire,” I said softly, my voice low, steady, edged with regret. 
“I cannot remain above ground during the day. Stay here, in this chamber—it’s safe. And when night falls, I’ll come for you. You’re mine now… this is where you belong.”
The words left me before I could soften them, shaped by instinct and the centuries-old sovereignty that governed my every command.
He blinked at me, stunned by my bluntness—then, to my surprise, he scoffed.
“I belong to myself, Fel,” he replied coolly, his brow arched, his voice laced with mock amusement. “Or is it Duke Felmont? No… King Felmont?”
There was a flicker of mischief in his eyes as he tilted his head ever so slightly.
“Either way, I decide where I stay, when I leave, and how long I remain.”

His defiance struck something deep within me—a place carved from centuries of dominance and reverence, where my word was law and my presence, absolute. He had the audacity to challenge it, to push back against the weight of my authority, and in doing so, stirred a storm I rarely allowed to surface.
My lips curled into a snarl before I could stop myself—a sound not human, not composed, but instinctive and wild.
And in the blink of an eye, I was on him.
I pinned him to the bed, my body hovering above his, my hands braced on either side of his head. 
The silk sheets beneath him shifted, wrinkled, but neither of us noticed. My gaze locked with his, burning with a mix of desperation, and something far more dangerous—p*0ssessiveness.
“You are mine, Velstaire,” I growled, the words more a declaration than a warning. “Whether you like it or not. You stay where I stay, and you’re not leaving.”
For a heartbeat, he stilled.
Not out of fear. Not in surrender.
He simply stared at me, calm and unreadable.
Then, with an ease that only added to my growing frustration, he lifted one hand and reached up—fingertips brushing against my cheek before gently cupping my face.
His touch was warm. Unafraid.
His smile came slowly, blooming with amusement, as though none of this intimidated him in the slightest.
“I never said I was leaving,” he replied, voice soft but certain. “There are other creatures out there just as dangerous as your kind. Staying here—for now—seems like the smarter option.”
He paused, tilting his head slightly, his thumb absentmindedly stroking along my jaw as if to soothe the fire he had ignited.
“Besides… for some reason, the ghosts can’t reach me here.” He smiled again, this time more genuinely. “I actually slept well.”
Then his expression shifted—mischievous, challenging—as his eyes twinkled with a daring glint.
“But staking a claim on me?” he murmured, his voice dropping an octave, velvet and sharp all at once. 
“That’s something you’ll have to earn, Your Majesty.”
And for a moment, I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to kiss him—or surrender to him entirely.

We stared at each other in silence, locked in a moment so charged, so exquisitely fragile, that time itself seemed to still. 
The air between us was warm, thrumming with unspoken tension—desire laced with defiance, curiosity wrapped in power. 
My gaze held his, and his held mine, as if neither of us dared to blink, unwilling to break whatever spell had woven itself between us.
But reality, as it always does, intruded.
The cruel reminder of the rising sun seared against the edge of my senses, subtle at first—a whisper of heat licking across my skin. 
Then sharper. Hungrier. 
The early morning light had breached the highest windows, its golden fingers reaching inward with deadly intent.
I felt it begin to sting, burning against my skin in ghostly trails. The transformation would start slowly—skin hardening, limbs stiffening, blood slowing like cooling stone. But once it took hold, there would be no stopping it. No reversal.
If I didn’t leave now, I would turn to stone.
Velstaire must have sensed it—not just my hesitation, but the danger. He moved before I could react.
With strength I hadn’t expected and speed that was nearly inhuman, he shoved me—hard—across the bed. I tumbled off the opposite side in a blur of tangled sheets and startled disbelief. 
Before I could so much as rise, he had already leapt to his feet, crossed the room in two strides, and yanked a blanket from the chaise.
He flung it over the tall window with fluid precision, the heavy fabric snapping as it caught air and smothered the incoming light. 
The sudden absence of sunlight turned the chamber dim again, safe—but only for a moment.
Then he turned to me, his chest rising and falling, eyes bright with triumph, and a cocky grin curling across his lips.
“Go now,” he said, smug amusement woven into every syllable, “or you’ll be a statue—just like your people underground were worrying about all morning.”
I froze.
Not because of the sun—but because of his words.
He had heard them.
The whispers of my kind. The murmurs shared behind closed doors. The silent panic woven into Cassius’s voice. 
The hushed conversations layered behind stone and spell and silence.
Words no human—no mortal—should have been able to hear.
And yet, he had.
I studied him at that moment, this strange, beautiful creature who had wandered into my world and turned it upside down with nothing more than a smile and a defiant heart.
He wasn’t ordinary. Not even close.
He’s special, I thought. Exceptionally so.
I gave him a small nod—half gratitude, half silent admission that he had bested me in that moment. 
Then I cast one final glance in his direction, lingering just long enough to imprint the sight of him—disheveled, glowing in the aftermath of mischief and bravery—into memory.
And then I turned, slipped into the corridor, and vanished into the descending shadows of the hall, retreating toward the underground sanctuary where my kind slept through the cruelty of daylight.

I was restless the entire time I remained underground.
Though I had descended just before sunrise, as required by the curse that chained my kind to eternal night, rest never came—nor was it expected to. 
The underground chambers weren’t made for sleeping; they were a sanctuary of shadow and silence, designed only to shield us from the sun’s deadly gaze. 
No coffins, no velvet-lined cradles of sleep—just cold stone, ancient walls, rooms and an emptiness that echoed louder in his absence.
So I remained in my private chamber, seated upon the chaise near the stone wall, eyes closed but senses sharp, attuned only to him.

I tracked Velstaire’s movements through the castle like a bloodhound to a heartbeat. 
His presence flitted through the structure in curious, measured steps, like he was on a personal day tour—wandering without fear, without restriction. 
Cassius, ever efficient, had already ordered the castle closed to tourists again. The staff had cleared out by dawn, leaving the sprawling halls and shadowed corridors entirely to Velstaire.
And he took his time.
I could sense his excitement—a vibrant, restless energy in every room he entered. He lingered in the gallery wings. I felt the steady pause of his steps whenever he passed something of historical significance—an old painting, an ancestral tapestry, a gilded vase that had survived three dynasties and two near-revolutions. His curiosity was not hurried, nor careless; it was reverent. He moved through the castle not like a guest, but like someone reconnecting with something half-remembered from a past life.

Once, he passed the armory vault, and I felt a distinct flicker of intrigue pulse through him. He stayed there longer than anywhere else. I imagined him studying the ancient blades and ceremonial weapons with wide, fascinated eyes, his fingers hovering just inches from the polished cases—close enough to admire, but never to touch.
And in those moments, when I felt his wonder ripple through the stone above, a smirk curled across my lips.
He should see my millennium worth of collection.
The Felmont Museum—opened to mortals, filled with relics and artifacts spanning the rise and fall of civilizations—waited like a treasure trove. Ancient crowns. Cursed jewels. Portraits that could bleed. Music boxes that sang lullabies no human had written.
Yes, I thought, already planning. He’ll walk through those halls, and I’ll watch his face as he sees the history I’ve carried alone for a thousand years.
The hours crawled by. The sun remained unforgiving.
But knowing he was up there—breathing, exploring, living—made the confinement bearable.
Barely.


Then, sometime around noon—when the sunlight outside had reached its cruelest, most blinding height—I felt a shift in his presence.
Velstaire was no longer within the castle walls.
A ripple of unease coursed through me. My senses flared, sharpening with instinct and irritation. He had left. 
Without a word. Without a guard. 
And while the castle was secure beneath my reign, the outside world was not.

Drawing upon the gift of one of the souls bound to me—an old vampire Seer who ruled the skies in feather and claw—I stretched my spirit beyond the confines of stone and shadow. 
My consciousness tethered to the mind of a nearby carrion crow perched high atop the castle spire, its glossy black eyes already fixed in Velstaire’s direction, as if awaiting my will.
The connection locked into place in a heartbeat, and through the crow’s vision, I saw him.
He was walking casually along the cobblestone road that led from the castle toward the heart of town, utterly unbothered by the midday bustle. 
The sun spilled golden light across his hair, turning it to warm fire, and his skin practically glowed beneath it—untouched by the curse that tormented my kind.
There was a strange elegance to the way he moved, even when doing something as mundane as stepping over a puddle or adjusting the collar of his coat. 
He didn’t look over his shoulder. Didn’t sense the bird in the sky. He was simply… at ease.
I followed him closely as he strolled past the storefronts and street vendors, pausing only when he reached a modest food stall tucked beneath the shade of an awning. 
He exchanged a few words with the vendor—smiling, polite—and handed over a few crumpled bills. I watched as he received a wrapped parcel in return, steam rising faintly from its surface. 
Something savory. Bread, perhaps, or meat tucked into pastry.
Then he moved again, this time toward the nearby park—one often frequented by tourists, its paths worn smooth by centuries of passing feet.
There were children laughing in the distance, birdsong blending with the rustle of leaves, and the occasional snap of a camera capturing the illusion of peace. 
But Velstaire walked through it all like a quiet breeze, weaving through the crowd until he found an empty bench beneath a large sycamore.
He sat down, unwrapped his food, and began to eat.
Through the crow’s eyes, I could see the small expressions—his slight smile of satisfaction after the first bite, the way he tilted his head to enjoy the warmth of the sun on his face, the slow, lazy blink of someone savoring an ordinary moment.
Ah, I mused, a strange fondness coiling in my chest, it’s that time of day when humans take their lunch.
How quaint.
And yet, I watched. 
And I didn’t look away.

At one point, while still mid-bite, Velstaire suddenly paused.
His jaw slowed, his head tilted subtly upward—and then, with unnerving precision, his gaze locked directly onto the crow perched high in the tree above him.
Through its eyes, I felt the full weight of his stare—piercing, analytical, and far too aware for someone who should’ve had no inkling of my surveillance. It wasn’t the idle glance of someone noticing a bird in passing. No. He was looking through it, as if sensing me behind the feathers and glassy eyes.
The moment stretched taut.
His expression tightened, narrowing into quiet suspicion. 
I felt his intent shift, as though he was preparing to rise from the bench, perhaps to investigate, perhaps even to confront the creature watching him. And by extension—me.
But then, his phone rang.
The shrill chime shattered the tension like a stone through glass. He blinked, pulled the device from his coat pocket, and glanced at the screen. The suspicion faded instantly, replaced by something far more casual—too casual.
He smiled.
Not the shy, uncertain smile he gave me in the quiet hours of night, nor the teasing grin that curled his lips when he knew he was testing my patience.
This smile was warm. 
Familiar. Intimate.
And I hated it.
“Juvren!” he exclaimed with a light, affectionate grin, his voice brightening in a way that clawed uncomfortably at something in my chest.
He spoke the name with too much fondness, like it belonged to someone important. Someone who knew him deeply. Someone who had touched parts of his life I had yet to reach.
He gave the crow—me—one final, dismissive glance before turning his attention completely away. 
As though I no longer mattered. As though I wasn’t watching.
I bristled.
He stood up, brushed the crumbs off his lap, gathered his trash and threw it into the nearest bin. 

But instead of making his way back to the castle—where he belonged—he turned and began walking toward the woods.
The forest? I thought, frowning, suddenly more alert.
My brow furrowed, and I issued a silent command to the crow.
Follow him. Do not lose sight of him.
The bird took flight, wings slicing through the air as it kept a steady distance above Velstaire’s path. 
Below, he continued to stroll with an easy, unhurried gait, the phone pressed to his ear, his voice low and full of unguarded laughter.
I strained to listen.
The voice on the other end was muffled, distorted by distance and static, but the tone was unmistakably masculine. 
Deep. Confident. Comfortable.
Juvren.
Even the name grated against me now.
There was a history between them—I could hear it in the rhythm of Velstaire’s responses, in the way his voice softened when he teased, in the familiarity that threaded every word.
And that knowledge…
That truth…
Made my jaw clench tight with a possessive fury I hadn’t felt in centuries.
No other man should have that kind of access to him.
Not his laughter. Not his attention. Not him.

He eventually reached a weathered lodge nestled near the edge of the forest, its silhouette partially obscured by trees and time. The structure was old, its wooden walls faded by years of sun and rain, yet it stood with a kind of quiet resilience—unremarkable to most, but significant now because he had chosen it.
So this was where he had been staying.
His temporary sanctuary.
As he stepped inside, I remained tethered to the crow’s vision, commanding it to perch upon a gnarled branch just beyond the clearing. Its talons dug into the bark, unmoving, silent, as I sharpened the link between us. I extended my senses like a net, filtering through ambient noise and birdsong until I tuned in—perfectly—to the voices within.
Velstaire’s voice rang out first, light and clear, tinged with warmth. 
He was laughing—a genuine, full-bodied laugh, the kind that came from deep comfort, the kind that belonged to familiarity. It was the sound of someone speaking to a person who knew him—truly knew him.
And it wasn’t for me.
That laugh belonged to someone else.
Juvren. Again.
I could only assume the man on the other end had said something meant to charm him, or amuse him, and it had worked. 
The laughter faded into a quiet pause, and then came a sigh—a long, soft exhale that carried the unmistakable weight of longing.
I stiffened. I hated that sound.
“Juvren,” Velstaire said, his voice gentler now, “don’t worry too much about me. I’ll call when I need your help, okay? For now, rest assured—I’m safe. In fact, I found a place that feels… strangely comforting.”
I leaned in through the crow’s eyes, listening intently, hanging on every syllable.
“Like I’ve been there before,” he continued. “Especially the chamber. It feels familiar. Like I’ve stayed there for several nights, though I don’t remember why.”
I froze.
So he felt it too. 
The familiarity. The echo of something old, buried deep in his bones. 
That subtle pull to me, to the castle, to my bed—he felt it, even if he couldn’t explain it.
“Still,” he added, “I’ll stay there for the time being. Then… I’ll come home.”
Home.
The word rang like a bell toll in my mind—sharp, echoing, final.
Not my home. Not our home. His.
And that, I could not abide.
The satisfaction I’d felt moments ago—his comfort around me, his absence of fear, the way he melted into my space as though it had always been his—was abruptly tainted by the mention of departure. 
The idea that he still thought of leaving. That he imagined a world where he would walk away from me.
No.
That would not happen. I would not let it happen.
He had stepped into my world, touched something within me that had remained untouched for a thousand years—and he would not walk away from that. From me. 
I had broken through the numbness of centuries to feel again, to live again, and now that I had, I would never allow fate to strip that from me.
He would be mine.
For all eternity.
Though I would never force him into this eternal life of endless nights, I would not stop until he chose me.

Velstaire lingered in his lodge long after his call with Juvren ended.
The crow remained motionless on its branch, and through its eyes I continued my quiet vigil—watching as he sank into the worn cushions of the couch by the window, the golden light of late afternoon spilling across the hardwood floor in soft patterns.
I could hear the whisper of pages turning. The occasional rustle of fabric as he shifted his weight. 
The contented sigh of someone utterly absorbed.
The book in his hands was the one he had purchased from the old bookstore—a volume on the history of Alnwick Castle. 
I remembered the precise title, the worn leather binding, the gilt edges fraying with age. 
A tourist’s keepsake to most, but in his hands, it became something far more meaningful.
He was enthralled. 
Truly.
I could feel it—the steady hum of focus that surrounded him, the low, even rhythm of his heartbeat. His eyes scanned each line with reverence, pausing often, as if mentally comparing the words on the page with what he had seen within the castle walls. 
As if he were trying to remember something lost.
And perhaps, somewhere in the depths of him, he was.
He remained there for hours, immersed in ink and parchment, unaware that a thousand-year-old king watched him from afar through borrowed eyes.

When the sun finally set, draping the world in shades of violet and gold, Velstaire stretched languidly—like a feline waking from a long nap. His arms rose above his head, joints cracking softly, his spine arching before he leaned forward to rub the stiffness from his neck and shoulders.
Then he stood, slow and unhurried, and began to move about the room.
I followed every step.
He opened a drawer. Rolled a pair of socks. Slid his book into the mouth of a worn leather backpack. Every movement was deliberate, methodical. He was packing. Gathering everything he had brought with him.
This was no overnight visit. This was a return.
He made a short phone call as he moved, pacing lightly across the room. 
The voice on the other end was muffled and unimportant—likely the lodge owner. 
I barely listened until Velstaire said, “I’ll leave the keys under the rug, then.”
That was all I needed to hear.
He was leaving the lodge. He was coming back to me.

Once the call ended, he paused at the doorway and cast one final look over the space—as if paying quiet respect to something that had served its purpose. 
Then, with a silent nod to himself, he stepped out and shut the door behind him.
I sent the crow gliding through the dusk above him, following his path as he moved through the tree-shadowed road with easy familiarity, backpack slung over one shoulder, his silhouette etched in the last light of day.
And when I realized exactly where he was going—when I saw the cobbled path curve toward the northern road that led straight to the castle—I felt it.
That ancient ache in my chest eased.
A smile pulled at the corners of my mouth. 
Slow. Satisfied. P*0ssessive.
He was coming home.
To me.

The very moment Velstaire crossed the threshold of the castle’s grand entrance, the ancient doors groaning shut behind him, I severed the connection with the crow.
The break between my spirit and the borrowed body snapped like a taut thread, and I gasped softly as my consciousness recoiled, rushing back into the stillness of my physical form. 
I opened my eyes slowly, letting the familiar dim light of my private chamber settle over my vision like a veil returning to place.
But peace, as always, was short-lived.
Hovering nearby—like vultures circling the scent of drama—stood Josarian, Raelith, and Cassius, each bearing a wildly different expression.

Josarian leaned lazily against the nearest column, one hand tucked into the folds of his coat, his golden eyes gleaming with mischief. He looked not the least bit concerned. If anything, he was intrigued, amused even, as though my current state was little more than a moment of theater for his personal entertainment.
Raelith, in contrast, was all rigid lines and tightly clenched fists. His brows furrowed with deep worry, his shoulders squared like he was preparing to scold me for having nearly died.  Again. As always. 
Every time I used the Seer’s gift to detach my soul from my body, it left me vulnerable—motionless, unaware, unprotected. 
He hated that.
Cassius, however, looked so characteristically pleased. There was a glimmer of satisfaction in his gaze, as though he had just witnessed something long-awaited. He didn’t look concerned in the slightest—in fact, he looked downright smug. Like my growing attachment to Velstaire was no tragedy, but a triumph.

I rolled my eyes and exhaled through my nose, already exhausted by their inevitable intrusion. And of course, they didn’t wait for me to fully return to myself before they pounced—launching into their predictable mixture of concern, sarcasm, and uninvited commentary.
“Your Grace,” Raelith began, his voice tight with barely restrained emotion, “please don’t use that gift again when I’m not nearby. It… it makes me feel like I’ve failed you every time I find you like that—unmoving. Lifeless.”
His voice wavered slightly at the end. 
Dramatic, yes. But sincere. Always sincere. 
His devotion was carved deep into the marrow of him, unyielding and raw. 
I couldn’t bring myself to scold him, no matter how often he worried like a mother hen.
Before I could answer, Cassius stepped forward, all too cheerful. 
“Your Grace,” he said earnestly, “should I begin preparations for a conjugal chamber, or would you prefer he have a separate one for now?”
Conjugal.
I blinked once, trying to process the sheer audacity of that question.
Josarian, not missing a beat, barked a laugh. 
“Conjugal? They’re not married, Cassius,” he scoffed, his voice dripping with amusement. “At least buy the poor human a ring first.”
Then, as if that weren’t enough, he leaned forward and suddenly peered into my eyes, uncomfortably close.
I nearly snarled, lips twitching with irritation, but he only grinned wider, clearly enjoying himself.
“How come I don’t see that twinkle humans always talk about when they’re in love?” he mused aloud, tilting his head as he inspected my crimson gaze like he was examining a gem. “You know… the spark, the glow, the moon-eyed stare?”
“I swear to every g*0d buried beneath this castle,” I muttered, voice low and cold, “if you don’t leave me alone by the count of three, I will hunt you down, perch you on the highest spire, and stake you there under the sun.”
Raelith and Cassius didn’t hesitate.
With swift bows and the snap of departing shadows, they vanished in an instant, knowing well the line not to cross.
Josarian lingered, of course—unbothered, smirking like he was the devil in his favorite game of blasphemy. But, to his credit, even he eventually relented. He straightened with a flourish of his coat, gave me a little bow, and strolled from my chamber without another word.
Finally alone, I sagged back into the throne-like chair beside the hearth and ran a hand down my face.
Fools. All of them.
And yet… despite their antics, I couldn’t quite suppress the edge of a smile curling at my lips.
I was exhausted. Exasperated. But—somehow—undeniably, unmistakably… alive.

After cleaning myself up—shedding the shadows of restlessness like a second skin—I moved to the vanity and began brushing out my hair. The long black strands, smooth and dark as ink, fell over my shoulders in soft waves, catching the faint golden chandeliers. Each stroke of the brush was a small act of ritual, of discipline… of grounding.
When I finally set the brush aside and raised my gaze to the mirror, I paused.
The man reflected back at me was not quite the same figure who had stared into this glass for the last thousand years.
The smile was faint—but unmistakably present. A subtle curve of the lips, barely there, as if afraid to exist too boldly. But it lingered. As though my very body was reluctant to let go of the warmth that had begun to bloom inside me.
I tilted my head slightly, studying the image before me, and something caught in my throat. 
Not a sound—just a memory.
Because for the first time in an eternity, I was beginning to look like the man I had once been. The man before.
Before the Great War. Before the c*urs3. Before Stefania’s whisper turned my kingdom to ash and my immortality into a burden.
Back then, there had been vitality in my gaze, not weariness. There had been pride unmarred by bitterness, power unshackled from despair. 
Even as a vampire I had not feared time. Eternity had stretched before me like an open road, full of possibility, of kingdoms to shape and legends to carve into history.
But then… everything changed.
Stefania happened.
Her curse cleaved through my empire, through my people, through me. What had once been a promise and purpose became p*r1son and punishment. I ruled from the shadows, yes—but not by choice. I was bound by night, forced into silence while the world marched on above without me.
I forgot what joy tasted like. What warmth felt like.
I became something… cold. Immortal, yes—but not truly alive.
And yet, now… now that same man I believed lost—buried beneath centuries of grief and stone—was staring back at me in the mirror.
Because of him.
Velstaire.
He had brought movement back to the stagnant stillness of my existence.
He had awakened something in me I thought dead and dusted—a pulse not just in my veins, but in my soul.
And now, he walked these halls as if they had always belonged to him.
And they would. For the rest of his life.

With one final glance at the mirror—a fleeting nod to the man I had once been and might become again—I turned from my reflection and vanished.
The underground melted away behind me, my form reduced to a blur of shadow and speed as I raced upward through the secret veins of the castle. 
Within a heartbeat, I reappeared outside the door to my upper chamber, materializing just as Velstaire was about to close it behind him.
But there was no startled gasp. No jump of surprise.
Instead, he turned toward me with a grin already forming—wide and knowing, as though he had sensed me long before I’d arrived. As if my presence was no longer something that interrupted, but something expected. Welcomed.
He said nothing at first. Just held the door open with one hand and stepped fully into the chamber with the ease of someone returning to a space that was no longer unfamiliar. 
His backpack was still slung over one shoulder, its strap cutting diagonally across his chest. He moved with that same quiet grace he always had, but there was something different now—something more settled in his posture, more at home in the way he carried himself.
He scanned the room briefly—taking in the velvet drapes, the silver-rimmed mirror, the marble fireplace still glowing with warm embers—and then turned to me, brow slightly furrowed.
“Uhmm… do you not have a closet here?” he asked, his voice soft, almost sheepish.
I arched a brow, mildly amused by the question. 
“My wardrobe is kept in the chambers below,” I answered. “I’ll call for a servant to bring one up for you.”
Even as I spoke, I reached through the bond, already brushing against Cassius’s awareness like a hand tapping his shoulder across a great distance. 
But before the command could leave me, Velstaire raised his hand to stop me.
“They might still be asleep…” he began, then caught himself. 
“Oh. Wait. Right.” He laughed—a light, self-deprecating sound that warmed the room more than the fire behind him. “You’re all vampires. You don’t sleep.”
I felt something inside me soften, the tension in my jaw slackening. 
There was no arrogance in his tone, no irony. Just that open, boyish sincerity that seemed to slip through the cracks in his usual boldness when he least expected it.
And in that moment, I found him unbearably endearing.
I shook my head, smiling despite myself, but before I could respond, his tone shifted.
“But…” he added, his voice gentler now. “Don’t call anyone yet.”
I stilled.
His gaze met mine, and the playfulness in his eyes gave way to something more serious—more deliberate. There was weight behind those words. A thread of hesitation. Caution. Perhaps even fear.
“I want us to talk first,” he continued. “And I want to show you something.”
He didn’t elaborate, but the way his shoulders tensed and the slight downturn of his mouth told me it mattered. Whatever it was—this secret he carried—it wasn’t easy for him to offer.
“Then,” he finished, holding my gaze with a calm, steady conviction, “you can decide if you still want to take me under your protection.”
For a moment, the air between us grew thick with silence.
But I didn’t need time to consider.
There was nothing he could say, nothing he could be, that would make me turn him away now. He had already shifted the axis of my eternity. 
He could have been divine or damned, mortal or something far beyond my comprehension—and still, I would have chosen him.
I nodded once, stepping fully into the room, and closed the door behind me with a quiet finality.
“Then talk,” I said softly. “And show me.”
Whatever you are, Velstaire… I am ready.
He finally set his bag down in the far corner of the chamber with a soft thud, his movements slow and contemplative. 
For a brief moment, he stood still—his gaze sweeping over the grand room, as if committing every detail to memory. The flickering light from the hearth painted golden hues across his face, softening the lines of unease that had begun to form around his mouth.
Then, with a quiet sigh, he turned toward the couch beside the fire and crossed the space in a few measured steps. 
He sank into the cushions with the kind of weariness that didn’t come from the body, but from the mind—from the weight of decisions not yet spoken aloud.
He glanced over at me, his eyes catching the firelight like liquid amber. There was no smile, no spoken invitation. Just a look—direct, vulnerable—that said come here.
And in the blink of an eye, I was beside him.
He blinked, startled by the suddenness of my arrival. His lips parted slightly in surprise, then curved into the faintest smile as he shook his head. A breath of amusement escaped him—light, brief, and real.
“You’re unreal,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.
But then, that flicker of levity faded.
His expression grew serious—somber, almost heavy. 
He turned toward me fully, one leg tucked beneath him as he shifted into a more intimate position, facing me with unflinching resolve.
“I’ll tell you everything,” he said, his voice low and steady, but laced with tension. “And then I’ll show you the side of me no one else knows. No one. I’ll lay it all bare… and you decide.”
He held my gaze as if searching for permission—bracing for judgment, for rejection, for something painful he’d already prepared himself to endure.
But he would find none of that in me.
I reached out and took his hand in mine.
The contact was warm, grounding. I laced our fingers together and gave a gentle squeeze, anchoring him to the moment, to me.
“Nothing can scare me anymore, Velstaire,” I murmured. “Not after what I’ve seen. Not after what I’ve felt.”
His eyes searched mine—analyzing, questioning, desperate to see if I meant every word. And I did. 
With the entirety of a soul that had been hardened by centuries and then softened by him.
Whatever secret he carried, whatever truth lived beneath his skin—I would not run from it. Not now.
Finally, he nodded, slow and silent, as if drawing strength from the unwavering conviction in my eyes.
And in that quiet acceptance, I felt something shift between us—something vast and irrevocable.
He was about to bare himself to me.
And I was ready to receive every piece.

The story he shared unfolded like a wound slowly, carefully being reopened—each word peeling back a layer of skin, revealing the rawness beneath.
His voice didn’t tremble, but there was something in his tone—a hollow echo, a quiet weight—that made every syllable feel heavy.
He began with the day his world disappeared.
“I woke up… and I didn’t know who I was,” he said, staring into the fire. 
“No name. No memories. Nothing. I didn’t even recognize my own face in the mirror.”
His hand tightened in mine, just slightly.
“There was no accident. No head t*r4uma. No coma. Just… oblivion. I existed, but nothing before that morning did. Not a single thread of my past remained. No childhood memories. It was like I had been dropped into the world—fully grown, fully conscious—but empty.”
He paused, his expression unreadable.
“But then… other things started happening.”
His voice took on a different tone now—more cautious, as if even he didn’t fully understand what he was about to admit.
“I could… speak languages. All of them. French, Japanese, Arabic, Russian, Greek—everything. Even dialects no one speaks anymore. And it’s not just that I knew them. I felt them. I could hear someone speak and know where they were from. Their region. Their upbringing. Their intent. It was like the meaning didn’t just come through the words—it was layered in emotion, in breath.”
He leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, eyes flicking toward the fire.
“My senses aren’t normal either,” he continued, voice lower now, almost wary. “I can hear things… from far away. Miles. I can feel when someone enters a building—like a shift in pressure. I can smell people—not in a bad way, just… I know their scent. Like I’ve memorized their chemistry. If I concentrate, I can follow it through a crowd. Through the woods. I can track.”
He looked down at his hands, flexing his fingers slowly.
“I can follow footsteps by listening to the echoes. Hear heartbeats through walls. I know when someone lies—because I can hear the change in their voice, the way their body shifts. It’s not magic. It’s not science. It’s just there.”
There was a flicker of shame, or maybe fear, in the way his shoulders tightened.
“I don’t know why I can do any of it. I didn’t train for this. I didn’t want this. It’s like I was made this way, or… repurposed. I keep thinking that maybe, if I could remember who I was before, it would explain everything.”
His gaze finally rose to meet mine again—and this time, it didn’t waver.
“But I haven’t remembered. Not one thing. And every day, it feels less and less like I’m recovering a lost life, and more like I was created for something I don’t understand.”
A long silence settled between us. Only the fire cracked in the hearth, the glow dancing across his face like flickers of forgotten truth.

But what truly unsettled me—what curled unease around my ribs like a tightening chain—was what he said next.
“I once made my spirit leave my body and observe someone…” Velstaire’s voice was hushed, as if he feared the very memory of it. “I never did it again.”
He said it like a confession. A truth buried deep and only now unearthed. Not with pride. Not with understanding. But with quiet apprehension.
I went still.
My breath caught, though I didn’t let it show. Inside, however, my thoughts erupted into a storm.
Aetherwalk.
That wasn’t a human gift.
It wasn’t even a vampire’s. It was an ancient ability—archaic and f*0rbidden. 
The power to sever the soul from the body and drift beyond the physical realm belonged only to those born of magic. W*1tches. W*4rlocks. 
The gifted few whose souls were tethered to the supernatural threads of existence itself.
We had once trusted their kind. We had once called them allies.
Until they betrayed us. Until they c*urs3d us. Until they d*4mned our kind to darkness, to silence, to stone.
Aetherwalk was the mark of their power. 
And Velstaire had just admitted to p*0ssessing it. 
He didn’t know what he’d said. He didn’t understand what it meant. 
But I did.
“I can see and communicate with ghosts when I am in my usual form,” he continued quietly, his words now weighed down with reluctant vulnerability. “And anything supernatural. Shadows. Creatures of the underworld. I can summon them… if I’m in my other form.”
He trailed off, as if aware he had already said too much. As if afraid of what I might think. Perhaps even afraid of himself.
I should have spoken. Should have asked what he meant by “other form”—what it looked like, what it felt like. But I couldn’t.
Because my mind was no longer in the room. 
It was racing through the ruins of memory. 
Through the dark pages of ancient tomes. 
Through the blood-soaked chapters of history that no one dared speak of anymore.
The Gate of Eldritch.
A mythical barrier between the mortal realm and the void beyond—a threshold only the most powerful could cross. To reach it, to summon through it, to control what lay beyond required a very specific lineage. A rare, accursed gift.
Only one clan in history had ever held that power.
The Dionese.
The bloodline of seers. Of soul-splitters. Of summoners.
The bloodline of Stefania.

I squeezed his hand—tighter than I meant to—as a cold weight began to settle in my chest, dread unfurling like a shroud around my heart. Something ancient stirred inside me, a buried instinct that whispered caution, that begged me to brace for whatever was coming.
When I looked up into his face, I no longer saw just the man who had walked into my life like a spark cutting through eternal night. I saw the shadow of a question too dangerous to leave unasked.
And so I asked it.
“What is your full name, Velstaire?”
My voice was calm, but barely. The tension in my jaw gave me away. I could feel it in the way my lips strained around the syllables—tight, controlled, like a blade held back from drawing blood.
He looked at me then, his expression softening.
And in that single moment, he must have felt it—the shift in me. The fear I fought to keep buried beneath a composed exterior. The trembling pulse of old pain, of old fury, pressing against the walls of my self-control.
Because he hesitated.
“Velstaire D-”

He never got the chance to finish his sentence.
Because in a single breath—so sudden, so seamless—it happened.
He was ripped away from me.
The sound was violent—a snarl, a grunt, the sharp thud of bodies colliding—and then he was gone, yanked from my side like a thread snapped from fate’s loom.
And I hadn’t seen it coming.
Werewolves.
The realization hit like a hammer to the chest. I hadn’t sensed them at all—not a flicker, not a breath of presence in the air. Their arrival had been completely masked, hidden from even my most finely tuned perception. 
They were outsiders—creatures who had somehow slipped past every ward and watchful eye. Ghosts to my senses.
They shouldn’t have made it past the first line of defense.
But they had.
And I had been too distracted.
Velstaire’s bloodline, his truth, had fractured my focus. 
And in that moment of weakness, they had found their opening.
But distraction or not—I was still the King of Vampires.
And no one laid a hand on what was mine.
My rage ignited like wildfire. I moved in a flash, a blur of shadow and fury, crossing the chamber in less than the span of a breath. My hand clamped around the throat of the werewolf who had grabbed Velstaire—his claws still dug into the fabric of his shirt—and with a growl that shook the walls, I ripped him away.
The wolf yelped as I flung him across the room with bone-shattering force. He crashed into the far wall, stone crumbling beneath the impact. He wouldn’t be getting up quickly.
Velstaire hit the ground hard, gasping, but he was alive.
And I wasn’t letting them touch him again.
I stepped between him and the attackers, my body a shield of ancient, violent power. My cloak billowed with the force of my motion, my eyes glowing a deep, unforgiving crimson. 
Fangs bared. Muscles coiled. 
The very air seemed to freeze around me.
Four more werewolves now stood in a loose semicircle, tense and waiting.
They were massive—taller than any human, with limbs thick with muscle and eyes burning gold with bloodlust. Their breath fogged the air, hot and ragged, their claws twitching with anticipation.
And still, they hesitated.
Because they recognized me now.
They saw what stood before them.
I didn’t need to speak to declare who I was. But I did snarl—a deep, guttural sound that rolled through the hall like thunder and made the chandeliers above tremble.
It was not a threat. It was a warning.
If they thought four wolves could bring me down, they were sorely mistaken.
I had slaughtered legions. Torn through w*4rlocks and w*1tches. Danced through battlefields with blood on my hands and corpses in my wake.
I was not a vampire. I was their end.

All around me, the air crackled with the unmistakable energy of war.
My people—my loyal, bound souls—had felt my fury. My distress. And as always, they had answered.
Even before I consciously reached for them, I sensed the surge of movement through the castle’s foundation like a heartbeat made of steel and fire. Josarian, Raelith, and Cassius had taken immediate positions—one at each of the castle’s three most vulnerable points. They knew their roles like sacred rites.
Josarian stood at the grand entrance, his golden eyes sharp and unreadable as ever, wielding shadow like a blade as he severed the limbs of any creature foolish enough to enter uninvited. His strikes were clean, elegant, efficient—his enemies didn’t even have time to scream before their bodies dropped.
Raelith, relentless and disciplined, held the northern wing with the precision of a battlefield commander. 
His sword flashed with deadly light, cutting down beast after beast without breaking form. His orders rang through the air in clipped, perfect cadence—his men responding with unerring obedience. The scent of blood already clung to his crimson cloak like a war medal.
Cassius, my ever-clever left hand, was further inside—his magic warping the corridors, turning familiar halls into mazes of illusion. 
The wolves that chased him didn’t realize they were being led in circles, into traps, or toward the waiting jaws of my more ravenous guards. He wore his usual grin as he fought—half amusement, half menace.
And then, amidst the chaos and the battle cries echoing through the stone corridors, the chamber doors slammed open with thunderous force.
Hadrian.
One of Raelith’s captains. Young by our standards, but as fierce and unyielding as any elder.
He burst into the room with two dozen soldiers at his back, weapons drawn, senses on high alert. But when he saw the scene before him—Velstaire slumped against the wall, wolves snarling as they surrounded me—his expression shattered.
The horror on his face was instant. Visceral.
“My King,” he breathed, his voice tight with disbelief and fury.
He didn’t wait for orders.
With a savage cry, Hadrian surged forward, blade gleaming, and threw himself into the fray. His men followed without hesitation, colliding with the wolves like a tidal wave of fangs and steel. The chamber erupted in blood and chaos—but it bought me time.
Precious time.
I spun and dropped to my knees beside Velstaire.
He was seated against the wall now, his frame slouched, trembling with effort. Blood soaked through his shirt, seeping between his fingers where he pressed tightly to his shoulder—wounded, but alive.
The sight gutted me.
He was in pain. For me. Because I had let my guard fall. Because they had dared breach my walls.
“I’ll send someone to take you to the underground—where it’s safe,” I said quickly, my voice low but firm as I reached out to support him. “They’ll treat you there. Cass will come for you shortly.”
His eyes were hazy, the pain swimming behind them, but he met my gaze with a flicker of understanding.
“Wait for me,” I whispered, brushing the blood from his cheek with trembling fingers. “Just wait for me.”


He nodded, determination etched across his blood-smeared face as he tried to rise—shaking, but resolute. I reached to steady him, but a chill rolled across my senses like a breath of winter wind.
The air shifted.
Too late.
My instincts roared, and without hesitation, I grabbed Velstaire by the waist and shoved him aside. My body twisted on reflex, just as a beast lunged from the shadows behind me—fangs bared, claws outstretched. 
A wolf. A coward.
He had tried to strike while my back was turned.
With a snarl, I met him mid-air, catching the brute’s momentum and raking my claws into his shoulder. Flesh tore beneath my fingers like wet parchment, and a chunk of him came away in my grip. He howled in agony, the sound cut short as I hurled him against a stone column hard enough to split it.
But that second—that single second of distraction—cost me.
Because I didn’t hear the next approach. I didn’t feel it.
Not a wolf. Not an outsider.
One of mine.
The realization struck too late.
Velstaire gasped—and when I spun around, it was already happening.
A figure emerged from the chaos, moving like a phantom in the smoke and blood.
Hadrian.
His armor gleamed with our insignia. His cloak bore the mark of Raelith’s command. One of our best. One of our most trusted.
A captain. A traitor.
His expression was calm, impassive—as if he were executing a command, not committing treason.
In his hand was a dagger. Obsidian and iron—vampire-forged, death-bound, one of only a handful left from the Great War. Blades like that didn’t wound. They ended.
He moved without hesitation. His grip was sure. His posture was perfect. There was no falter. No remorse.
Velstaire didn’t even scream.
The dagger plunged into his chest with a sickening sound—clean, deep, and absolute. It sank to the hilt, the dark metal swallowing the light as it pierced straight through the heart.
My world froze.
Velstaire’s body jolted, his eyes going wide with pain and disbelief. Blood bubbled at the corner of his lips, and for a brief, eternal moment, he looked right at me.
“NO!”
The scream that tore from me was not a voice—it was a force, ancient and raw, a sound born from the depths of a soul unraveling in real time. It was the roar of a god unmade, a king undone, a lover witnessing the world he dared to hope for collapse in front of him.
The very air cracked with its intensity.
The flames in the sconces shivered, flickering violently as if in fear. The stone beneath our feet vibrated with the shock of it, groaning like the castle itself mourned with me. Dust rained from the vaulted ceiling. Stained glass trembled in their leaded frames.
And in that suspended breath between silence and chaos—everything stilled.
The vampires—my people, my court, my bound souls who had watched me rise and rule—fell silent, frozen in place. Even the eldest among them, who had survived epochs and watched empires fall, trembled.
Even the werewolves, snarling and bloodied, halted mid-strike. Their claws hovered inches from flesh. Their eyes widened. They had heard battle cries before, war chants from dying kings.
But they had never heard this.
Because this was not the cry of a creature fearing loss.
This was the voice of D*0mination. Of Power. Of a vampire king who would set the world on fire to take back what was his.
I moved.
In the blink of a mortal eye—no, faster—I was across the chamber. A phantom of rage. A living shadow.
Hadrian, a traitor in my house, didn’t even have time to react.
I didn’t need a weapon.
I was the weapon.
With a mere flick of my fingers, the air snapped around him. A sonic wave of force—silent to the ear, devastating to the body—struck him mid-step, sending him flying backward with such violence that the marble floor beneath his feet fractured.
He hit a pillar with the sound of breaking stone, his armored body shattering the ornate column like glass beneath a hammer. The impact echoed like thunder across the chamber. His broken form slumped into the rubble, unmoving.
But I wasn’t done.
In a heartbeat, I was upon him—my vision tinted red, my breath shallow with rage. I grabbed him by the t*hr0at, lifting him off the ground like he weighed nothing. 
His eyes fluttered open just in time to see mine, glowing like molten coals.
“You betrayed me,” I snarled.
I could’ve used a weapon. I could’ve summoned the cruelest blade ever forged. But that would’ve been mercy.
Instead, I tightened my grip, claws sinking into flesh and bone as I channeled every ounce of strength centuries had honed within me. My other hand gripped the base of his skull.
And I pulled.
The sound was raw and monstrous—wet sinew tearing, vertebrae snapping, nerves unraveling. His head came free with a sickening crunch, s*3vered by nothing but brute force and wrath. Blood fountained in a violent arc, spraying across my arms and the ruined floor.
I dropped the h*3ad beside his body, both thudding onto the marble with the finality of judgment.
Only then did I rise, towering over the corpse of the traitor, the chamber pulsing with the echoes of his execution.
And still, I wasn’t done. My eyes burned crimson, glowing brighter than they had in centuries, blazing with a wrath not even the warlocks of old had survived.
I turned slowly to the others, voice like frost over fire.
“Touch him again... and I will remind the world why they fear my name.”

Josarian, Rae, and Cass entered the chamber seconds later—drawn by the echo of my scream, by the sheer magnitude of fury that had just torn through the castle like a storm no wall could contain.
They stopped just inside the threshold.
And saw him.
Hadrian’s lifeless, h*3adless body lay sprawled across the blood-slick marble floor, his armor twisted and crushed, his severed neck jagged and raw where my bare hands had torn through sinew and bone. His head rested several paces away, face frozen in an expression of stunned finality.
Not a word passed between them.
They did not ask what had happened. They didn’t need to.
Josarian’s golden eyes flickered with understanding, his usual smirk replaced with a somber stillness. Raelith’s shoulders tensed, but he dropped his gaze in deference, guilt of a commander etched into every line of his face. Cassius swallowed hard, his mouth drawn tight, but not a single syllable escaped.
None of them questioned it.
They were loyal—loyal enough to never doubt my judgment. Loyal enough to know that Hadrian must have done something unforgivable.
That he had crossed a line only death could answer for.
Their presence grounded me—anchored the raging sea inside me just enough for clarity to resurface. The crimson haze in my vision faded, and with it came the crushing weight of reality.
I turned back to the corner of the room.
And dropped to my knees.
Velstaire lay crumpled in my arms, his body unnaturally still, the dagger still buried deep in his chest. Its hilt jutted upward, grotesque and mocking—a reminder of what I had failed to prevent.
His blood soaked through my clothes, hot and metallic, painting my hands in scarlet grief. Every heartbeat that faded from him branded itself into me. His warmth—already waning—pressed against my chest like a flame in its final flicker.
His breaths were shallow. Broken. His skin pale, far too quickly.
But his eyes—gods, his eyes—they were still open. Still searching for me.
He reached up with trembling fingers, brushing against my cheek. The touch was light, barely there, like the last breeze before a storm dies.
And he smiled. A ghost of a smile. 
Faint. Fragile. 
But real.
“How… unfortunate,” he whispered, his voice no stronger than a breath of wind. “I wish I could’ve shown you… my other form… before I died…”
Then he coughed, and the sound shattered me. Blood stained his lips, dark and vivid, and the sight ignited something in me so vast, so uncontainable, that it eclipsed reason.
A fury older than time. A madness that only love—and the threat of losing it—could awaken.
Because this wasn’t supposed to happen.
Not him. Not mine.
I stared at the bloodied wound, at the cruel steel buried in his chest, and all I could think—through the haze of power surging, through the silence pressing in around us—was one simple, searing truth: I cannot lose him.

With that single, world-breaking moment—his blood on my hands, his life slipping through my fingers—a decision was made. 
One I had sworn I would never make. One I had feared more than death itself.
But love makes m*0nsters of us all.
“I was going to let you choose,” I said, the words trembling from the weight they carried, each syllable dragged through the thorns of my pain. My voice was raw, barely a whisper, as though speaking it aloud would make it more real. “I would never have forced this life upon you. Never. Not even for myself.”
My grip on him tightened, as if I could hold back the inevitable.
“But now… now I have no choice, Velstaire.” My throat constricted. “I cannot live without you.”
He looked up at me, his gaze dimmed but steady, and there was no fear in those eyes. No panic. Just that familiar, quiet acceptance—like he already knew what I was about to do. As if, somehow, he had always known.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my heart breaking as I spoke. “This is selfish. But I will bind you to me now. To my soul. Because I cannot let you go.”
I could feel the last threads of his life beginning to fray. His heartbeat slowing. The warmth of his body beginning to slip away.
And I couldn’t watch him fade.
Not him. Not my Velstaire.
Without another word, I gently tilted his head, baring the smooth column of his throat. 
My fangs descended—not with hunger, but with reverence, sorrow, love.
This was no ordinary bite. This was not for sustenance or pleasure. This was a binding—an ancient, irreversible rite passed down from the time when vampires still ruled the earth openly. 
A merging of souls. A transfusion of eternity. 
It would seal his fate to mine, tethering his life to my own.
And he would never be the same again.
“Please… forgive me, my love,” I murmured, brushing a trembling kiss to his skin.
Then, with the desperation of a dying g*0d, I bit.
His blood flooded my mouth, sweet and strange, laced with power I didn’t recognize. 
My venom surged into him, not just to turn, but to heal, to awaken—to remake.
The moment it touched his heart, I felt it—his soul brushing against mine like a whisper through time.
And as the binding took hold, as our souls began to weave together like ancient threads pulled tight by fate, I held him close—whispering his name like a prayer I would never let die.
Velstaire.
My beloved. My s*1n. My salvation.





















Chapter Six: He Found Me First

Felmont’s POV


Josarian, Raelith, and Cassius made quick work of the remaining werewolves—their movements swift and precise, lethal poetry etched in blood and silver beneath the vaulted shadows of the throne room. 
The last of those in the farthest ranks saw their brethren fall and turned to flee for their lives. But I didn’t care about any of it.
My entire focus was on Velstaire.
On the transformation I had forced upon him.
The binding process was not just ancient; it was sacred. Forbidden, by some. Revered by others. And yet none of the scrolls, none of the rites, none of the whispered tales passed down through generations could have prepared me for what it would feel like to witness it being endured by the one I loved.
He was in my arms, his limbs trembling, convulsing as the venom spread through him like wildfire. His veins darkened visibly beneath his skin, crawling with shadows as my blood coursed through his mortal frame—rewriting him from the inside out.

Then it began.
A scream—no, a cry of such harrowing agony—it carved through the air like shattered glass. It wasn’t just pain. It was everything. Fear, confusion, resistance. The human soul mourning its mortality even as it was being reshaped into something eternal.
I flinched, my throat tightening, but I didn’t let go. I held him tighter. I curled around him, whispering his name like a vow into the crown of his head, willing my presence to be a lifeline through the torment. 
“I’m here,” I whispered again and again. “You are not alone.”
But it wasn’t enough to stop the pain.
His fingers clawed at my chest, not to push me away, but as if reaching for something to anchor him as his bones cracked and healed again, as his lungs seized only to draw in the first breath of the undead. He shook in my arms, every scream cutting deeper than the last.
The process was merciless. His blood—his human blood—was dying. 
Cell by cell, my venom destroyed it, replacing it with something darker, richer, far more powerful. 
The blood of the undying. The blood of my kind.

As the first hour passed and the cries finally began to soften, the silence that followed was even more unsettling. He didn’t speak. He only breathed—shallow, raspy breaths that rattled in his chest like wind in broken bellows. 
Then his skin, once warm with life, began to pale and chill beneath my touch. I laid a hand to his chest and felt the stutter of his heartbeat as it began to slow. 
Then again. Then again.
I didn’t panic. This was part of it. I knew it was part of it. 
But g*0ds, knowing and enduring were two different things.
His body curled in on itself instinctively, as if rejecting what it could not comprehend. 
I shifted to hold him better, draping the length of my coat around his trembling form as if it could somehow shield him from what he had already begun.

The hours dragged, marked only by the rhythm of his fading pulse and the steady drop in temperature of his skin.
When the last droplet of Velstaire’s mortal blood had been replaced—when the final vestige of his humanity dissolved under the force of my venom—he fell utterly still.
The agony that had wracked his body for hours vanished like a passing storm. The lines of pain eased from his face. His limbs, once curled in resistance, went slack in my arms. 
No more contorting. No more gasping. No more trembling.
He lay there, head resting against my shoulder, his skin pale as moonlight, his breath reduced to something nearly imperceptible—yet he was not dead. Not anymore. He had passed the threshold. The turning was complete.

And in that stillness, he looked almost divine—serene and untouchable, his features bathed in a soft, unearthly glow as if he had been sculpted by the hands of something greater. 
Even in unconsciousness, he radiated presence. Power. His long lashes rested delicately against cheeks dusted with lingering warmth. His lips, still parted slightly, looked as though they might whisper my name.
I was lost in the sight of him—until a presence stirred at the edge of the chamber.
Cassius stepped forward, hesitant at first, and then faster, his expression transforming from cautious observation to awed reverence. His eyes widened with wonder, like a man witnessing the rebirth of a legend.  Then a smile tugged at his lips, and it bloomed into something bright, almost boyish.
"The turning is successful, Your Grace," he said, voice brimming with excitement. "His body accepted the venom. There are no signs of rejection. All that remains now is—"
He stopped. Mid-sentence. Mid-step.
I felt it too. 
A jolt. A rupture.
Every soul bound to me felt it. A sudden, wrenching snap deep within my chest—as if an unseen thread had been violently torn from the very fabric of my being. 
The world seemed to pause, sucked into a moment of deafening silence.
My body tensed, fingers tightening around Velstaire instinctively. My eyes burned as the tether—our tether—ripped apart like frayed silk caught on a blade.

I looked down at him in horror as a cold dread spread through my veins like p*0ison. 
My senses, honed over a thousand years, needed no confirmation—his chest no longer rose. No heartbeat thrummed beneath my palm. 
He was still. Too still.
“No…” I breathed, the word hollow, trembling, echoing through the chamber like a curse.
My arms tightened around him as panic seized me, vicious and absolute. 
My soul screamed in protest, the freshly broken bond aching like an open wound. 
I had done everything right. Followed the ancient rites. Given him not just my venom, but my soul.
And still… I had lost him.
I held him tightly, clutching him to my chest as if my arms alone could anchor him to this world. Quiet sobs tore through me—silent at first, restrained by centuries of hardened composure, then louder, more desperate, until my entire body shook with them. 
Centuries of grief, of loss, of enduring alone—it all came crashing down in a single moment, condensed into the agony of watching him slip through my fingers.
Even my people grieved in silence, and their quiet lamentations only deepened the ache in my chest, making it stronger and unbearable.
My breath stuttered. My hands trembled. 
And still, I couldn’t let go.
“Please,” I whispered, my voice raw and trembling, “don’t leave me.”
The pain was unlike anything I had ever known. 
Not even the sting of sunlight. 
Not even the betrayal of w*4rlocks, or the centuries of solitude that followed. 
This… this was the kind of suffering that tore through the soul, shredding it at the seams.
 My body convulsed with it—wracked by a grief so total it defied my immortality.

I whimpered, a sound so broken it startled even me, the great King of Vampires. I hadn’t made such a sound since I was mortal—since I had a heart vulnerable enough to break.
I could not lose him. Not like this.
Desperate—beyond desperate—I acted.
I bared my fangs once more and plunged them into his throat, right where his pulse should have been. 
My venom surged into him again, burning through the hollow pathways of his dying body, seeping into every failing vein. 
When it didn’t work, I bit again—harder, deeper—forcing more of it inside him, willing it to take, to awaken, to restore. And again. And again.
My lips moved against his cold skin in a silent litany of pleas, prayers, c*urs3s, and broken apologies.
“Come back,” I whispered, tears mingling with the blood on his neck. “You’re not allowed to leave me. Not like this. Not without a fight.”
But his limbs remained limp.  His lips, slack. His chest, still. Still, I didn’t stop. I couldn’t.
I would bleed myself dry before I surrendered him to death. I would have traded kingdoms for him. Laid waste to the world. 
Surrendered every ounce of power I possessed if it would have brought him back.  I would have bartered my immortality—my throne, my name—everything, for one more breath.
Just one.

And then—he gasped. A sharp, sudden inhale that shattered the silence like thunder on glass.
My body jolted. My breath caught. 
For a moment, I dared not believe what I had heard. 
But then, he moved—a twitch of his fingers, the faintest rise of his chest, the curve of his lips parting as air rushed into lungs reborn.
His eyes flew open. And they were not the same. Gone was the golden brown I had come to admire. What stared back at me now was a new shade of crimson—richer, deeper than even mine, glowing like twin coals stoked in the hearth of creation. There was power in them. Unyielding, ancient power. They were terrifying and beautiful, divine and devastating.
And they were looking directly at me.
Relief slammed into me with such force that I nearly collapsed around him. My heart—my long-silent heart—seemed to break open inside my chest, filled with a tidal wave of gratitude so fierce it bordered on agony. 
I reached out with trembling fingers and cupped his face, brushing my thumb gently along his cheekbone, afraid it would vanish if I blinked. His skin, though cold, no longer felt lifeless—it pulsed with something new. Something eternal.
“You’re here,” I whispered, voice cracking. “You came back to me.”
I leaned down to kiss his forehead, needing the anchor of contact, the quiet reassurance of him beneath my lips—but before I could touch him, before my breath even reached his skin, he was gone. 
Not in the way a vampire vanishes with speed, leaving behind a blur of motion or the soft whisper of displaced air. No. There was nothing. One moment, Velstaire was in my arms—still, the faint echo of his heartbeat pressing through the silence like a promise—and the next, the space where he had lain was hollow. Gone. It didn’t register at first. My arms were still curved around empty air, my body angled forward as if he were still there. The scent of him still lingered. Reality hadn’t caught up with itself yet. But instinct did.

I shot upright, my heart seizing in panic as my gaze tore across the chamber, searching for any trace of him. The velvet sheets still bore the outline of his body. The chamber was undisturbed. No doors had opened. No shadows had shifted. It was as if he had been plucked from existence—vanished faster than a heartbeat, faster than thought.
There had been no pulse of power. No burst of aura. No ripple of magic. Just... absence.
No one should move that fast. Not even a newly turned vampire. Not even one with unchecked power. Not even me.
My mind reeled. I stretched my awareness outward, casting it wide like a net flung across the void—searching, grasping, clawing through stone and air and shadow for the faintest flicker of his presence. I pushed past the bounds of the castle, past the safe edges of the kingdom’s wards, scouring the silence with the full force of my Dominion.
And then—I felt it. The faintest thread. Far. Fragile. But unmistakably his. Four miles beyond the castle walls, deep in the heart of the ancient forest, his presence stirred like a whispered breath in the wind. He was already there. Not wandering. Not lost. Moving. Still moving.
My blood ran cold. It had taken him mere seconds.
I turned sharply, eyes locking onto Cassius and Raelith, both already in motion—silent, alert, their gazes sweeping across the room with disciplined precision. Every flicker of their attention, every subtle twitch of muscle, spoke of centuries spent honing their awareness on battlefields and blood-soaked courts. They were searching for him too. I saw it in the way Raelith’s brow creased ever so slightly, his stance rigid, focused, like a hound scenting something just out of reach. Cassius, more composed but no less determined, moved his fingers subtly through the air—calling on the fragmented threads of residual energy that lingered like smoke in the wake of Velstaire’s disappearance. 
But Josarian—of course—was another matter entirely. He lounged against a fractured column, utterly unbothered by the panic that pulsed in the room like a second heartbeat. Between his fingers, he idly twirled a curved werewolf fang, one of many now collected in a neat little line across the broken stone. I watched as he lifted a third to the light, squinting, examining the texture as if appraising a gemstone. His amusement was insufferable. Detached. Almost childlike in its irreverence.
I growled low under my breath, the sound half command, half warning. He didn’t flinch. I sighed in exasperation and decided to ignore him—searching for Velstarire was more important than chastising a nonchalant cousin.
“Don’t follow me,” I said, my voice low and sharp, slicing through the tension with the weight of command. “No matter what.”
Raelith straightened at once, his expression tightening with protest—Cassius mirrored the instinct, his lips parting to question me—but I didn’t give either of them the chance.

In the next instant, I was gone. The world blurred as I surged forward, launching myself from the chamber with a burst of speed that cracked the floor beneath my feet. The corridors of the castle twisted past in a blur of stone and flickering torchlight, ancient portraits and silver sconces dissolving into streaks of color as I propelled myself forward—faster than sound, faster than thought.
My senses strained, stretching toward the whisper of his aura, the faint thread I’d anchored myself to the moment I felt him vanish. He wasn’t just running. He was chasing something.
Through my awareness, I could feel the pull. A direction. A drive. As if something beyond him had taken hold of his feet and was dragging him deeper into the woods, farther from the safety of the castle, farther from me. I pushed harder.

The castle gates were a fleeting memory by the time I hit the forest edge, the trees parting like shadows fleeing from a storm. Branches clawed at my coat, the underbrush whipping past in a blur of green and gold, but I didn’t slow—not for the roots beneath my feet, not for the steep slopes that dropped into ravines, not even for the wild magic that hung thick in this ancient part of the world. Nothing mattered but him.
I tried again and again to close the distance. To catch a glimpse. A whisper of movement. A shape between the trees.
And then, after what felt like hours compressed into seconds, I caught it—a flicker of white in the dark. Hair. A shoulder. The curve of his back as he darted between the trees with a grace no newborn vampire should possess. His speed was blinding. Surreal. 
My chest tightened with a mixture of desperation and awe as I surged forward, each stride laced with centuries of mastery, every ounce of my strength bent toward reaching him.

When I finally reached him, the forest opened into a clearing so sudden, so absolute, it felt less like a natural break in the trees and more like the world itself had parted for him. 
The moon hung high above—vast, silver, and full—casting its cold light down in a perfect column that seemed to fall for no other reason than to cradle him. 
Velstaire stood at its center, motionless, as though carved from alabaster and spirit. He stood not as a man who had stumbled into power, but as one who had always possessed it—forgotten, perhaps, for a time, but never truly lost. 
His posture was regal in a way I hadn’t taught him. Couldn’t have taught him. 
He didn’t stand straight as one trying to appear confident—he stood as though the world beneath his feet had been carved to hold him. Shoulders back. Bare chest forward. 
He was commanding. Unyielding. Proud. 
Even the forest seemed to listen, holding its breath. The wind moved through the trees, stirring branches and leaves into a whispering chorus, yet not a single strand of his hair shifted. 
He was staring upward—his head tilted just enough to expose the long, pale line of his throat, the shadows catching beneath his jaw, his gaze fixed on the moon with unwavering intensity. 
His eyes—those impossibly deep crimson eyes—gleamed like molten garnet in the moonlight, reflecting not just the celestial glow above, but something deeper, something ancient. 
There was no confusion in them, no remnant of the agony he’d endured, nor the chaos that had nearly torn the castle apart. Only stillness. 

I stopped several paces away. Even the sound of my arrival—silent though it was—felt like it would break the spell. I didn’t dare disturb it.  And so, I watched. In quiet reverence, I let my gaze roam over him—not to assess or p*ossess, but simply to witness. 
He looked like a g*0d. No—he looked like something older than g*0ds. Like the first spark that split the dark. The kind of being myths whispered of but never named.
His hair—once a soft, unassuming shade of reddish brown that caught the light like copper in the sun—had transformed utterly. It now fell in long, weightless strands of white, so pure it seemed to refract the moonlight around it. There was no color left in it—no trace of its former warmth. Only silver, only frost, only the faintest glimmer of translucence, like spun glass catching the breath of night. It drifted around his face and shoulders like a halo untethered from heaven, glowing with a spectral sheen that defied mortal texture. Not hair, but light given form.
His lips, split and dark with drying blood, glistened like fresh lacquer—red as wine, red as ruin. They were parted slightly, not in surprise or distress, but in quiet awe, as if he were communing with something far beyond my comprehension—something primordial. Something divine.
His skin transcends the smoothness of youth and the pallor of death alike. It no longer looked human. No longer bore the imperfections or tones of flesh. 
Instead, it shimmered faintly, like moonlit silk stretched over marble, ethereal and impossibly smooth. There was a faint opalescence to it, as though the skin itself was lit from within, casting subtle glows across his collarbone, along the lines of his cheek and neck.

He was no longer the same human I had held against my chest mere hours ago. No longer the trembling man who had gasped his final breath in my arms. 
What stood before me now was… transcendent.
And it was in that moment—watching him so still, so impossibly composed—that I finally understood what had been clawing at the edges of my mind since his transformation began. The truth I had tried not to see. Tried not to name. 
Yes… he looked like her. Like Stefania.
The resemblance was undeniable—uncanny, even. But he was not her.
Their auras told the difference long before words or form could.  Even when their silhouettes blurred, even when memory tried to betray me with resemblances that tugged at the past, their essence—what they were—could never be mistaken.

Stefania’s aura had always been cold. Not the ordinary chill of winter or shadow, but something far deeper, more primal—a soul-deep cold that clung to the marrow and froze thought before it could become action. 
When she entered a room, it was like a sudden, suffocating silence blanketed the world—conversation died, breath shortened, and even the most ruthless beings instinctively bowed their heads, not out of reverence, but in fear. Her power was coercive, domineering. Her very presence bent the world around her, made the air sharp with anticipation—as if everything waited, terrified, for her next word. 
Her voice… it had been melodic, yes, almost too perfect. Smooth like honeyed wine poured over thorns. But beneath that sweetness was something suffocating—an echo that lingered in the bones long after the words faded. A whisper that made hearts race not with desire, but dread. Those who heard her speak often described a strange despair afterward, like they had glimpsed the edge of their own grave. And perhaps they had.

Velstaire was the opposite in every way.
Where she repelled, he invited. Where her presence pressed like an invisible hand at the throat, his unfolded like a tide, slow and inevitable, drawing you in before you even realized you’d stepped forward. 
He didn’t command attention—he earned it, effortlessly. The air around him shimmered not with threat, but with allure. A silent invitation wrapped in curiosity, in mystery. He was gravity made flesh.
And when his eyes met yours… the world stopped. It wasn’t merely the color—the deep, uncanny red that seemed lit from within—it was the weight behind them. Not oppressive, not overwhelming… but anchoring. Like looking into something infinite. 
Time unraveled in his gaze, past and future melting into a single breathless now. 
He didn’t just see you. He read you. And you wanted him to.
There was no fear in his presence—only reverence. 3*nchantment. Even those who should have known better, who had faced g*0ds and m*0nsters alike, felt their composure fray under the gentle pull of him. 
His power didn’t roar. It sang—soft, s*3ductive, in a language that echoed beneath the skin and made even the most stalwart soul want to listen.
He was a supernatural charmer in the truest sense—not one who compelled obedience, but one who unraveled resistance. Mesmerizing, not because he tried to be, but because it was simply what he was. Divine.

After I had devoured the impossible beauty of his face—every angle carved in stillness, every line aglow with a quiet, celestial majesty—my gaze drifted lower, instinctively, reverently, until it landed on his hands.
At first, I saw only their graceful shape—long-fingered, elegant, poised with the same natural refinement he always possessed. But beneath the silver wash of moonlight, I saw them as they truly were. And I froze.
His fingernails… they were no longer human. They had lengthened into tapered claws—sleek, predatory crescents of bone as pale as frost, each one ending in a lethal point. 
Blood dripped from their tips in slow, glistening trails, catching the moonlight like rubies melting against alabaster. The contrast was jarring. Alarming. 

I gasped before I could stop myself, heart lurching with panic as I surged forward, instinct overriding caution. I was about to call out to him, to ask if he was hurt, if the blood was his—but then I saw what lay at his feet. 
No—them. Bodies.
The earth around him was soaked in dark patches, muddied and black beneath the silver hue of moonlight. Strewn in a rough circle, almost like an offering, lay the lifeless forms of werewolves—half-shifted, their g*r0tesque limbs t*w1sted in death. Some bore the full m*0nstrous form of their kind—snouts elongated, fur matted, claws gnarled—while others had reverted partially back to their human shapes, their torsos riddled with wounds too deep to heal.
There were at least ten of them. Maybe more. It was hard to tell where one ended and another began. None of them moved. Not one had escaped his wrath.

The realization hit like a thunderclap in my chest. These were no ordinary soldiers. These were the stragglers—the ones who had fled the throne room like cowards, hoping to disappear into the night and escape judgment. They had run. They had scattered like vermin. 
And he had found them. But more than that—he had 3*nded them. Alone.
He stood in the center of their c*4rnage with the eerie stillness of a statue sculpted by blood and vengeance. Not triumphant, not shaken—simply present. Like a being who had done only what he was meant to do. Like a hunter whose purpose had always been the k*1ll. 
There was no horror in his eyes. No regret. No remorse. Just calm. A predator in repose, having feasted on those who dared to threaten him.

Then, slowly—like a statue coming to life—his head turned. And his eyes met mine. They glowed with an eerie luminescence, reflecting not just the moonlight, but something far older, something cosmic. And yet, they weren’t cruel. They weren’t cold. They searched.
I felt it immediately—a pressure against my soul, like a hand reaching through flesh and bone, peeling past every shield I’d ever built. It wasn’t invasive, but purposeful. Deliberate. 
He was looking for something—me. Not the king, not the predator, not the immortal—but the man I had buried beneath centuries of rule and restraint.

For what felt like a lifetime, we stood there in silence, held together by nothing but a single gaze stretched across the clearing like a thread spun of breathless gravity.
Then, without warning, his lips parted. And his voice poured into the space between us like moonlight spilled in song. 
“I will return to you soon… My King,” he whispered.
The words weren’t a promise. They were prophecy. A vow from something celestial wearing a body carved of dusk and breath. 
And then—he smiled. Not with lips alone. Not with mere expression. It was the kind of smile that felt conjured, pulled from a dream half-remembered. Otherworldly. Irresistible. The kind of smile one could fall into like a river of stars—and drown willingly. It struck me so deeply, so suddenly, I felt myself smiling back without even realizing it.
I took a step forward, drawn by instinct, by love, by awe. I would have crossed the entire world in that moment just to touch him again. But before I could reach him—his body sagged. As if the divine breath holding him upright had finally exhaled. And in the next heartbeat, he was collapsing.

I moved in an instant—faster than breath, faster than grief—and caught him just before his body could strike the earth. He fell into my arms like a petal released from a dying bloom, weightless yet immeasurably precious. My knees struck the forest floor, but I barely felt the impact. 
All that mattered was the man I now held cradled against my chest. Velstaire. His eyes had closed, lashes resting delicately against his cheeks like shadows dusted in moonlight. 
His face, once etched with the tension of his godlike transformation, was now serene—almost tender. The unnatural sharpness had eased from his features. 
He appeared to be asleep. Peaceful. At peace.
But then—before I could even call his name—a strange and wondrous change began to unfold.
It was not dramatic. Not sudden. But gradual… reverent. Like watching winter melt into spring.
First, his hair—once a shock of white so luminous it seemed spun from moonlight—began to darken at the roots. I watched, stunned, as the ethereal strands dulled in hue, bleeding into warm tones of russet and chestnut, until they had fully returned to the soft reddish-brown I remembered from the café… from the plaza… from a few minutes ago.
His skin, too, began to change. No longer cold and pale like carved marble, it warmed beneath my fingers—flesh softening, pinking with blood and breath and something achingly mortal. 
I pressed a palm to his bare chest, needing to feel it for myself, and gasped at the sensation. 
He was warm. Human.
Then came the aura. That entrancing, divine presence that had surrounded him like a living veil—mysterious and impossibly radiant—began to draw inward. It didn’t vanish, nor did it fade. It softened. What had moments ago been the storm-like force of something beyond this world was now folding in on itself like wings being tucked away, leaving in its wake something gentler. Familiar. The aura I remembered from the day we met. It was still him. Still uniquely Velstaire. But no longer the being who had stood beneath the moon like a g*0d.
This was the man I had fallen in love with. The mortal. The mystery. The warmth that had once slipped beneath my guard with a smile and shattered the silence of my soul.

And these changes—each delicate shift of color, every softening line, every flicker of returning warmth—made me freeze in place, confusion rooting me to the forest floor as thoroughly as if I’d been struck by some unseen force. This is impossible.
My mind, trained across centuries to accept even the most arcane and forgotten truths of the world, struggled now to make sense of the impossible tableau before me. 
My arms still cradled him—his body warm, fragile, entirely human once more—but only moments ago I had beheld something else.  A vampire. Not merely turned, not fumbling through the chaos of newfound senses like a newborn struggling against the flood of darkness and instinct—but powerful. Complete. Fully awakened in a form that was undeniably ours. 
I had seen it in the tilt of his chin, the curve of his spine, the effortless command of his presence. 
His eyes—those twin pools of molten crimson—had burned with the same immortal fire that lived in me. His stance had been regal, composed. Not just reborn, but crowned by the darkness we shared.
And yet now… Now he was warm in my arms. Breathing. Soft. His lashes fluttered in quiet slumber, and his heart beat with the rhythm of mortality. Steady. Human.
It was as if the turning had stopped. 
As if my venom—meant to convert, to consume, to reshape—had done something else entirely. Something no rite, no scroll, no prophecy had ever spoken of.
Had it healed him… but not claimed him? Had my blood restored his body but left his soul untouched—free? Or worse… was this something new? Something in between? Not mortal. Not vampire. A hybrid, born of grief and desperation and a bond so deep it had defied even death itself?

I stared down at his face in awe, unable to look away. Never—never in the entirety of my long, merciless existence—had I witnessed a mortal resist the full potency of vampire venom. And not just any venom. Mine. The venom of a king whose blood had ended dynasties and birthed immortals. It was a venom that commanded obedience, s*ubm1ssion, transformation. It was not a request—it was a decree, woven into the very marrow of my soul. 
Yet Velstaire had defied it. Not by resisting the bite, or fighting the venom itself—but by shaping its outcome. By willing it, somehow, to obey him.
The implications struck me like lightning. It had healed him—yes, mended what was broken, reknit what was unraveling—but it had not taken him. It had not claimed his humanity. He stood at the edge of death, welcomed the kiss of eternity… and then chose to remain himself.

As I knelt there, cradling his warm body against my chest, I felt something shift in the deepest part of me—a wonder so profound it bordered on reverence. I reached up with trembling fingers and cupped his face, brushing my thumb across the curve of his cheek.
“You are indeed a special one, my love,” I whispered, my voice quiet with awe, raw with adoration. “One of a kind. And you belong to me now.”
Then, as if summoned by some unseen force, his words from before he lost consciousness echoed in my mind. Not a hallucination. Not imagination. But something more profound, as though the bond between us had left behind an imprint, a lingering trace of intention burned into my soul like a seal. 
“I will return to you soon… my king.”
What did he mean by he would return to me soon? I asked myself as I stared at his face.
Whatever it was, it felt like a promise—something destined to unfold in a future where he and I were still together. And that thought alone filled me with a strange sense of peace, as if our story wasn’t over. As if it never would be.
He had also called me my king, his voice melodic and enchanting. The way he said it stirred something in me that no title, no oath, no chant of loyalty ever had. He hadn’t said it like a subject addressing a sovereign.  There was no formality in it. No stiff reverence. It was intimate. P*0ssessive. It should have unsettled me. Offended me. No one p*0ssessed a king. And yet, I didn’t flinch. I didn’t bristle. I welcomed it. The idea that I could belong to someone—and not just any someone, but him—felt less like submission and more like salvation.

My quiet reverie—the fragile, sacred stillness that had wrapped itself around us—was broken by a sound I had long since learned to despise. A distant howl. Then another. And another still. They rose in succession like a funeral choir echoing through the trees, their notes sharp, mournful, and furious. 
The air shifted around me, thickening with anticipation, the scent of blood and pine now threaded with the coppery tang of vengeance. 
They were coming. And not just one or two. A pack. Drawn by the silence of their fallen brethren. Drawn by the scent of death. Drawn by Velstaire.
I turned my head slowly toward the darkness of the forest, the source of the howls already closing in—too fast for mortals, too reckless for creatures expecting a fair fight. 
No doubt they had felt the extinguishing of their kin, the sudden void where a dozen of their own had once pulsed with fury and breath. That kind of silence was unnatural. Unacceptable.
They were coming to investigate. To 4*venge. But they wouldn’t find a skirmish. They wouldn’t find wounded prey or cornered kin. They would find a m*4ssacre. 
A silent graveyard of their own kind, felled by one man. My man. And that was precisely the problem. As much as I longed to stand my ground—to meet them head-on and reduce their grief to ash and regret—I couldn’t risk it. Not with him still unconscious in my arms.

I looked down at him again, his features now soft and mortal, the divine still lingering beneath the surface like an ember refusing to die out. He had done more than enough. A dozen of their kind lay around us, their blood still cooling on the grass.
That was vengeance. That was justice. That was enough.
I shifted my stance, the forest bracing itself around me as if sensing what I was about to do. 
Then, gently—reverently—I scooped him into my arms, cradling him against my chest like something sacred. His head rested against my shoulder, his breath whispering against my collarbone. And without a word, I vanished.
The forest blurred into streaks of green and silver as I surged forward, every footfall silent, every movement cloaked in shadow. Branches parted before me. Wind roared past like a spirit on my heels. 
The path home was etched into my mind, every root and stone remembered, every curve of the land a memory carved from centuries of rule.
Behind me, the howls grew louder. Angrier. But they would not catch us. They would not touch him. Not while I still existed.
The castle loomed in the distance like a promise carved from night—its spires bathed in moonlight, its wards shimmering faintly in the dark. Sanctuary. And I would reach it before the wolves ever knew where we had gone.

By the time we reached the castle grounds, the night had already begun to shift—no longer quiet, no longer still. The air shimmered faintly with residual magic, a low hum rippling through the veil of reality like a heartbeat just beneath the surface. I could feel it the moment we passed through the outer threshold: Cassius had been busy.
A cloaking spell had been cast. Not a mere illusion or misdirection—but a barrier forged from precision and blood, the kind only Cassius could weave. It pulsed with a dark, protective rhythm, coiled tightly around the castle like a shroud of living shadow. 
I could smell it in the air—the iron bite of werewolf blood braided into the incantation. Fresh. Purposeful.
He had used their own fallen kin to seal the grounds. It was brilliant. Ruthless. And undeniably effective. To any who dared approach now—especially the Nasgorns—the castle would no longer exist. It was invisible to their kind, cloaked entirely in spellwork older than most of them could comprehend, reinforced by vengeance and death. Impenetrable. Undetectable. Good. They would search. They would rage. But they would never find him again.

The grand entrance stood before me, massive and silent, the twin doors carved with the ancient sigils of my bloodline, their obsidian surface glinting beneath the flickering torches.
As I crossed the threshold, Velstaire still cradled in my arms—limp but peaceful—I saw them waiting. Cassius stood at the center of the entrance hall, his long coat stained with magic and ash, one gloved hand still faintly glowing at the fingertips. The spell had taken a toll, but he showed no signs of exhaustion. His eyes, however, burned with sharp curiosity, flitting instantly to the figure in my arms. To his right, Josarian leaned against a column, arms folded, golden eyes narrowed—calculating, amused, but alert. Even he, with all his arrogance and mask of flippancy, said nothing. Not yet. Raelith stood a few paces behind, shoulders tense, his jaw set with restrained questions that practically echoed through the stone chamber. His gaze locked on Velstaire first, then on me—then back again.
The weight of their stares was undeniable. But before any of them could speak—before a single breath could give shape to the flood of inquiries I knew was waiting—I raised my head and met them with a glare that cut through the silence like a blade.
“I will answer all your questions later,” I said, voice low but unyielding. 
Firm. Final.
Without sparing a single glance or word, I strode past them, my footsteps purposeful, unrelenting, as I carried Velstaire through the winding corridors of the castle’s inner sanctum. They did not follow. They knew better.

The castle above had already begun its preparation for dayfall as the first edge of dawn threatened the sky—soft, golden light seeping toward the horizon like a blade ready to split the world. I could feel it—like fire licking against my skin in warning. But I didn’t care. I took the hidden stairwell beneath the throne room, descending deeper into the earth, into the underground where no sunlight could ever reach. 
Where shadows blanketed the walls like old friends and silence was a comfort instead of a warning.
This chamber was carved from obsidian and stone, its arches adorned in ancient engravings that glowed faintly with protective runes. Few had seen this room. Fewer still had ever been permitted to step inside. Not even Josarian, Raelith, or Cassius had entered here without permission. It was more than just a refuge—it was my sanctum. 
The one place untouched by politics, by violence, by time. And I brought him here. Not out of impulse. Not out of weakness. But because I could no longer bear to be apart from him. Not even for a breath.
Let them whisper of favoritism. Let them hunger.  They would survive. I would even grant them a few nights in London, if only to soothe the edge of their instincts. But for now, my only concern was the man in my arms.

When I reached the center of the room, I paused for only a moment—just long enough to take in the sight of the bed that dominated the far side of the chamber. A grand piece, draped in velvet and framed in ancient wood carved with the emblems of my bloodline. 
Carefully—more carefully than I thought myself capable of—I lowered him onto the mattress, easing his weight into the soft folds of silk and shadow. 
His form seemed to disappear into it, as if the bed had been waiting all this time. As if it had always been meant for him.
Just like the night before, I sat at the edge of the bed and watched him sleep.  But tonight… I did not resist the pull that had haunted me since the moment I first held him in my arms. I let go of restraint. Slowly, carefully, I shifted beside him and allowed his head to rest upon my lap. 
The weight of him felt sacred. I looked down at the gentle rise and fall of his chest, the faint twitch of his lashes as he dreamed, the warmth that radiated from his body like a soft hearth in winter. 
My hand moved instinctively to his hair, fingers threading slowly through the soft reddish-brown strands—now returned to their original hue. Each stroke was gentle, reverent, as though I were touching something fragile and priceless. 
And in truth, I was. He was no longer just a guest in my bed. He was the reason it had meaning again. 
I could feel his quiet breaths where they grazed my leg, and I found myself matching their rhythm—entranced by the simplicity of it, by the reminder that despite everything, he was here. Alive. Human. And yet… so much more.

And then, a knock—soft and hesitant—sounded against the chamber door, just as the first rays of sunlight began to threaten the edges of the sky. 
I didn’t move. Didn’t speak. I simply glanced toward the door, already knowing who it was.
“Enter,” I called, my voice low but steady.
Raelith stepped inside, his usual formality softened by what he saw. 
His gaze flicked first to me—then to Velstaire, nestled quietly in my lap—and something in his expression shifted. He bowed deeply, but when he straightened, there was no judgment in his eyes. Only understanding. And reverence.
“Your Grace,” he said quietly, his tone laced with gravity. “The last of the werewolves have been cleared. I bring the full report.”

Thinking that uncovering the truth behind the attack was a matter of grave urgency—and knowing that Velstaire, sleeping peacefully here, would be beyond the reach of even the boldest soul in my court—I finally gave a quiet nod and turned from the bed. 
I let my fingers brush through his hair one last time, then rose with a reluctant sigh, the echo of his warmth still clinging to my hands.
Raelith stood just beside the door, his crimson cloak drawn tightly around his shoulders, the dim torchlight casting long shadows down the corridor. At his side stood another—Sevrith, his younger brother, newly appointed to take Hadrian’s place as captain of my elite guard. A swift and necessary decision after Hadrian’s t*r3achery. Sevrith’s posture was stiff with purpose, but there was a grim understanding in his eyes—a quiet vow not to repeat his predecessor’s mistakes.

Without a word, I led them down the hall, the stone beneath our feet cool and ancient with memory. We passed beneath silver-cast arches and through heavy doors until we reached my study—an austere room lined with tomes written in forgotten tongues and maps inked with blood and shadow. The hearth crackled softly with violet flames, casting unnatural light across the stone walls.
Once the doors sealed behind us, I turned to them, folding my arms as the silence pressed like a weight between us.
Rae stepped forward first.
“The prisoner spoke,” he said, his voice low, edged with fury and disbelief. “We left one of the wolves alive, just as you commanded. He resisted at first, but Sevrith’s talents proved persuasive.”
Sevrith gave a single nod, saying nothing.
Rae continued. “The attack was orchestrated. Not a random skirmish. Not a foolish attempt at r*3venge. It was deliberate—executed through an alliance between the W*4rlocks and the Nasgorn pack.”
My eyes narrowed.
“And the one who arranged that alliance,” Raelith said slowly, “was Hadrian.”
The name dropped like a stone in water, sending ripples of anger through me.
“Hadrian,” I repeated, voice colder than the ice veining the walls. “A vampire. My subject. A soul bound to me.”
Raelith’s jaw clenched. “He approached the W*4rlocks in secret. Offered them what no one else had in centuries—information. About us. About you. About this castle and our underground sanctuary. Our existence that continued even after the Great W*4r.”
A silence fell, thick and seething.
“And in return?” I asked.
“To sever his bond with you,” Sevrith answered at last, his tone carefully neutral. “He wanted to walk in the sun again. To stop hiding beneath the earth. He offered everything—every secret, every weakness—if they would only grant him freedom.”
I stared at him, my expression unreadable, but inside, I was ablaze.
He had b*3trayed me… for sunlight. For the warmth of a life he no longer belonged to. And now… he remained in darkness forever.
“Is that even possible, Your Grace? To walk under the sun once his bond with you is severed? And can your D*0minion of Souls be severed in the first place?” Sevrith asked, his tone more skeptical than disrespectful—though the weight of the question pressed heavily in the air.
I did not r*3buke him.
Like the rest of our kind, Sevrith believed the c*urs3 cast by Stefania a thousand years ago touched all vampires equally. That sunlight meant death. That it was immutable. Unquestionable. 

But the truth was far more complex—far more dangerous. The curse Stefania wrought in her final act of v*3ngeance did not ripple through every vampire as history claimed. It had not blanketed us all in stone-bound doom. 
No. It had been aimed with precision, designed with malice for one target: my father, King Alaric. And from him, the affliction bled through his direct progeny like a p*0isoned river through noble blood. It was not a curse upon a race—but a bloodline. 
And worse—my D*0minion of Souls, my rare and ancient gift, complicated it further. Every soul bound to mine through that rite became tethered not just to my will, but to the curse that haunted my line. 
Those I bound inherited both my protection… and my d*4mnation. They gained strength, near-immortality, loyalty that transcended magic—but with it, the burden of stone death beneath the sun. It was the cost of my power. The chain that linked them to me not only through soul, but fate.

We discovered this devastating truth by accident—or rather, through Josarian’s idiotic bravado. It happened over five centuries ago. He had stepped into the sunlight on a whim, prompted by a playful dare between him and Rae. The moment the rays touched his skin, Rae, Cass, and I braced ourselves, fully expecting to see him turn to stone. 
But Josarian just stood there, completely unharmed. Smirking. Sunlight still bathing his skin.
We hadn’t believed it at first. Thought it must be an illusion. Some trick of magic. But Cassius, ever the curious one, stepped into the sun to test it for himself—only to be turned to stone.
Only Josarian had survived the sun. Only him.
That was when we realized the difference. 
Josarian was not of Alaric’s line. He was the creation of Altheira—Alaric’s sister, a powerful elder who died during the Great W*4r. 
And so the sunlight never claimed him. It never would.

Realizing the devastating implications of what we had uncovered—that not all vampires were equally c*urs3d—we made a solemn vow, one forged not only in secrecy, but necessity: we would never speak of this truth to anyone outside our inner circle. Not even to the most trusted among our court. If word ever spread that Altheira’s bloodline was immune to the sun’s wrath, it would fracture everything.
Imagine it—a society bound together by shared suffering, suddenly learning that some could live u*nsh4ckled. It would be more than 3*nvy. It would be sedition. The c*urs3d would demand answers, justice, perhaps even retribution. The u*ncurs3d would be viewed as impostors, as f*r4uds, as h*3retics to the pain the rest of us endured. Factions would form. Loyalties would falter. My reign itself could collapse beneath the weight of doubt.
No, we couldn’t risk it.

So, we kept the secret for a long time. Only five beings in the world knew the flaw in that curse: myself, Josarian, Raelith, Cassius, and Hadrian—who had been present when it happened. And it had remained that way for centuries. Until now. Until Hadrian chose to betray me.
Because he, too, was descended from Altheira. A distant branch, more diluted than Josarian—but still part of the same ancestral tree. His blood held the potential for freedom. 
But unlike Josarian, he had bound himself to me through the Rite of Dominion. 
And that changed everything. The c*urs3 touched him not through his blood—but through me. Through the sacred, unbreakable link that tied his soul to mine. 
As long as that bond remained, the c*urs3 flowed through him like an echo of my own. It was not innate. It was inherited by proximity. Borrowed through loyalty. 
And therein lay his desperation. Hadrian believed that by severing the bond, he could reclaim his birthright—to walk beneath the sun, to shed the shadows, to become something more than the c*h4ined. It was a dream potent enough to make m*0nsters of men. But to sever the Dominion of Souls is not a clean act. It is not like undoing a knot or breaking a contract. It is pain. Agony deeper than bone.
Because our bond is not simply magical. It is spiritual. Existential. 
The moment he even contemplated betrayal, the essence of that bond would have retaliated—not with v*1olence, but with a pain so profound it strikes the very essence of who and what you are. Thoughts of t*r3ason burn. Plans of r*3bellion blister the soul. 
The bond defends itself. And Hadrian, bound to me, could not have made his choice lightly. 
No, he suffered for it. Every moment he plotted. Every time he moved against me in the shadows. He suffered. His death was not p*un1shment. It was mercy.

Rae and I exchanged a brief glance—one laden with unspoken weight, the kind only centuries of shared history could carry. He knew, just as I did, the danger in entertaining the truth.  Sevrith, though his loyalty was unquestioned, but his idealism... that was the risk. 
Too many of our kind still believed in absolutes—one curse, one fate, one king. If they learned that fate could be altered… that some bloodlines could defy the sun… everything we built could begin to unravel. So I gave him only what I could.
“No,” I said, my voice calm, but edged with finality. “The c*urs3 affects all vampires equally. Severing the bond with me won’t change that.”
He blinked, brows drawing into a subtle frown, clearly unsettled. But I didn’t allow room for doubt to breathe.
“And more importantly,” I continued, “my D*0minion of Souls is not a contract to be undone by spell or treachery. It is older than their language—rooted in soul, not s*0rcery. No w*4rlock, not even the highest circle in London, can touch it. I alone decide when it ends. I alone have the power to break it…”

Velstaire… could sever it.
He had resisted the turning—not rejected it, no. He had reshaped it. Rewritten its terms, as though my venom had asked permission before it dared to heal him. 
The bond we shared in the first hours of turning… it severed. It did not chain him. It did not bind him in the way it had bound others before. 

I stared past Sevrith for a moment, my thoughts sharpening like blades. 
The London w*4rlocks—if they ever discovered what Velstaire could do, they would want him. Not as an enemy. Not even as prey. But as a weapon. They would parade him as proof. That the D*0minion could be severed. That the king could be undone. They would turn my people against me. They would try to unravel everything I had built—by using him.
My jaw clenched tight. A muscle ticked beneath my eye. Not out of anger at him—never at him. But at the very thought of anyone seeking to use what I cherished most as a tool to destroy me.
No, I would not allow that. I would b*urn London to ash before I let them put their hands on him. I would silence every w*4rlock who dared whisper his name. I would bleed kingdoms dry if it meant shielding him from the weight of what he was—of what he could become in the wrong hands.

“Your Grace,” Raelith said softly, his voice careful—low enough to cut through my thoughts without shattering them.
I blinked, the firelight of my study coming back into focus, its quiet crackle drawing me away from the dark tide that had nearly swept me under. 
My eyes had glazed, I realized. 
My hand was still clenched against the armrest, nails leaving shallow impressions in the old wood. 
I cleared my throat, smoothing the tension from my posture like slipping on a cloak. My gaze shifted to Sevrith, who was watching me with polite patience, though I could see the flicker of curiosity still burning behind his eyes. Young. Loyal. But observant.
I offered a small, composed smile. 
“Even the most powerful w*4rlocks cannot sever the bond I created,” I said, tone firm, dismissive of doubt. “It is mine alone to uphold—or to release.”
Sevrith bowed his head, accepting the answer without question. 
“Understood, Your Grace,” he murmured with the deference of a soldier still growing into his armor.
Raelith, ever more seasoned in reading the current beneath my calm, stepped forward slightly. “I’ll send you the remainder of the report in detail via encrypted email,” he said, his voice quiet but steady. 
Then, after a beat, his tone lightened—just enough to curve into subtle mischief. 
“Forgive us for taking up so much of your evening. We’ll leave you to spend more time with your beloved.”
The word lingered—just enough to draw my attention. 
I arched a brow at him, but his smirk was already in place, the same one that had carried him through a hundred battles and twice as many reprimands. He bowed again, far too casually, and turned on his heel.
Sevrith hesitated beside him, clearly fighting back a smile. His mouth twitched, caught between decorum and amusement, but he said nothing. He wasn’t Raelith. He hadn’t earned that kind of familiarity with me yet—and he knew it.
“Thank you, both,” I said coolly, just before the door opened.
They paused for a final bow—Raelith with a glint in his eye, Sevrith all precision and grace—before slipping out of the study and into the dim corridor beyond. The door shut behind them with a soft click.

Once I was alone, the silence of my study wrapped around me like a second cloak—cool, steady, familiar. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, the weight of restraint easing from my shoulders now that Raelith and Sevrith were gone.
Crossing the room, I settled into the leather-backed chair behind my desk and reached for the black tablet resting atop the polished surface. The screen flickered to life beneath my touch, illuminating the shadows with a cold glow. Raelith’s report was already waiting—efficient, thorough, and encrypted with his usual triple-layered protections. 
I opened the file and began to read. His report was presented in precise chronological order, every detail timestamped and cross-referenced with castle logs, guard patrols, and scrying windows. As always, Raelith left nothing to chance.

And then my eyes caught on a single, innocuous line buried near the bottom of a paragraph—easily overlooked if one weren’t reading closely.
“According to the prisoner, two nights before the attack, Nasgorn scouts returned alongside their current Alpha, Pablo, locked in a frantic argument. Some claimed they had seen another vampire in the woods. Others insisted it was something else—something with translucent hair. Taller. Unfathomably strong. Nothing like Hadrian.”
I stared at the sentence, unblinking. A quiet dread twisted in my stomach—not fear, but something heavier. 
Something sharper. Translucent hair. Taller. Stronger.
I knew who they meant. Velstaire.
And then I read the words, “He bears her likeness. Her aura. Her power. He must be her.”
Pablo, the Nasgorn’s Alpha, had not merely seen Velstaire—he had studied him. Compared him. Declared him a reincarnation of the one being I loathed above all others. 
Stefania. He dared to cast her shadow upon him.

My hands, once calmly clasped, clenched so tightly the armrests beneath them groaned. My fangs dropped instinctively, unbidden. 
A growl—low, guttural, barely contained—curled in the back of my throat like the warning of an ancient beast remembering war.
He is not Stefania. He is not her. 
He is mine.
And no one—no one—will take him from me.
That p*0ssessive truth roared through me with the force of a tidal wave crashing against centuries of control. 
Not in the way mortals spoke of p*0ssession, but in the primal, ancient way only creatures like me understood—soulbound, blood-sworn, undeniable. 
A dark, burning rage ignited in my chest, so fierce it rolled outward through the very foundations of the castle. Magic stirred. Wards flickered. Shadows quivered like they, too, were holding their breath. 
I could feel my court sense it—those bound to me through the D*0minion. Their hearts stuttered. Their instincts sharpened. The entire castle felt my fury swell.
And yet—I would not let it spiral. Not now. Not while he slept, safe in the heart of my sanctuary.
I exhaled a slow, deliberate breath.
So, I sent a mental pulse across every link of the D*0minion—an iron command threaded with my will. "Everyone stay calm. I am alright."
The storm in the walls eased. Power withdrew like a wave returning to sea, though the salt of tension still clung to the air. 
One by one, my court obeyed. No whispers. No movement. Only watchful silence, like a fortress with its eyes wide open. 
And still, within me, the storm raged. It had settled—but it had not passed.

I read the report further—until I reached the part where the prisoner claimed that Hadrian had betrayed their Alpha. He was never supposed to kill Velstarire. He was ordered to help them retrieve her—their Alpha’s mate, in the form of that man.
“How dare you agree to help them, Hadrian!” I growled.
This time, I didn’t care about the unrest that stirred through the castle in response to my fury. I welcomed it. Let them snarl their anger toward him too.
And when the rage eased—just slightly—a thought crossed my mind: what could have driven him to betray them? 
Had he suddenly had a change of heart? 
Had he finally recognized that Velstarire is mine—not Pablo’s mate—and chosen to end him to prevent a future war? 
Like a hero, acting valiantly to disguise his betrayal and disloyalty.
But whatever his reason was, the truth remains unchanged. 
He betrayed me. He dared to lay a hand on my beloved. 
And that alone deserves a punishment equal to death.
His death remains inevitable.

After reading the report—its weight still echoing in my mind—I returned to my private chamber with the heaviness of the truth settling like a cloak over my shoulders.  But the moment I stepped inside, the atmosphere shifted. 
The chill of duty faded, replaced by a warmth that had nothing to do with firelight or stone. He was still there. Velstaire. Fast asleep on the bed that had remained untouched for decades until he arrived.
I approached in silence, my footfalls softened by the thick carpet beneath me, careful not to wake him too harshly. 
The room was bathed in the dim amber glow of the hearth, and the way it touched his skin made him look like something between a dream and a memory—unreal, and yet utterly mine.
I sat beside him slowly, easing my weight onto the edge of the bed with reverence, not wanting to disrupt the quiet peace he lay in. 
I leaned forward, brushing a loose strand of hair from his face. It slipped like silk between my fingers, soft and untroubled.
But the instant my fingertips grazed his cheek, he stirred. A sharp inhale tore from his lungs—sudden, involuntary—his eyes flying open as though waking from a nightmare. His body tensed, his gaze darted wildly, trying to understand where he was.
Then—his eyes met mine. Recognition flickered. Memory returned. And with it, relief.
His entire frame slackened, the rigid lines of fear easing into something softer. He exhaled shakily, the sound trembling with emotion.
“I thought I wouldn’t see you again,” he whispered, his voice barely more than breath—fragile, vulnerable, raw.
Something inside me clenched at the sound. I reached out and cupped his face gently, letting my thumb sweep across the curve of his cheek. His skin was warm now. Human. Mortal. But his presence… it still radiated something more.
And I smiled—softly, honestly, with every piece of my heart visible in the curve of my lips.
“I would follow you to the ends of the earth,” I said, my voice steady and low. “Even beyond death, if I must. You are the most important person in my life now, Velstaire. Nothing—not time, not power, not fate—will ever change that.”
His gaze didn’t waver. He held my eyes as if trying to anchor himself with them, to make sure I was real and not some illusion summoned from the depths of exhaustion.  And then—slowly—he leaned into my palm, nuzzling slightly, as though drawing strength from the contact. A quiet surrender.

After a moment, he straightened, carefully sitting up with a slow grace that belied the weariness still wrapped around him. The covers slipped down his bare chest, pooling around his waist, revealing the faint markings of what his body had endured—signs only I could see. 
Signs that told me he was not untouched by what had happened… but he had survived.
He reached for my hand and took it without hesitation—his fingers wrapping around mine like he’d done it a thousand times before. 
And then, he simply stared at it. Not in confusion, but in contemplation. He traced along the length of my palm with the tip of his finger, as if searching for something. As if committing it to memory.
I said nothing. I didn’t interrupt. I let him have the silence. The stillness. The moment.
Because whatever he was searching for—he needed to find it on his own. And I would wait. For as long as he needed.

After a few quiet moments—his gaze still fixed on our entwined hands—Velstaire finally looked up at me, and I immediately sensed the shift in his expression. Something vulnerable hovered just beneath the surface of his composure, like a question he wasn’t certain he wanted answered. His eyes searched mine with a hesitation so raw it carved a slow ache into my chest, and when he finally spoke, his voice was quiet, halting, steeped in uncertainty.
“Do you not find me strange?” he asked. “Or… r*3volting?”
He glanced away, as though ashamed of the words, then forced himself to meet my gaze again. “When you saw me in the clearing… when you saw what I did to the werewolves—when you saw how fast I moved… Did it not frighten you?”
There was a tremble in his voice, the faintest quiver that told me he feared my answer. Not for what it might mean for us—but for what it might reveal about what he had become.
I could feel it radiating off him—the unease, the doubt. The lingering aftershock of awakening to a power that did not feel fully his. As though he believed the strength he had shown had somehow marred him. As if it had cost him something essential… something human. 
And in that moment, it struck me just how deeply he feared I would see him as something g*r0tesque, something m*0nstrous. 
But how could he not know?
How could he not understand that I, who had ruled for a thousand years from the shadows of a c*urs3d empire, was the very definition of m*0nstrous?
I leaned in slightly, my voice dropping to a reverent hush.
“Not at all,” I said softly, with a weight that filled the silence around us. “You are the most beautiful man I have ever seen in my entire existence.”
He blinked—clearly not expecting the answer, let alone the raw sincerity with which it was given. His brows lifted in quiet surprise, lips parting as if he might ask whether I meant it—but no words came. He didn’t need to. The disbelief in his gaze gave way to something warmer, something gentler. A shy smile ghosted across his lips—small, tentative, but radiant in its honesty.
And just like that, I was undone all over again.
He lowered his gaze, breaking eye contact not out of shame, but to hide the way his cheeks flushed with sudden color. 

And then, with a shift in tone—curiosity now edging out his doubt—he looked down at his hands and slowly released mine.
“Am I… a vampire now?” he asked, his voice quiet again, but no longer fragile—just wondering.
He lifted his hands into the light, palms up, turning them slowly, as if he might spot the answer in the curve of his fingers or the lines etched in his skin. 
His expression was a blend of curiosity and quiet awe, as if his body was a puzzle and he didn’t yet know what the pieces meant.
He flexed his fingers once, then again, inspecting the faint ridges of his nails, the subtle sheen of his skin. 
Then, with all the exaggerated gravity of a stage actor playing the role of a m*0nster, he tilted his head back slightly and bared his teeth—clenching and unclenching them a few times like he was testing their bite. He ran his finger across his canines with exaggerated scrutiny, as if expecting them to be longer, sharper, more dangerous. But they weren’t. They were just… teeth.
“That’s strange,” he muttered, brows furrowing in genuine confusion, his tone thoughtful and a little sheepish. He glanced over at me, his expression open and disarmingly honest, like a boy realizing a magic trick hadn’t worked as expected. “Why do I feel the same?”
His confusion was so sincere, so completely unguarded, that I couldn’t help it—I let out a soft laugh. A warm, unrestrained sound that wrapped around the moment like a ribbon of moonlight.
He blinked, startled by the laughter, then smiled—one of those quiet, crooked smiles that always caught me off guard.
“You feel the same,” I said gently, “because you never truly turned into a vampire.”
I let the truth settle between us for a breath before continuing, my voice lowering as I leaned a little closer. “For some reason, my venom didn’t complete the transformation. It only healed you. Your body didn’t accept the binding of my D*0minion—not in the way I’ve ever known it to happen.”
His brows lifted slightly, curious now, his lips parted just enough to betray the questions forming in his mind.
“And then,” I added, brushing a strand of hair from his forehead, “you woke with a power none of us had ever known. That power…was mesmerizing—like something carved from myth and starlight. But for some reason, your body drew that power back. It was as if you willed it to retreat, to stay hidden within you. And just like that, you were human again.”
He stilled, watching me.
“But,” I murmured, “Whatever it was. No matter how powerful you were in that moment. I still prefer you like this.”
He blinked again, surprised by my honesty.
“You’re warm, alive,” I said softly, my palm pressing lightly against his chest, feeling the steady pulse beneath it. “You’re lovely. And no power—no transformation—could make you more so.”

The moment stretched, and I watched the blush rise in his cheeks like the slow burn of sunrise. It started faintly, a tinge of rose beneath his skin, then bloomed in full as my words took root. He ducked his head slightly, the faintest smile curling on his lips as if trying to hide how flustered he was. 
I will return to you soon, My king.
Those words echoed in my mind once more, and I couldn’t help but wonder—would he ever tell me what he truly meant by them?
My eyes lingered on his face, trying to read the truth behind the phrase. 
There was no fear in him. No sarcasm. Just a quiet certainty that made my heart ache.
“Do you remember what you said in the clearing last night?” I asked gently, my voice barely above a whisper.
He fell quiet for a moment, gaze unfocused, lost somewhere in the labyrinth of fragmented memory. 
I waited, watching the subtle shifts in his face—the faint crease between his brows, the way his lips parted then pressed together again, as if wrestling with thoughts he could barely articulate. Then, finally, he spoke.
“All I remember is… pain,” he murmured, voice low and halting. “Unbearable pain. For hours. It felt like my bones were breaking and reforming at the same time. Like my blood was on fire, every drop igniting something… ancient.”
His hands trembled slightly in his lap. I noticed the way his fingers curled inwards, like he was unconsciously trying to contain the memory.
“And then,” he continued, “I opened my eyes… and I felt this overwhelming urge to move. To run. Not to escape—but to chase. I didn’t know where I was going. I didn’t know what I was. All I knew—was that I had to find the ones who dared to hurt you.”
His voice faltered, dipping into a hush so soft I had to lean closer just to catch it.
“It wasn’t even about me. It was you. All I could think about was k*1lling them for daring to hurt you. There was no logic. No restraint. Just… rage. Not even mine, entirely. Something older. Deeper.”
I felt it then—the undercurrent in his tone, the haunted edge of a man recalling a dream that bordered on a nightmare. He turned his face away, eyes sweeping toward the hearth where shadows flickered and danced in silence.
“Everything after that was a blur,” he admitted. “I remember the forest. The wind. The scent of blood. But not my actions. Not how I moved, or what I did. I wasn’t thinking—I was just… acting. Like instinct took over. And then—” he paused, brows furrowing, “—when I looked at the moon…”
He trailed off again, lost.
“It was like I fell into a trance. Like I was staring into a void that never ended. It wasn’t just the moon—it was something beyond it. Behind it. I felt like I was being watched. Or called. Like something was waiting for me on the other side of that light. But I couldn’t reach it. And then…”
He turned back to me, eyes wide with residual confusion. “I remember nothing else. The next thing I knew, I was waking up here.”
His words hung in the air, weighty and strange—like the echoes of a forgotten prophecy whispered from the lips of a sleeping god.
He looked… baffled. Not frightened, exactly, but shaken. As though what he’d touched—or what had touched him—was far beyond his comprehension.

His fingers, soft and steady, suddenly slipping gently over mine. It wasn’t a casual gesture. It was deliberate. Grounding.  He was watching me. 
Not with confusion. Not with fear.  But with something quieter—something luminous.
Gratitude.
His gaze shimmered in the low firelight, warm and steady, and in that moment, it felt like all the chaos we’d endured—the bloodshed, the revelations, the unspeakable transformation—had distilled into this single, quiet exchange. 
His voice, when it came, was soft but sure. No tremble. No hesitation.
“Thank you for saving me,” he said, each word carefully chosen. “I must be really strange not to have turned into a vampire when you bit me. I mean—who resists the venom of a vampire king, right?” 
He gave a short, dry laugh at his own absurdity, but there was no humor in his eyes—only earnestness.
“But that doesn’t change the fact that you saved me. Not just from death, but from something I can’t even name. You brought me back.” His grip tightened slightly—not possessive, but with intent. “And… if you’re willing, I want you to try again.”
He paused. Drew in a breath. “Turn me into a vampire, Fel.”
My entire body stilled. My heart—ancient, immortal, long accustomed to silence—twitched in my chest like it was remembering how to beat.
He was serious. Unflinching. Sincere.
He looked at me with the full force of his truth, unshielded and unafraid. It wasn’t a plea. It wasn’t desperation. It was a choice. A declaration. Not born from fear or confusion—but from clarity.
My throat tightened. I swallowed against the emotion clawing its way up, threatening to overwhelm me. Hearing him say those words… hearing him choose this life, my life—an existence marred by shadow, bound to darkness and blood and endless time—it filled me with something I hadn’t dared feel in centuries. Hope. But I couldn’t ignore the other possibility—the one that wrapped its claws around the edge of that hope and whispered doubt.
What if this was gratitude speaking? 
A reaction to being saved. A way to repay a debt he felt he owed. Not a true desire to share my curse.

I gently drew my hands away from his, and I saw it—that brief flicker of hurt in his eyes, like a candle’s flame trembling in the wind. 
He didn’t speak. He didn’t try to stop me. But I felt it in the subtle downturn of his gaze, the way his fingers curled slightly, almost reflexively, as if bracing for rejection. It faded quickly, though. 
Because before he could draw his hands back fully, I took them once more—deliberate, slow. I brought them to my lips and pressed a kiss to his knuckles. Soft. Reverent. As if he were something precious and sacred, a relic from a dream I never thought I’d touch again.
His breath hitched audibly. And I heard it—that sound. The rapid flutter of his heart. It pulsed like music, too loud and too sweet to ignore. 
I smirked, unable to help myself. Pleased more than I cared to admit. That his body responded to me so instinctively, so vulnerably, made something primal and p*0ssessive curl inside my chest.
Still holding his hands in mine, I laid them carefully in my lap, cradling them as though they were the most fragile thing in the world. Then I lifted my gaze and locked eyes with him.
“I chose to turn you last night because I had no other choice,” I said, my voice low and steady. “It was either that… or watch you die in my arms. And that—I couldn’t bear.”
He didn’t speak, but his fingers twitched against mine, subtle, like a heartbeat.
“But now…” I continued, letting each word stretch between us like a promise, “I will not force this life on you again. To be undead is to surrender more than just time—it is to give up the greatest gift mortals possess.”
He blinked, and I saw it hit him.
“Death,” I said gently. “The right to an ending. A final breath. The ache of growing old beside someone. The chance to forget. The right to rest.”
I watched his throat bob as he swallowed, the muscles in his jaw tightening ever so slightly.
“If—and only if—you are certain you want to surrender that… if you truly, deeply believe you want eternity with me—not just the idea of me—then I will turn you. Gladly. But not before. Not until your soul says yes.”
I leaned closer, brushing a thumb over the back of his hand as I added, “And besides… There's no guarantee my venom will work this time. Last time, you resisted it. You twisted it to your own will. You survived it by choice. I don’t know if that was a miracle… or a warning.”
His eyes glistened. I could see the shimmer of unshed tears gathering along his lashes. He didn’t let them fall. He just lowered his gaze, staring at our intertwined hands in silence.
Then, in a voice barely above a whisper, he asked, “How long do you need me to think?”
His tone wasn’t impatient. It was tender. Raw. Full of the ache of uncertainty.
“And how will we ever know,” he added, “if we don’t try again?”
I paused. 
His questions—so simple, so honest—cut deeper than he knew. 
Because I didn’t have an answer. Not one that made sense. Not one that didn’t terrify me. I had lived for a thousand years, but never had I been asked to wait on something like this. 
And never had I feared that a second attempt might fail again—or worse, cost me him entirely.

Then he looked at me again—and in that single glance, the answer came before the words did. There it was. Clear. Unwavering. Blazing like starlight set behind storm-dark clouds: resolve.
Not desperation. Not fleeting emotion. But a choice—etched in the lines of his face, anchored in the depth of his gaze. 
A decision born from pain, from near-death clarity, and from a love that had refused to die even when his heart nearly did.
“Facing death last night…” he began, his voice trembling, barely louder than a breath, “…it made me realize how much I hated the thought of leaving you behind.”
He paused, trying to hold himself together as his grip on my hands grew firmer. His knuckles were pale, and his fingers curled tightly into mine—as if anchoring himself to this moment, to me, to the truth he was about to speak aloud.
“I hated being weak,” he whispered. “Hated being human.”
A shudder ran through him, and his next words cracked under the weight of raw emotion.
“I hated that I couldn’t protect you. That you had to fight for me. That I was just—just something fragile you had to cradle and hide while everything around us turned to blood and war.”
Tears began to well in his eyes, slow and unrelenting. He didn’t blink them away. He let them gather, shimmering like silver on his lashes.
“Please…” he said, his voice breaking. “Please, turn me now. Before I begin to h*4te myself even more.”
That plea—so simple, so shattering—sank deep into my bones. And I couldn’t move. Not yet.
My grip on his hands tightened instinctively, as if trying to draw some of that resolve into myself. I searched his face—desperately, endlessly—for hesitation, for fear, for anything that might suggest he was not ready. But there was none. Only sorrow, determination, and a fragile, aching hope. 
And still, doubt clawed at my soul.
Could I do this? Could I be selfish now? Could I accept his plea, knowing it would steal his humanity? Knowing I would bind him to a life of darkness, of hunger, of endless years wrapped in the stillness of the undead? Could I take this from him—just to keep him by my side? Would I be damning him… or saving him?

All of my questions and doubts—every last shred of hesitation, every carefully constructed wall of restraint—began to unravel the moment his trembling fingers reached for my hand and placed it against his bare chest.
My gaze dropped to the gentle rise and fall of his breath as I felt his heartbeat beneath my palm.
And with every beat, it seemed to whisper: I trust you. I choose you. Take all of me, if you’ll have me. And g*0ds help me—I did.
Because in that instant, all I could think about was how desperately I wanted him. Not just as my beloved. Not just as the soul I would die a thousand deaths to protect. But as a man.
I wanted to feel the heat of his skin against mine. I wanted to drown in the rhythm of his breath, to press my mouth to every inch of him and know what it felt like to hold something living in the dark hollow of my eternity.
“If you can’t turn me now,” he whispered, voice low and rough with emotion, “then let me at least feel you.”
His eyes, luminous and unwavering, lifted to meet mine. “I want you, Felmont. Touch me. Kiss me. Make love with me.”
The words, so bold and soft all at once, sliced straight through me. A confession wrought from fire and tenderness. 
He wasn’t s*3ducing me—he was offering himself. 
Without masks. Without pride. Just the truth. 
My breath hitched. He had no idea what he was doing to me. Or maybe he did. Maybe he knew exactly how devastatingly t*3mpting he was, how irresistible in his honesty. 
There was no guile in him—just longing, pure and incandescent.
I reached up, unable to stop myself, and cradled his face between my hands. My thumb brushed over his lower lip—soft, parted, trembling slightly from the force of what he had just said.

He leaned into my touch as if he had been waiting for it all his life.
And g*0ds, I wanted to kiss him. More than hunger. More than breath. I wanted the taste of him.
Velstaire must have seen the tension in my gaze—the way my eyes fixated on his mouth, the way I held him so carefully, as though he might shatter if I moved too fast.
And then—without a word, without waiting for permission—he leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine. It was not hesitant. It was brief but firm. Intentional. 
The kind of kiss that silences centuries. It burned straight through my restraint, searing away the last of my composure. His lips were warm, trembling slightly, but sure. Not the kiss of someone unsure of his desire—but of someone surrendering to it.
When he pulled away, his lips slightly swollen from our kiss, he paused—just for a breath—and ran the tip of his tongue across his lower lip. It wasn’t absentminded. 
No, it was deliberate. As though he was tasting the moment itself. Tasting me.
His gaze flicked up, bold and unrepentant, and the way his mouth curved after—like he had just discovered a forbidden pleasure—made something inside me tighten.
I couldn’t help it. A slow, indulgent smirk slid across my face as I narrowed my eyes at him. 
“You’re a n*4ughty man,” I murmured, the words laced with amused warning and a touch of promise.
He grinned unabashedly at my reaction—mischievous, radiant, completely unbothered by the danger those words invoked. Then, with a suddenness that skipped the beat from my heart, he surged forward again, this time grabbing the back of my neck with both hands and pulling me into him. His kiss landed with fierce certainty—no hesitation, no pause. He didn’t ask. He took.
This time, it was not a kiss meant to test boundaries—it was a kiss meant to claim. 
And g*0ds help me, I let him. I let him push, let him pour all his boldness into that kiss. 
My hands gripped the sheets, holding myself back, allowing him to lead for a heartbeat longer. I indulged his confidence, let him believe he had command. 
But then… he flicked his tongue against my lower lip. A silent request. A dare. And that was when something ancient and possessive awakened in me—something primal and burning. 
With a low, guttural growl that rumbled up from deep in my chest, I moved. In one fluid motion, I seized him, flipping him back against the bed and pressing my body flush against his, pinning him beneath me. 
I didn’t break the kiss. I devoured it. My lips crashed into his, all patience gone, all restraint reduced to ash. I kissed him like a man u*nh1nged, as if the taste of his mouth could cure centuries of sorrow. My fingers tangled in his hair, and I felt his gasp melt into my kiss as I bit down—firmly—on his lower lip.
A small m*0an escaped him, high and broken, just as I tasted the bloom of blood.
And g*0ds—his blood. It hit me like fire racing through my veins, igniting every nerve in my body. Sweet. Rich. Electric. It didn’t just satisfy me—it sang to me, like the echo of something older than hunger, older than desire. This was no mortal blood. This was something sacred.
Last night, I had drunk from him in desperation, out of grief and fear and love. But this… this was rapture.

I didn’t pull away. I kissed him deeper, reveling in the taste, in the tremble that coursed through him as he pressed his hips into mine. 
And he responded in kind.His hands were no longer tentative. They moved with purpose—sliding down my shoulders, gripping the taut curve of my back, tracing the fine edge of muscle along my waist. Then lower. His fingers hooked into my belt, tugging me closer still, until there was no space between us, until every breath we took was shared. 
He arched into me, every motion a plea for more, every sound from his lips an invitation.
And so, I gave him more. I kissed him passionately—slow and deep, letting my tongue stroke his until we were both breathless and trembling. My hands explored him reverently, feeling the warmth of his skin, the delicate ridges of muscle that shifted beneath my touch. 
His own fingers were bolder now—curious, searching—as though he wanted to memorize every inch of me.
We moved together in a rhythm that felt like worship—kissing, caressing, groping in a haze of desire until I felt the telltale stutter of his breath, the way his chest rose and fell just a bit too fast. I pulled back slowly, giving him space to catch his breath, my lips brushing a trail from the corner of his mouth to the curve of his jaw. Then lower. Down his throat. His pulse beat there, just beneath the surface—strong, steady, maddening.
The scent of his blood, now known to me, now mine, filled the air like incense. It called to me. S*3duced me. 
The temptation to sink my fangs into that soft, perfect place was overwhelming. And he felt it.
“Go ahead. Feed on me, Fel,” he whispered, his voice hoarse with want. 
He tilted his head back slightly, exposing his neck to me—an offering so tender, so absolute, it made something inside me snap taut.
I paused, even as my lips hovered just above his skin. 
“Are you sure about that, love?” I murmured against his throat, my voice low and reverent. “You’ll be dizzy and weak afterward.”
It was the truth. And yet, every fiber of my being begged for him to say yes. To let me taste him again. Not out of necessity. Not for healing. But as a lover would. As a king would from his chosen c*0nsort.
He lifted one hand and gently cupped my face, coaxing me to meet his gaze.
“I’ve got plenty of blood to donate,” he said with a devilish grin, his thumb brushing my cheek with light affection.
I arched a brow, lips twitching into a crooked smile. 
“Donate? What am I now, a charity case?” I asked in a husky voice I knew wrapped around him like smoke.
His breath hitched—a sound so soft, so involuntary, it gave me a rush of satisfaction. 
Noted. I would use that tone more often.
Still, he recovered quickly, giving me a shy smile as he arched one brow right back. 
“Well, you clearly need it,” he teased.
I growled low in my throat, playfully narrowing my eyes. “And what if I run you dry? Literally?”
He didn’t flinch. He didn’t waver. 
Instead, he leaned in until our foreheads touched and murmured, “Then you can just revive me again. Or better yet… take another shot at turning me into a vampire.”
His grin was wicked, electric—completely unafraid.
And at that moment, I laughed. Not the cold, sardonic laugh of a jaded king, but something real. Something warm.
We both grinned then—entwined in each other’s arms, cloaked in shadows, but glowing in each other’s light. Two souls caught somewhere between fate and freedom, bound by hunger and hope. And I had never felt more alive.

The moment our gazes met though, everything shifted. All the teasing, the banter, the laughter—it dissolved in an instant, like mist under moonlight. What replaced it was something far deeper. Something ancient and intimate. 
His eyes darkened, not with fear, but with a quiet trust so profound it stole the breath from my lungs.
And before I realized it, my hands were already moving—sliding up his neck with reverent intent, fingers curling beneath his jaw as I gently tilted his head to the side. 
He allowed it without resistance, exhaling softly as he exposed his throat to me once more.
A silent invitation.
My mouth followed instinct, pressing open-mouthed kisses along the vulnerable curve of his neck. I took my time, savoring the warm, silken skin beneath my lips, letting each kiss linger just long enough to draw a reaction. 
He responded instantly—his body arching faintly beneath mine, breath catching, a quiet gasp slipping from parted lips. 
He writhed—not in pain, but in pleasure. Not in fear, but anticipation. The sensation of his body surrendering sent a pulse of fire through my veins. I smiled against his skin, letting my lips curve just above the point where I could feel his pulse fluttering, frantic and eager. 
And then—without warning—I struck. My fangs pierced his flesh with practiced precision, and the moment I sank into him, my senses lit with 3*cstasy. 
The first rush of his blood hit me like a velvet thunderclap—rich, warm, spiced with something inexplicable. It wasn’t like any other I had tasted. There was no bitterness, no cloying sweetness. Just pure, radiant vitality, threaded with a whisper of something ancient. Something divine.
I inhaled deeply, letting the taste coat my tongue, letting the power flood through me. My hands gripped him tighter, one arm wrapping fully around his waist as I pulled him closer, pressing our bodies together with aching need.
Velstaire stilled beneath me—not in fear, not in shock, but in complete surrender. His arms lifted and wrapped around the back of my head, holding me to him. His fingers threaded into my hair, trembling slightly as he drew a sharp breath and then stilled again… holding it. He gave himself to me completely. No hesitation. No resistance. Just trust. He offered me his life—and I drank it not to take, but to share. To connect. To claim. And g*0ds… I had never tasted anything more perfect.

In the midst of drinking his blood, with desire pulsing hot and raw through every vein in my body, something shifted. A ripple in the air—cold and unnatural—brushed against my spine, and all at once, every instinct I had honed over centuries screamed that something was wrong.
I tore myself away from him, blood still wet on my lips, and stared down in stunned disbelief.
Velstaire was no longer the man who had whispered my name with breathless yearning. He had transformed. Again. His skin had turned luminous, almost opaline in the low firelight. His eyes, once wide with trust and pleasure, were now glazed over in that terrifying crimson—darker and more ancient than even mine. 
They glowed with a light that was not his, and yet… was. Power surged from him in waves, not violent but all-consuming. It crawled beneath my skin like stardust and static. 
And the moment his gaze met mine, the chamber dissolved into darkness. A void opened around us. Not a dream. Not a memory. Something else.
The castle. The air. The very world—gone. Instead, I stood within the skeletal remains of a place I had not allowed myself to remember. 
The fortress. The c*urs3d northern ruin that straddled the boundary between ancient Northumberland and the highlands of Scotland. The place where I had once t*4ken Stefania’s life—where stone still whispered her name in ghostly echoes. 
But this time, the scene was altered. 
There were no c*h4ins. No s*h4ckles. No screams lingering in the walls. 
No Stefania. 
Only Velstaire. Bare-chested, radiant with moonlight and flushed skin, standing before me in the exact center of the bloodstained dais where she had once perished. There was no fear in him. No accusation. Only an unbearable, soul-deep familiarity that made my knees weaken.
He stepped closer. And as he did, the world seemed to hold its breath. 
His hands reached for me—soft, reverent—and cupped my face with such gentleness it nearly broke me. 
I couldn’t speak. I could only stare into those eyes that had once been golden-brown, now burning with impossible memory. My heart thundered in my chest as he leaned forward, pressing his forehead lightly to mine. 
And in that quiet, aching closeness, he spoke.
“A thousand years is finally over,” he whispered, voice barely more than breath. Melodic. Ancient. I had never heard him sound like this. “This time, I will find you first, My King.”

And just like that, with the softest blink—as though reality itself had exhaled—we were back.
Back in my chamber. The scent of blood and candle wax clung faintly to the air. 
The fire still crackled low in the hearth. The weight of the vision had vanished like mist, but the feeling of it remained, clinging to my skin like a second shadow.
Velstaire now lay cradled in my arms, limp but not lifeless. His body, warm and tangible, was a stark contrast to the spectral version I had just seen—otherworldly and luminous, standing in the ruins of a memory no mortal should have ever known. 
His face, soft and unguarded in sleep, carried no signs of the being he had just become—yet I could still feel it. Lurking beneath the surface of his skin, behind the flutter of his closed lashes. That presence. That timeless weight. That voice that had echoed through the void and across the centuries.
I brushed a strand of hair from his brow and studied the curve of his cheek, the gentle rise and fall of his chest, and the faint pink flush still clinging to his lips.  
He was real. He was here. And yet… A part of him had already transcended.
I couldn’t shake the thought that the vision hadn’t been a mere illusion. No hallucination. It had been a memory—his. Or perhaps mine. Or perhaps… ours. Some fragment of time that had lived and died and now lived again. 
And just like he’d promised in that timeless, echoing voice—he had found me. Here. Now. In this age of stone and shadow, when I had long given up on fate. He had come for me.
My chest tightened, filled with awe and an emotion far more dangerous: hope.
Could he be that being reborn? Could Velstaire be the one I thought I had lost forever—now returned to me by the cruelty or mercy of the universe?
If so… then he was not merely my beloved. He was my fate. My beginning and my end. The one thread the g*0ds themselves could not cut, no matter how many lifetimes unraveled in between.
And perhaps that was why the bond had failed—why the venom, for all its sacred power, had not claimed him. Because he was never meant to belong to this world, or to my D*0minion. Not in the way others had. 
He was something older. Purer. Something the c*urs3 could not touch, nor time erode.
He had found me again—not through blood, or spell, or fate—but through will. Through a love that defied death, betrayal, and even my own forgotten sins.
And now, in the stillness of this darkened chamber, I knew with devastating certainty:
He had never truly left. He had always been searching for me. 
And I—I had been waiting for him all along.



Chapter Seven: When the Blood Moon Calls

Velstaire’s POV


Pain—searing, bloodcurdling pain—was the only thing I knew the moment Felmont’s fangs broke through the skin of my n*3ck. It wasn’t the sharp sting I had braced for. It was worse. It was fire. It was death. It was the splitting of my soul from bone and breath, agony so profound it eclipsed every thought, every tether to reality. 
My spine arched, limbs convulsing in his arms as if trying to tear themselves free from my body. My fingers, weak but desperate, clawed at his coat—twisting, digging in, searching for something solid to hold onto as the world crumbled around me.
The heat in my veins spread fast. Unrelenting. W*1ld. It wasn’t just pain—it was 4*nn1hilation. It felt as though molten iron had replaced my blood, flooding every nerve ending with liquid fire. I couldn’t scream, not at first. My throat locked tight, breath caught between choked gasps and silent terror. I think I sobbed—no, I know I did—but the sound was swallowed by the roaring in my ears, a thunderous pulse that didn’t belong to me.
I tried to breathe. I couldn’t. I tried to speak. My jaw trembled, but no sound escaped.
The fire reached my heart.
And then, with a force that cracked me in half, I screamed.
The sound ripped from my throat like it had been waiting for release—raw, visceral, not entirely human. It echoed through the stone halls of the castle, a cry so guttural it could’ve shattered glass. My voice—usually calm, composed—was unrecognizable, twisted by torment into something feral, something fractured. My body bucked once more in his grasp, and this time, Felmont held me tighter. Not to restrain. But to keep me from breaking.
“Velstaire,” he whispered, his voice low, strained, aching with something I couldn’t name. “I’ve got you. Stay with me. You’ll survive this. I swear it.”
His arms tightened around me—not harshly, but as if he were trying to hold my soul in place. His lips brushed the shell of my ear, trembling with the effort it took to remain calm. But I could feel him unraveling too. My pain was his now. He had taken it—invited it—made it part of this ancient rite. And he would carry it as long as I did.
I wanted to believe him. Wanted to trust that it would end—that I wouldn’t shatter entirely and vanish into the fire. But I couldn’t speak. My voice had been taken by the flames. My mind had been dragged beneath the weight of something I didn’t understand. It wasn’t just the venom burning through me—it was the D*0minion. The binding. A force older than language, older than the fear I tasted on my tongue. It wasn’t just changing me. It was claiming me.
I clung to him like a dying star clings to light, my grip spasming weakly against the folds of his coat. The pain continued, relentless, carving through me with each heartbeat. I wept—not with sobs, but with silent tears that slipped down my cheeks and soaked into the collar of his coat. The fire in my blood didn’t slow. It surged, wave after wave, until I wasn’t sure if I was still breathing… or just remembering how it used to feel.
My body gave out. But he didn’t let me fall. He held me through it all—through the screams, through the stillness, through the death that tried to take me.

Then came the calm. It slipped in without warning—abrupt and absolute, like a storm that had vanished mid-roar. One heartbeat ago, the pain had been everything. It had torn through me like wildfire—merciless, unrelenting—scorching my veins until I could no longer tell where I ended and agony began. 
And now... nothing. No fire. No tremble. No scream caught at the base of my throat. Just stillness. A hush so profound it felt unnatural.
I was still in Felmont’s arms. I could feel them wrapped tightly around me—unmoving, unyielding. His hold hadn’t changed. But I had. Somewhere in that silence, something inside me had cracked and reformed. I could feel his breath at my temple, uneven and trembling. The cadence of whispered words—I couldn’t catch them, not fully—drifted into the space between us. Assurances, maybe. Or prayers.
Then a voice, distant, from somewhere beyond my body.
“The turning is complete,” someone murmured. “He’s one of us now.”
But they were wrong.
Because just then… something shifted.
The thread that tethered me to Felmont—something ancient, sacred, unspoken—snapped.
I felt it. Not physically, but spiritually. A clean, shudderless break, as if an invisible hand had severed the final thread holding me to the ground. In an instant, the world fell away. The room, the warmth, the feel of his hands—it all dissolved like ink in water. 

And I was gone. Lifted from myself, from time, from everything. Not floating—drifting. Not dead—displaced. There was no up or down in this place. No sound. No air. Just an endless expanse of darkness, thick and smooth like velvet pulled taut across the bones of the universe.
Then something moved. A shape coalesced ahead—slow, steady, impossible.
At first, I thought it was a mirror. A reflection conjured by some lingering echo of identity. But as the figure stepped forward, the illusion shattered.
He was not me. He was what I might become. 
He stood just a few feet away, tall and perfectly still, bathed in a soft, spectral glow that had no source and no reason to exist. His presence was gravity itself—undeniable, immense, ancient. His lips, a deep, vivid red, curved in the barest smile—quiet, composed, almost fond. 
And still, he said nothing. Only looked at me. Not in surprise. Not in curiosity. Recognition. And something deeper. Older. Icy and warm all at once.
He was breathtaking. 
Not beautiful in any earthly sense—but divine. A creature born from the space between time and memory. Not vampire. Not ghost. Not god. Something beyond them all.

In the blink of an eye, he was no longer standing across from me.
The space between us—vast, silent, infinite—collapsed in an instant. One breath he was distant, an apparition wrapped in starlight, the next he was there. Right in front of me. So close I could feel the weight of his gaze pressing against the edges of my soul.
He didn’t move like a man. He didn’t even seem to move at all. It was as though the world itself had simply rearranged around him to bring him closer. No wind. No sound. Just a sudden shift in gravity, in reality, in everything.
And then… he spoke.
“Veh-LESS-tah-REE.”
My name, spoken with reverence and certainty. Each syllable carved into the air with crystalline clarity, ringing through the void like a bell toll summoned from a cathedral lost to time.
It wasn’t just a name. It was an invocation. A calling. A memory.
I shivered.
The voice—it was ancient and haunting, yet beautiful in a way that made my bones ache. Cold as midnight air, but laced with something deeper. Familiar. As if he’d been calling to me across lifetimes and I had finally answered.
“Who are you?” I whispered, the words barely more than breath.
He tilted his head slightly, as if that question—simple as it was—carried an impossible weight. His eyes never left mine. Crimson and endless, like wells of buried stardust, they held me in place, not through force, but through knowing. I felt seen in a way I never had before. Not observed—understood.
“You can finally hear and see me,” he said, his voice a blade wrapped in silk. “Your mother’s spell to block me from you has finally been lifted.”
My breath caught.
“My mother’s… spell?” I echoed, frowning, the shape of the words foreign and fragile on my tongue.
He nodded once, slowly, his expression unreadable—something between sorrow and triumph.
“Yes. She feared me. She feared you. She thought silencing my voice would save you. But she never understood either of us. She never knew what we truly are.”
His voice darkened slightly, not in anger, but in something more elemental. Pain. Wound. History.
“She believed we were an anomaly,” he continued, the word curling in his mouth like poison. “Something that should be purged from this world before it could awaken.”
“An anomaly…” I whispered, heart thudding. “Why would she think that? And who are you, exactly?”
His smile returned, but it wasn’t cruel. It wasn’t even cryptic. It was inevitable.
“You are me,” he said, softly. “And I am you. Two fragments of the same whole. We were never meant to be apart. We were born as one, fractured by magic, sealed by love… but time cannot hold what was once divine. A thousand years we have waited. A thousand years, I’ve watched you live half a life. But now, the seal is broken. The veil is thinning. And the time to return to him… has come.”
“Return to who?” I asked, though the answer already trembled at the edge of my consciousness.
“When the Blood Moon rises and casts her gaze upon the earth,” he murmured, his voice becoming wind, storm, prophecy, “the old laws bend—and the Umbral Throne answers after a thousand years of slumber. We, the merged one, own the throne. The world will not remember us, but it will fear us again.”
The void hummed around us. Not with sound, but with something deeper—resonance. The echo of fate. The echo of something long buried trying to claw its way back.
And then he stepped forward. His fingers, pale and impossibly smooth, reached for mine—gentle but insistent. I didn’t move. I couldn’t. There was no fear left in me. Only awe. Only wonder.
Our hands touched. The moment our palms met, the world trembled. Not in metaphor. Literally. The void rippled like a surface disturbed, reality warping around the place where we touched. And then, with a smile that was too knowing, too old, too tender for a stranger, he stepped forward again—through me. And I felt it. Not a collision. Not a possession. A communion.
He flowed into me like light poured into a hollow vessel. No resistance. No barrier. Just alignment. The sensation was indescribable—like every atom of my body ignited in recognition. Every nerve blazed with electricity. 
Fire surged through me, not burning, but illuminating. It was wildfire with no smoke. A storm with no rain. Power, vast and ancient, flooding every crevice of my soul like it had always belonged there.
I gasped—my spine arching, my hands trembling—as his essence settled into mine.
We didn’t disappear. We didn’t become something else. We became more. One breath. One heartbeat. One body housing two eternities.
We are finally together now, his voice whispered inside me now, no longer from across the void but from the core of my being. But we are not yet one.
A pause. A pulse.
Not until our body becomes immortal again.
And in the stillness that followed, I understood. This was not the end of my transformation. It was only the beginning.

In the next blink, everything fractured. It felt as if my soul had been violently yanked from the ether and slammed back into the fragile shell of my body. 
I gasped—sharp and sudden, the sound raw as it tore from my throat like a drowning man breaching the surface. My lungs ignited with breath that didn’t feel like air. It felt like fire. Like power. 
My eyes snapped open. 
And met his. Crimson. Deep. Endless. Fel. He was holding me. His arms coiled around me with a desperation I’d never seen before, his grip both trembling and iron-tight, as though he feared I would vanish again if he dared to loosen it. His face hovered close, etched with awe and grief and something deeper still—something primal. The way he looked at me wasn’t like one who’d found a lover, but like a g*0d witnessing the rebirth of a lost star. 
But I barely had time to register his presence.
Because something else surged through me. A pulse—no, a command—that came not from thought or will, but from somewhere deeper. An instinct. A hunger. A fury. It bloomed like venom behind my ribs and bloomed outward, wrapping my limbs, curling down my spine like coiled shadow, until I could no longer sit still.
The scent hit me. Faint. Fleeing. Wrong. The wolves. The ones who ran. The ones who dared raise a claw against him.

And suddenly—I was gone. Not in mind. In body. One blink, and I was wrapped in Felmont’s arms. The next, I was gliding through the wind—faster than thought, faster than sound—my form weightless, my stride a whisper through the trees. The world around me blurred into streaks of moonlight and shadow, the forest peeling open before me like it recognized its predator. I didn’t feel the earth beneath my feet. I didn’t hear my heartbeat. I was all instinct now. And I was hunting.
F*0ols. They thought they could flee. That they could escape what they had done. That they could touch him and live to tell of it. They are wrong.

The clearing appeared suddenly—birthed from the dark like a stage—and they were there. Ten of them. Maybe eleven. Ragged. Wounded. Breathing hard, their backs pressed against one another in a loose defensive arc as if their proximity would shield them from what was coming. 
It didn’t.
Because I was already among them. They didn’t hear me. Didn’t smell me. Not until it was far, far too late.
One of them turned—barely. I was already behind him. My hand—no, my claw—pierced through his ribs like silk. There was no resistance. No struggle. Only the wet gasp that escaped his lips before his body crumpled to the dirt.
The others moved—too slow. 
I moved like shadow 1*nc4rnate. One pivot, and I tore through another. Flesh ripped like parchment. Bones cracked beneath the weight of rage I didn’t know I p*0ssessed. 
My claws were elegant, curved like obsidian blades—born not of design, but of something ancient buried in me all this time.
Two shifted into wolves mid-scream. It didn’t save them.
I caught one mid-air, jaws wide, and slammed him into the earth so hard the ground cratered. His spine snapped with a sound that echoed like a branch breaking under moonlight. The other lunged for my throat—brave, desperate. I met him head-on, our forms colliding in a snarl of teeth and fury, but I didn’t flinch. I caught his t*hr0at in one hand, held him aloft as he writhed and kicked and gurgled—and then, with a sickening t*w1st, I 3*nded him.
The last two tried to flee.
Cowards.
I let them run. Just long enough to taste hope. 
And then I was in front of them. Their eyes widened.
Too late.
I didn’t strike. I danced. That’s what it felt like—the death I wove between them. Every motion fluid, precise, almost beautiful. I moved with grace I hadn’t known this body could hold. 
I was faster than their screams. Stronger than their claws. A blur of motion and moonlight, trailing blood like falling petals. Their howls filled the clearing for a brief, glorious moment.

When it was over—when the final breath of the last wolf had been dragged from its shattered ribs and the only sound left was the slow dripping of blood onto the forest floor—I stood still at the center of it all.
The clearing, seconds ago echoing with snarls and screams, had surrendered to silence. Heavy. Reverent. The kind of silence that falls over battlefields after the fury has passed and only death remains.
C*0rpses surrounded me—t*w1sted, m*4ngled, torn. Some were barely recognizable as once-living creatures, their limbs bent at impossible angles, their forms frozen in the midst of their last desperate transformations. The scent of blood clung thick in the air, coppery and metallic, cloying against my tongue. It soaked into the soil beneath my feet, pooling in the grooves of my footprints.
And yet I felt… calm. No tremor in my fingers. No hesitation in my limbs. Only a low hum beneath my skin, a subtle thrum in my veins, like something ancient whispering its approval.
Slowly, I tilted my head upward.
The moon hung above me, vast and watchful—casting its pale silver gaze over the m*4ssacre below. The light kissed my face, cold and distant, but illuminating nonetheless.
And in that moment, I realized something had changed.
I was faster now. Stronger. Every cell in my body burned with newfound vitality, as if the world itself had grown slower around me. I could hear the wind shifting between distant branches, feel the heartbeat of a bird trembling on the other side of the forest. Even the quiet pulse of the moon seemed to resonate with mine.
Felmont’s venom, perhaps. Or perhaps… this was never just his doing. Maybe this—all of this—was always inside me. L*0cked away. Waiting. Stirred to life not by his bite, but by his presence. Because of him.
The thought curled around my spine, hot and intoxicating. 
He hadn’t just saved me. He had awakened me.

And then, the words returned.
When the Blood Moon rises and casts her gaze upon the earth, the old laws bend… and the Umbral Throne answers after a thousand years of slumber…
They weren’t just words anymore. They were prophecy. Memory. Command. They drifted on the wind like a forgotten hymn, lacing through the leaves, tugging at the edge of my consciousness like a whisper too old to name. 
The being I had seen in the void—my other self—had said them with such certainty. As if he had been waiting centuries just for me to listen.
I stared harder at the moon. It wasn’t red now. It wasn’t the Blood Moon. But something told me… it was coming. Soon. And when it came, everything would change. Again.

My thoughts churned like smoke, tangled and heavy—but then they shattered.
Because a voice—that being’s voice—breathed against my mind like silk through fog.
“He’s here.”
I turned toward the edge of the forest. There he was. 
Felmont. He stood at the edge of the forest, framed by the ghostly silver of moonlight, his cloak trailing behind him like a shadow too old to name. His gaze—those crimson eyes that always captivate me—now brimmed with something else entirely. Wonder. Awe. As if he couldn’t believe I was real. As if he were afraid I might vanish if he blinked.
My breath caught in my throat. My body moved before I could think. I smiled—without restraint, without fear—and I was about to glide to him, to close the aching distance between us, to let him see with his own eyes that I was alive, that I had returned to him. But in an instant—everything shattered. 
The world blinked out. And I was no longer in the forest. I was back in the void. Weightless. Wordless. Alone. The moonlight, the trees, Felmont—gone. Swallowed by the velvet black that stretched endlessly in every direction, untouched by wind, time, or sound. It was the same space I had come to once before, where the strange being—my reflection, my shadow self—had first appeared to me. But this time, he was nowhere to be seen. Only silence greeted me. A silence so thick it felt alive. 
Then a voice, soft and unbodied, coiled through my thoughts like a ribbon of smoke:
“I will always be with you now…”
I flinched. Not from fear. From recognition. It was his voice. The other me. And though I could not see him, I could feel him—deep beneath my skin, pulsing in my bones, breathing inside my breath. He was not gone. He was within me. Like a second soul curled against my own. And I hated that I hadn’t chosen it.
My fists clenched at my sides as I spun in place, surrounded by nothing but darkness and that omnipresent hum of his presence pressing against the inside of my ribs.
“Why?” I growled, my voice echoing off the unseen edges of the void. “Why did you bring me back here? He was right there! Felmont was right there!”
No answer. The silence returned, colder than before. Not cruel. Just… distant. Detached. Like someone watching from behind a mirror.
I bared my teeth, the anger rising like a tide. 
“You didn’t even ask me!” I snapped. “You just took over—fused yourself with me without warning, without permission.”
My voice shook—not from fear, but from sheer frustration. My chest felt tight, my breath hot.
“And now you won’t even talk to me? Not even a name?” I paused, glaring into the dark. “Seriously, that’s just rude.”
Still nothing. But I could feel his amusement. Like a quiet breath against the back of my neck. A hum in my blood. That only made it worse.
“You’ve wrapped yourself around my soul,” I muttered bitterly, pacing in the dark. “You turned my body into something else. You dragged me away from him, from Fel, and you still haven’t even told me who the h*3ll you are.”
I stopped. Stood still.
“I deserve to know,” I whispered, quieter now. “You owe me that much.”
And this time, something shifted. 
Not a word. Not an image. But a pulse. A deep, slow tremor through the void itself—like the beat of an ancient heart. Like a door creaking open in the distance, unveiling a secret not meant for mortal minds. 
My skin prickled, my breath hitched.
“My name is Elvestyre,” he said, voice echoing not only through the void, but through every cell in my being. It wasn’t merely spoken—it was remembered. Like hearing a name I’d once known in a dream that refused to fade.
“I am the other half of your soul,” he continued. “The part I removed from myself as I remained on this earth—while you were reborn, again and again, every three hundred years. Fragmented. Scattered. Forgotten.”
I stood frozen, the words sinking into me like a blade sheathed in truth. I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. The air in the void felt heavier now, charged with ancient memory and revelation.
“For a thousand years, as I waited to see you again—the part of me I had sent away,” Elvestyre said, “I wandered the world—formless, unanchored. Watching kingdoms rise only to crumble into sand. Watching wars burn across empires that no longer exist. I learned the languages of priests and paupers, walked in the temples of forgotten g*0ds, stood at the cradles of bloodlines now extinct. I watched humans build, destroy, and repeat it all again.”
He stepped closer, each syllable tightening around my chest like a thread pulling a tapestry together.
“And then,” he said, quieter now, almost reverent, “I finally found you.”
A shiver slid down my spine.
“You,” he whispered. “My other half. The one soul I have searched for across time’s ruins. You who carry the vessel—the body—reborn again and again, never remembering me fully. Never able to hold me. Not until now.”
His eyes—mirror-like, crimson and vast—locked onto mine.
“But just as I commanded our souls, it is only when the Moon bleeds after our thousand years of slumber,” he said, “only when the Blood Moon rises and casts her gaze across the veil that separates us, that we are able to merge. Only then can your human shell contain what we truly are. The vessel is too fragile beneath the sun, too bound by the laws of day. It is at midnight, under the moon’s full glory, that your form becomes worthy—worthy of us.”
The air trembled around us as his words landed like prophecy.
And just like that, everything made sense.
The midnight transformations. The voices of the dead whispering secrets I’d never asked for. The languages I could speak without studying, as if born knowing them. The strange familiarity I felt in ancient places. The way my breath slowed around graves and ruins, like I belonged to them. It was because I wasn’t human. I had never been human. I didn’t know what I was—only that something vast and terrible lived within me, and now I knew its name. Elvestyre.

The first thing I felt when I opened my eyes, was the intimate press of a presence I had already come to know with aching familiarity. It curved beside me like a breath that had always been there, just waiting for me to return. 
The silk sheets beneath me rustled as I stirred. I blinked slowly, my lashes heavy, the world reassembling itself one heartbeat at a time.
Candlelight flickered in the corners of my vision. The faint scent of him still clung to my skin—cedar and ash and something ancient, something only he carried. My chest rose with each breath, and as awareness returned to my limbs.
And then, I lied. I said nothing about Elvestyre. I didn’t tell him about the prophecy. 
Because at that moment, I didn’t believe any of it—what I saw, what I heard. All I cared about was him. Felmont. I wanted to be with him. To become a vampire. To protect him.

So, I did what I wanted. I 0*ffered him my body. Let his lips trace fire along my collarbone, his hands both commanding and reverent. Let his body pressed against mine with unspoken hunger, let our hips move in a rhythm older than language.
Let the m*0ans—his and mine—woven like prayer into the hush of the chamber.
And most exhilarating of all was letting him feed from me. His bite—slow, deep, possessive—wasn’t just hunger. It was w*0rship. It was trust. It was the quiet admission that he no longer knew how to separate thirst from love.
A shudder ran through his spine, his voice caught as my fingers dug into his shoulders, I arched into him, offering more. Always more.

Until—without warning—I had been pulled away. 
Dragged from him. From that moment. From that warmth. Ripped from his arms in the middle of something that had felt like becoming whole.
And now… I was here. Again. 
The void stretched around me—cold, soundless, unforgiving. The stars that once shimmered at its edges were distant now, dim, as though retreating. I was alone.
Frustration coiled in my gut like a living thing.
"How dare you steal my time with him," I snarled inwardly, my voice a whisper laced with fury, echoing against the silence.
No response. 
The being—Elvestyre—was silent. Not absent. I could still feel him—woven into the seams of my soul like a second heartbeat. But he said nothing. As if he hadn’t heard. Or worse… as if he didn’t care.
“Okay, fine. Don’t explain yourself anymore. Just answer me this…” I breathed, voice so low it barely registered as sound. “Why didn’t I turn into a vampire when Felmont tried to change me?”
Even as the words left me, I knew they’d shift something. I felt it in the air—how the void seemed to still, how the silence pressed closer, denser, as though bracing for impact. 
My heart thudded—too loud, too fast—as if it too feared the answer I was about to receive.
Elvestyre stirred.
Not like a man awakening, but like a tide deciding to rise—smooth, ominous, inescapable. The shape of him formed once more before me, ethereal and sovereign, as if he had always existed outside the bounds of reality and was simply choosing now to show himself.
His voice came with unbearable softness.
“Because you didn’t need to turn.”
Four words. Spoken gently. Delivered like a mercy. But they struck me like a curse.
My chest tightened. The air left my lungs in a sharp, uneven breath. 
“What—?” I whispered, but the word barely registered. 

But before I could beg for more—before I could ask what he meant, or why it felt like the universe had tilted beneath my feet—I was snapped back into my body with a jolt so sudden it left my head spinning.
The world reassembled itself too quickly. Sound and light and sensation crashed into me all at once—soft velvet beneath my back, the flicker of candlelight, the cool draft coiling through the cracks in the stone.
And Felmont.
He was beside me again, bare chested. Still. Unaware of the chaos I’d just returned from. His body curved protectively around mine, his hand moving through my hair in slow, rhythmic strokes—gentle and distracted, as though his fingers had found comfort in me.
I should have felt soothed by it. But I didn’t. I was livid.
Because I was done being dragged away like a doll on a string. Done being yanked from Felmont’s arms like I didn’t get a say in the matter. Done being stolen from the moments that mattered most.
He’s toying with me. Pulling me in and out of that void like it’s a game.
My blood burned.
And then, as if summoned by my fury, I heard him.
You and I are one, Velstaire…
His voice echoed in my mind like silk soaked in venom—gentle, omnipresent, and infinitely smug.
My vision darkened at the edges. My pulse surged.
“That does not mean you get to disrupt my moments with him!” I snapped, the words tearing from my throat like claws drawn in defense.
The room went still.
My voice had risen louder than I intended—too loud for the quiet sanctity of our chamber. Feral. Uncontrolled.

Felmont reacted before I could even process my own outburst.
In the space between one breath and the next, he bolted upright—muscles tense, gaze sharpened to a predator’s edge. His arms clamped protectively around my waist, pulling me against his chest with a possessive ferocity that sent the air rushing from my lungs. 
In a blur, he repositioned us—my back to the corner of the chamber, his body poised before me like a shield forged of fury and instinct. The velvet drapes fluttered in the windless room, disturbed only by the sudden shift of movement and power.
His eyes scanned the space—every shadow, every crevice—as if expecting to find an enemy emerging from the walls. But there was no one. Nothing. Only the echo of the voice still whispering in my mind.
You startled our king…
“Shut up,” I growled under my breath, each syllable sharpened like a blade, cutting through the invisible presence clinging to me like smoke. 
But Felmont heard me. His head snapped toward me, brows drawing together with palpable concern. He didn’t speak—not yet—but I saw the tension rise in him like a storm gathering strength. His grip on me tightened, as though afraid I might vanish again. His eyes—red  and gleaming—searched mine for answers.
I didn’t have time to reassure him.
The voice in my head surged louder, clearer.
Wait until the Blood Moon. Then, we will merge. When that time comes, there will be no more fighting over our rights to this mortal body. We will be one—ethereal, immortal, and superior to all. We will stand beside him… and protect him for all eternity…
I snapped.
“Felmont is mine, not yours!” I hissed aloud, my jaw clenched so tight I thought my teeth might shatter. “So back off and wait for your d*4mn Blood Moon or whatever it is!”
The rage came without warning—hot, territorial, and ancient. It wasn’t just jealousy. It was something deeper. Primal. A need to claim, to defend, to draw boundaries in blood if I had to. I didn’t care what Elvestyre believed we were. I didn’t care if we shared the same soul, the same essence, the same twisted fate.
Felmont wasn’t his. He was mine. And no spectral voice—no ancient half-truth wrapped in riddles—was going to steal that from me.

Felmont now looked truly alarmed—his body was still, but his eyes betrayed it all. The tight flicker of pupils. The sudden, minute shift in his stance. That brief inhale, sharp and controlled. He hadn’t flinched when I’d snarled at Elvestyre—but now? Now he was looking at me like I might shatter right in front of him. And honestly… I wouldn’t blame him.
I’d just shouted at empty air. Raged at a voice only I could hear. Called dibs on him like he was some celestial prize caught between me and a ghost. 
Who wouldn’t think I’d lost my mind?
A touch of shame curled in my gut. Not because I regretted what I’d said—but because he didn’t deserve to see me unravel like that. Not after everything.
So I gave him a sheepish smile, lopsided and faint, then shook my head just once—a silent plea. 
Let it go. Not yet. Please.
Felmont’s gaze lingered on me, scrutinizing with a precision honed by centuries of ruling, of surviving betrayal and blood. He didn’t speak. Not at first. Just watched. Then, with a soft sigh, he relented. His shoulders lowered by a fraction. The tightness around his eyes eased.
He wouldn’t push. Not now. But I could feel it—the way he tucked the moment away like a puzzle piece. He would wait, silent and steady, until I was ready to give him the rest. 

Trying to pull us both from the tension, I cleared my throat and tilted my head slightly. 
“When is the Blood Moon supposed to happen?” I asked, aiming for casual, like I hadn’t just been yelling at a disembodied voice over spiritual territory.
He blinked, caught off guard.
There was a long beat before he answered, voice quieter than usual. “Two weeks from now.”
I nodded slowly, letting the words settle over me like dust. 
Two weeks. 
Something twisted inside my chest—anticipation or dread, I couldn’t tell. Maybe both.
Felmont straightened then, his arms loosening their protective hold around my waist. But he didn’t step away. Instead, his hands moved upward, cupping my face with such reverence it made my heart ache. His thumbs brushed across my cheekbones, as if checking for cracks in my skin, for fractures in the man he’d held in his arms three nights ago.
“How was your sleep, love?” he asked, voice low, steady—but laced with something almost too careful. As if he feared the answer.
I couldn’t help it—I snorted, the sound breaking through the tension like a spark in dry grass. “Love?” I repeated, arching a brow. “Are you reading off some old vampire courting manual?”
His brow furrowed, clearly confused by my sudden change in tone.
I leaned in slightly, smirking. “I think I’ll have to work double time to get you used to me. You’re way too formal, Fel.”
He blinked—just once, a flicker of surprise breaking across his expression like sunlight slipping through a crack. I had caught him off guard. The boldness in my voice, the shift in our rhythm. For a heartbeat, he didn’t move, didn’t speak, didn’t breathe. Then, slowly, a smile curled across his lips—not the practiced kind he wore at court, not the guarded smirk of a man used to hiding his heart, but something quieter. Sincere. A shade more amused than anything else, as if he were both bewildered and deeply, utterly charmed.
“Then by all means… work on it,” he said, voice dropping into a low, velvety chuckle that curled at the edges like smoke from a flame.
And with that, I knew—I had permission.
I didn’t wait. I brought his hand—still cupping my cheek with the kind of tenderness that could ruin a person—to my lips and pressed a kiss against his knuckles. Not hurried. Not shy. I let my eyes close as I lingered there, letting the warmth of his skin melt against mine.
D*4mn, even his hands carried his essence. Cool from immortality, but not cold. There was life in them. Weight. His pulse didn’t beat like mine, but his presence thrummed all the same—steady, immense, controlled only by centuries of restraint.
And I kissed him again. Once. Twice. A third time—each kiss softer, slower. I turned my face into his hand, letting my nose brush against the space between his fingers, and then, without thinking, I flicked my tongue lightly across one knuckle.
He stilled. Not just his hand—his whole body.
I felt it immediately, the tension that bloomed in his frame like a tremor traveling through a cliff face. I opened my eyes, peeking up through my lashes. His mouth had parted slightly, a breath caught somewhere in his throat, even though he did not need to breathe.
I smiled—innocent and wicked all at once. 
I nuzzled his hand, kissed the space between his fingers, and whispered, “What better way to get closer to someone… than by making love?”
The words hung between us like lightning, charged and unspoken, even after they were said aloud.

I stepped in then, closing the last bit of distance between us, and wrapped my arms around his neck. My fingers found the nape of his neck and slid into the dark silk of his hair. It was soft—too soft for someone so deadly.
I tilted my head, gazing up at him through my lashes, my body pressed against his. My heart was hammering in my chest, but I didn’t pull away.
I wanted him to see it all. The invitation. The hunger. The trust.
I held on—not because I was afraid of losing balance, but because I didn’t want him to pull away. I wanted him to feel what I was offering—not just my body, but my choice. My want. My will.
He froze—a breath caught, a heartbeat stalled—as though time itself had stilled around him. His eyes, those fierce, ancient crimson eyes, remained locked on my face. But it wasn’t just a look. It was worship. Like I was a vision from some forgotten dream, an enchantment spun from stars and blood and memory, and he—immortal, unshakable king—was powerless before me.
He always looked at me that way. Like I had undone him. And I wasn’t about to let him stay trapped in that stunned silence.
So I kissed him. Hungry. Firm. Deliberate. A declaration.
His response was immediate.
The moment our lips met, it was as though something inside him snapped loose. He surged forward with a hunger that nearly knocked the breath from my lungs, his mouth slanting over mine with the kind of desperation that came not from lust, but from longing. Centuries of it. Centuries of craving something real, something his soul could hold—and finding it, suddenly, in me.
His kiss deepened—hotter, needier than the first time—and I felt it pulse through me like thunder echoing through my spine. That alone helped calm the storm inside me. Just a little. Just enough.
I parted my lips in surrender, inviting him deeper, letting him take what he needed—and giving more than I should’ve been capable of. My hands roamed over his bare back, feeling the strength coiled beneath cold skin, fingers trailing lower until they found his belt. I gripped it—possessive, eager—and tugged him closer.
That’s when he groaned. A low, guttural sound that rumbled against my lips and made my skin flush with heat. He’d felt it—my 4*rousal pressed against him, shameless and firm beneath the thin fabric of my pants.
His reaction was instant. One hand slid beneath my thighs, the other cradling my back, and in a single, effortless motion, he lifted me. Our mouths never parted. My legs locked around his waist with ease, my arms tightening around his neck, and g*od—the way he held me—like I weighed nothing. Like I was something precious he’d spent lifetimes searching for and had no intention of letting go.
I could feel him. All of him. His strength. His restraint. The way he trembled beneath the surface.
And still, he kissed me. Harder now. Deeper. Like he was trying to pour every unspoken word, every immortal vow, every shattered promise he’d never been able to keep—into this moment.
And I let him.

He glided toward the bed with me cradled tightly in his arms, our bodies wound together like we were made to fit—limb to limb, heartbeat to heartbeat. My arms curled around his shoulders, my fingers skimming over the bare, taut muscles of his back. I could feel the tension in his chest, the way his muscles twitched every time my skin brushed his. 
The room pulsed with heat, the weight of anticipation building between us in thick, electric waves.
He sat on the edge of the bed with me still wrapped in his arms, as if letting go—just for a moment—might break whatever fragile magic bound us in that breathless hush between touch and temptation. The firelight flickered across his face, gilding the contours of his jaw, the slope of his cheekbones, and the deep crimson of his gaze, which never left mine.
I adjusted my weight, shifting forward until I was s*tr4ddl1ng him, my knees settling on either side of his t*h1ghs, pressing into the plush mattress. My hands moved instinctively—one resting on his shoulder, the other gliding along the curve of his neck. 
His grip tightened slightly around my waist, anchoring me to him, grounding us in the quiet ache of want that hung like smoke in the air. He leaned in slowly, reverently, his forehead coming to rest against mine. The gesture was intimate, almost sacred. Not rushed. Not c*4rnal. Just us—two souls held in stillness. He inhaled deeply. Not a shallow breath, not a sigh—but a full, intentional pull of air that passed through me before settling in him. As if he was trying to memorize me. Inhale not just my scent but my presence. My essence. 
The way his nose brushed mine made me close my eyes. His hands slid from my waist to my back, fingers splaying wide across the line of my spine, not p*0ssessive, but protective—like I was something precious he couldn’t believe was real. His thumbs moved slowly, absently, tracing along my bare skin as if memorizing it, as if even the air between us was too much.
“You smell like warmth,” he murmured, his voice roughened with restraint. “And storm winds.”
I felt my breath catch.
He pressed his lips to my forehead—not with hunger, but with reverence. 

And in that quiet moment, I felt more claimed than I ever had by kiss or bite.
“I could hold you like this forever,” he whispered against my skin.
I smiled, barely. My fingers drifted into his hair, soft and thick beneath my touch. “Forever’s a long time, My King.”
“Not long enough,” he replied, and when he pulled back just enough to look at me, his eyes were raw. Vulnerable. Wild.
He searched my face like he was afraid I might disappear. Like this moment might dissolve into mist if he blinked.
His hands, large and steady, cradled my waist with a reverence that made my breath catch. 
“I lost a thousand years to loneliness,” he murmured. “I won’t lose you now.”
I felt the tremor in his voice—not from fear, but from certainty. From the sheer weight of what I’d become to him. I swallowed, throat tight, brushing my thumb across his cheek.
“You won’t lose me,” I whispered. “Not unless you let go.”
His lips parted slightly, and I felt him inhale—slow, shaky. Then he leaned in again, his forehead resting against mine. “Then I never will.”
A pause. A heartbeat.
Then, softly—so softly I might have missed it had we not been pressed heart to heart—he whispered, “I love you, Velstaire.”
His voice cracked at the edges, low and unguarded. Like a prayer half-spoken.
“You are my eternity now,” he said, and this time, it wasn’t a vow of possession—it was a surrender.
The words didn’t roar. They didn’t need to. They settled over me like a cloak—warm, heavy, and absolutely real.
My breath hitched. I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t just what he said—it was the way he said it. Like I was the only truth he’d ever known. Like his immortal heart, which had survived centuries of solitude, had only ever truly begun to beat the moment it found mine.
My heart swelled—full to bursting—with a love so fierce, so consuming, it drowned every fear I had ever carried. It felt like fire and stillness all at once, like stepping into a storm and discovering you were the eye of it. Safe. Home. 

I held him closer, unable to tear myself away from the warmth of his embrace, from the way he looked at me as though I were something sacred. Something irreplaceable.
Those eyes—ancient, haunted, impossibly tender—locked onto mine, and I felt the weight of centuries behind them. So much longing. So much restraint. So much hope, held in silence.
“I don’t know for certain,” I began, voice trembling with honesty, “if what I feel for you is love.”
His expression didn’t change, not yet. He listened—held still like a man bracing for a storm, not daring to breathe.
“But I do know this,” I continued, my hands holding him steady. “I don’t want to leave you behind. I don’t want to be anywhere else. I want to be with you, Fel.”
His breath caught.
“If this feeling—this pull, this ache, this... knowing—is what you call love...” I smiled, slow and fragile, but real. “Then yes. I think I love you too.”
I said it with everything in me. Not just a confession, but a surrender to something I no longer wanted to resist.
And the effect was immediate.
His features broke open—not with tears, not with words—but with a smile so full of relief it stole the breath from my lungs. The tension that had held him so tightly for so long finally melted. And in one swift, fluid movement, he pulled me back into his arms.
A sound escaped him then—not quite a sob, not quite a sigh. Just… release. The kind that only comes after carrying too much for too long.
“Thank you for accepting my love, Velstaire,” he murmured into my hair, his voice a low, reverent hush. “You don’t know how happy I am… to hear you say you love me too.”

And in that moment, I knew—utterly, irrevocably—that I would never leave him.
The thought of parting, even for a day, felt like being asked to tear away a piece of my own soul. I didn’t care if the world outside crumbled. I didn’t care what we had to become to stay together. I would follow him through shadow, through centuries, through death and beyond if I had to. Just to keep holding him like this.
A new hunger sparked within me—not the kind that gnawed at my stomach, but one that throbbed in my chest, my bones. A yearning to cross the veil that still separated Elvestyr and me. To close the last distance between our worlds. To become like him. To be immortal.
The thought no longer frightened me. It thrilled me. Ached in me. 
Just hours ago, Elvestyr’s words had struck me like a c*urs3. A destiny forced on me. 
But now… now they felt different. They felt like a promise. A door flung wide open. An answer I had been searching for my entire life without knowing. 
I understood now.
The Blood Moon wasn’t just a moment of power. It was a covenant. A calling. A beginning.

I closed my eyes, pressing my cheek to Felmont’s chest, listening to the quiet thrum of magic that lived in his stillness. I could already feel the pull of it—our bond humming like a thread of fate drawn tight beneath the surface of my skin.
I can’t wait for the Blood Moon to rise,
Because when it came… I would answer. And I would rise with him.
I nestled closer, letting my forehead rest against the slope where his shoulder met his neck, my arms wrapping lazily around his torso. My body instinctively molded to his, drawn by a gravity I couldn’t resist—and didn’t want to. I inhaled slowly. 
D*4mn. That scent. It was a fragrance no perfumer could ever bottle—a blend of old parchment and aged wood, of cool midnight air and something darker, wilder, unnameable. There was a hint of blood beneath it, but faint, distant, like the memory of a storm that had already passed. I breathed it in again, letting it flood through me. That scent had haunted my dreams ever since the first time I met him. I hadn’t known it then, but I was already 4*dd1cted.
I let my senses devour him completely—every rise and fall of his breath, every slight shift in the muscles beneath my touch, every heartbeat echoing slowly and deliberate against my cheek. I felt his fingers slide along my spine, featherlight, like he was afraid I’d vanish if he held on too tightly. I didn’t speak. I didn’t need to. My silence was a vow. A surrender.

And then—I heard them. An irritating disruption in the quiet surrender unfolding between Felmont and me.  Three voices. Muffled but distinct, just outside the chamber doors. I stiffened in his hold. My head tilted instinctively, ear angling toward the source of the sound.
“Do you think he’ll be able to walk again after His Grace is done with him?” the first voice said, solemn and deadpan, as if delivering a eulogy instead of a prediction. 
The concern in his tone would’ve sounded genuine—if it hadn’t been so obviously laced with mischief.
Felmont didn’t falter. But I did. My breath caught. My eyes flicked to the door.
Another voice chimed in, lighter, amused. “I’ll b*3t my most precious gold antique watch, he won’t be able to leave the bed for a week.”
A scoff. A laugh. And then the third voice, smooth and smug, practically dripping with self-satisfaction: “Just a week? Cass, please. I think my cousin won’t let him go for a whole month. Poor man’s about to suffer through our King’s one-millennium drought.”
Felmont stopped moving.
I slowly lifted my head from his shoulder, my eyes wide with disbelief. 
It wasn’t the l*3wdness that shocked me. No, it was the sheer 4*udacity. They weren’t whispering. They weren’t trying to hide it. They knew Felmont would hear them. They knew I could hear them. And still… they said it.

My eyes narrowed. I glanced at the door, my brows drawing low over my eyes, my lips twitching between incredulity and irritation. My irritation prickled beneath my skin like static. I could feel it rising, sharp and restless, curling low in my throat, begging to be released in a snarl—a warning to those three f*0ols who dared speak about us as if we were some tavern tale. 
But before the snarl could spill from my lips, Felmont’s hand came up, slow and steady, and cupped my chin.
“Look at me,” he said softly, voice like velvet drawn through shadow.
He turned my face gently, his thumb brushing the underside of my jaw, grounding me. His touch was reverent, commanding in the quietest way. 
I met his gaze—those eyes, deep crimson and burning not with lust, but with something far more dangerous: devotion.
“Don’t mind them,” he murmured. “Just focus on us, okay?”
I exhaled shakily, my eyes fluttering closed for a moment. I tried to let go of the ambient voices—the murmurs of the castle that pressed constantly at the edges of my hearing. Tried to drown out the crude remarks and crudeer amusement. But it was hard. Hard to ignore a world I was c*urs3d—or gifted—to always hear.
“I wish I didn’t hear them,” I whispered. “Just for today. Just so I could focus on you.”
His thumb stilled at the corner of my mouth. He didn’t respond with words. He didn’t need to.
The growl that rumbled in his chest was low and simmering, like embers stirred by wind. Then came a sharp hiss—short, slicing through the air like a blade unsheathed.
And just like that, silence fell. Utter and absolute. It was as if the castle itself had frozen at his command. 
I could feel the way his presence had expanded—his D*0minion flaring through the stone halls like smoke, thick and inescapable. Every breath, every murmur, every heartbeat that wasn’t ours… ceased. 
Even the three f*0ols at the door—I felt them. Felt how two of them stumbled back, their humor dissolving into fear. Their auras flared with panic, sharp and sudden, before two vanished into the distance like shadows fleeing the light. The last one lingered a moment longer, wavering—then he too turned and followed.

I smiled, deeply pleased by the silence he’d summoned with nothing more than a growl—one that echoed power, protection, and unyielding p*0ssession. I let that comfort wash over me for a breath longer, then slowly opened my eyes, still nestled in his arms. 
His face was impossibly close. That pale skin, those burning eyes, the faintest curve of amusement tugging at his lips. 
So I leaned back slightly, my smile blooming with mischief.
“So…” I said, drawing out the word, letting it hang like a challenge between us. “Do I have a vampire boyfriend now?”
He blinked. Then he laughed—low and rich, a sound that rumbled through his chest and vibrated against mine. I could feel the amusement in it, the surprise, the pleasure.
“Vampire boyfriend?” he repeated with a smirk. “How quaint. How about… a man—and a king, at that?”
I grinned, thoroughly enjoying this.
“Oh?” I tilted my head, letting my fingers trail lightly down his collarbone. “So you’re planning to make me your royal c*0nsort? Add me to your ancient, velvet-draped h*4rem?” My voice dropped into a teasing murmur. “Just a reminder, in case your long reign made you forget—I’m not a woman.”
His expression shifted. Not in offense. Not even surprise. Something softer, deeper flickered in his gaze. He brought a hand to the back of my head, fingers threading into my hair as he leaned in, just enough to make me feel the reverence in his reply.
“C*0nsort?” he said quietly, shaking his head. “No. I don’t need a c*0nsort. And I’ve never kept a h*4rem.” His voice dipped into something ancient and sincere. “You already hold a title just as powerful as that of a queen.”
I blinked, caught off guard. My brows lifted in disbelief, my lips parting with a surprised breath. “Oh? I’ve acquired a title in your kingdom without even knowing it?”
His thumb brushed along my cheek again. His eyes didn’t waver.
“I offered you that title two nights ago,” he said, his voice quieter now, touched with something raw. “The night you entered this castle—when your heart and body were still trembling. Just before you passed out in my arms… I asked if you would be my beloved.”
He let the words settle between us, heavy and real.
“I meant it,” he continued. “And I still do.”
His tone was no longer playful. No longer draped in flirtation. It was reverent. Unmistakable. He wasn’t asking for a dalliance. He was offering permanence. A throne beside his own.
“Do you accept that offer now, Velstaire?” he asked, barely above a whisper.
I straightened slowly, feeling the shift in the air as his question settled over us like a velvet shroud. This wasn’t f*l1rtation. It wasn’t indulgence. It was a promise—a vow laced in something older than love and heavier than mere affection.
My heart thudded, each beat echoing in the silence between us. I met his gaze, searching it, and found no jest in his eyes. Only reverence. Only truth. I inhaled deeply, steadying myself, and asked the one question that mattered.
“What does the title entail?” My voice was quiet, measured. But underneath the words, my soul was leaning forward.
His gaze didn’t falter. 
“It entails your loyalty to the throne,” he said, each syllable slow and deliberate. “As the King’s Beloved, you will be considered my equal. My spouse. Not just in name, but in rule. In power. In presence. You will be expected to stand beside me through the centuries. Through peace. Through war. Through darkness and light. For all eternity.”
He paused then, watching me—watching for hesitation, for fear. But rather than dread the word eternity, I found myself anchored by it.
Because if he was the constant… then I wanted to be, too.
A smile curved my lips—slow and sweet, blooming with something quiet and resolute. I didn’t need to speak to answer him. Instead, I leaned forward, draping my arms around his neck with effortless grace. My fingers toyed lightly with the strands at his nape, and when I looked into his eyes again, the seduction in my gaze was undeniable—but beneath it was something more intimate. Something rooted.
“I agree to be your beloved,” I murmured, voice soft but certain, brushing against the space between us like a sacred invocation. “Do I start now?”
I trailed my fingertips along the back of his neck, slowly, deliberately, watching every flicker in his face. The rise and fall of his chest had grown uneven. His hands curled tighter around my sides, not in possession—but in reverence, as if holding something too precious to risk shattering. 

Then, he pulled me closer and kissed the side of my head—soft, reverent. Another kiss followed, trailing down the curve of my jaw. His lips lingered, warm and lingering, before they brushed lower, over the pulse in my neck.
I shivered. My breath hitched.
His mouth ghosted along my skin like a benediction, leaving heat in its wake. 
I felt the hum of memory stir inside me—of the last time he’d fed just a few hours ago, of the electricity that had surged through me, how it had felt like being unraveled and remade at once.
Except that time, I’d been caught between realms. Caught between voices. Interrupted.
This time, I wanted him. Undisturbed. Undivided.
I tilted my head back, baring my throat for him in silent offering. I didn’t speak. I didn’t need to. But his kisses changed—turned hungrier. 
Playful bites at first. A l*1ck. A nip. His fangs scraped the edge of my pulse, not enough to pierce, just enough to make me gasp.
Pleasure and pain spiraled together in a slow crescendo.
“Drink my blood, Fel,” I whispered, voice ragged with longing. My hands slid into his hair, tugging him closer. 
Please. Let me feel it again… this time, uninterrupted.

He hesitated for the briefest heartbeat, his breath stalling against the curve of my neck. Then, slowly, I felt him yield—not to the interruption, but to me. To this. His shoulders softened, and the tension that had coiled so tightly in his frame began to melt away as his mouth brushed against my skin like a promise. I held still, heart racing, blood pulsing against the very place his lips hovered. And then—his fangs extended, grazing the delicate skin just beneath my jaw.
I barely had time to brace myself. But I didn’t want to brace. I wanted to surrender.

And then—a sharp knock echoed from the door behind us, soft, but firm, a ripple of unwelcome noise across a sea of tension.
Felmont froze again. No. I wasn’t about to let another moment be stolen from us. Not this time.
I cradled his head in my hands and pulled him closer to me, pressing him gently but insistently against my neck.
“Ignore them,” I whispered, desperate and breathless. “Please. Just ignore them.”
And he did.
With a shuddering exhale, he gave in. His fangs sank into me—clean and deep—and in a single breath, he began to drink.
A gasp tore from my throat, caught somewhere between pain and pleasure. My body went still, seized by the surge of sensation that followed. It was like falling into a slow-burning current—warm, numbing, infinite. A wave of stillness swept over me, and the world dimmed until all I could feel was him.
His mouth at my throat. His hands gripping my waist. His breath mingling with mine in the narrow space between us.

Until—“Uncle Felmont is in there, and I need to see him for myself, Dad!”
The voice pierced through the haze—young, female, persistent. Too young to know better, and far too bold to care.
My eyes snapped open, and fury sparked behind them.
Are you serious?
She sounded like she was barely past eighteen—impulsive, defiant, and clearly used to getting her way. And whoever her father was… she didn’t seem to fear him much. She clearly didn’t fear me, either. But she should have.
I growled low in my throat—not loud enough to interrupt him, but enough to mark my rising irritation. Whoever that girl was, she was most definitely not welcome here. Not at this moment. Not now.

Felmont didn’t even flinch. His lips remained sealed against my throat, drinking slowly, reverently, as though the chaos beyond the door existed in another lifetime entirely. 
I felt each pull of his mouth like a lullaby draped in fire, his breath warm against my skin, his hands steady on my hips. 
And still, I kept cradling him—stroking his hair with slow, deliberate motions, fingers threading through the soft dark strands as if I could ground him in the sensation of me alone.
Let her watch, I thought. Let her try and understand what this bond really is.
The heavy doors burst open with the kind of arrogance only royalty or the young could get away with. The sound was thunderous, cracking through the chamber like a whip. 
I didn’t startle. Neither did he. But my eyes narrowed, turning toward the disturbance with a glare sharp enough to silence storms.
A girl—no older than eighteen by the look of her—stood at the threshold like a miniature tempest. Twin pigtails of golden blonde framed her porcelain face, but it was her eyes that arrested me. Gold rimmed with red—uncanny, ancient—the same unsettling hue as the man who had looked at me with amusement in the throne room two nights ago, now standing beside her. Too striking. Too telling.
“Neravine,” said the man whose voice I recognized—the same one who had called Felmont his cousin. His tone hissed from just beyond the doorway, low and laced with warning. “Your uncle is busy. If you keep this up, you’ll be exiled—or worse, killed.”
He didn’t say it for her. He said it for me. But Neravine wasn’t listening. She didn’t even spare him a glance. She had just called him “Dad,” but all her focus—every inch of it—was on me.
I met her stare without blinking, my hand still stroking Felmont’s hair as he fed—now slower, more deliberate, as though savoring the taste rather than taking it. 
Her gaze locked with mine, and I lifted a brow—sharp, silent, challenging. If she had come to lay claim, she would find her opponent already seated on the throne. But she didn’t sneer. She didn’t speak. Her expression changed—slowly, almost shyly. The fierce curiosity in her gaze softened, her lashes dipping slightly. 
And then… she smiled. Not mockingly. Not with contempt. She smiled like she had discovered a secret worth keeping. Like she'd found something she’d been searching for a long time and had finally laid eyes on it.
Me. It wasn’t Felmont she looked at. It was me.

I blinked, discomfort prickling beneath her stare. I hated that feeling—the weight of being wanted by anyone other than Felmont. It made my skin crawl, as if her gaze sought to peel something from me I wasn’t willing to give.
Felmont sensed the shift in me immediately. His grip around my waist tightened, p*0ssessive and anchoring. His instincts, ancient and unyielding, were already threading toward fury.
And then came her voice again.
“Dad,” Neravine drawled sweetly—mock-sweet, like a dagger dipped in honey. “Why didn’t you tell me we had such a lovely pet at home? I’d love to be first in line to feed from him after Uncle Felmont—”
She didn’t finish. She didn’t get the chance.
Felmont vanished from my side in less than a blink, leaving the air cold where his warmth had been. One second, he was with me. The next—he was a shadow across the room, materializing in front of Neravine like death given flesh.
His hand shot forward, wrapping around her t*hr0at with terrifying precision, lifting her effortlessly into the air. Her heels scraped against the marble once before she dangled, suspended like a r*4gdoll in his grasp. Her golden-red eyes widened—whether in fear or fascination, I couldn’t tell.
“I dare you,” Felmont said, his voice a low, guttural growl that scraped across the walls of the chamber, “to repeat what you just said.”
Gone was the velvet warmth he gave me. What stood before Neravine now was the King of Vampires in full. Cold. Terrifying. Absolute.
“I-I thought he was just some random guy you picked off the street,” she stammered, her voice cracking. “I—I didn’t know he was important. Please forgive me, Your Grace.”
And still—she made no attempt to escape. Her hands remained at her sides, calm, unmoving. Felmont hissed, a sound so violent it shook the chandelier above. 
And then—with a flick of his wrist—he tossed her aside as if she weighed nothing.
She hit the floor and rolled… but landed gracefully, dropping into a crouch that made her movements seem more feline than human. Her heels clicked softly against the floor as she stood, untouched, unbothered. She adjusted the folds of her plum-colored dress with delicate precision, then bowed—low and formal—even though Felmont had already turned his back. Only after that did she face me. Gone was the arrogance. Gone was the mockery. She looked at me then—not with contempt, but with something that startled me. Sadness. Her golden-red eyes shimmered beneath long lashes, and a faint pout curled her lips, like a child denied a gift she hadn’t deserved to begin with. She didn’t speak. She didn’t apologize. She just… looked. As if she’d seen something she wanted and realized it would never be hers. Then, wordlessly, she turned on her heel and strode from the room. Her figure slipped past the doors with all the ceremony of a princess raised on power and consequence, her departure as deliberate as her entrance.

The man she called dad—and who I’d learned was Felmont’s cousin—lingered at the threshold like a shadow unsure of where it belonged, caught between duty and unease. 
The tension in the room had barely begun to settle when his gaze met mine, and in that glance, I caught it: a flicker of contrition, thinly veiled behind his usual cool composure. 
He offered me a small, sheepish smile—more wry than warm, the kind that said I warned her, but she never listens.
“Nera is… curious,” he said after a long pause, voice dry but not unkind. “She’s my progeny. I raised her as my daughter. She’s still considered a fledgling—barely a half-century old. She finds everything amusing.” He tilted his head slightly. “And I think she may have developed a bit of a crush on you.”
A crush?
The absurdity of it made my lips twitch—but I said nothing. His tone carried no malice, only quiet intrigue, as though he were genuinely puzzled by the strange gravity I seemed to have—first over Felmont… now over his own blood.
“I suppose I should be flattered?” I replied, arching a brow, my voice edged with cautious amusement.
“Or concerned,” Felmont muttered darkly, already moving.
He crossed the room in smooth, predatory strides and lowered himself beside me on the bed once more, his presence a balm and a barrier both. Without a word, he took my hand and rested it on his lap, running slow, deliberate circles over my knuckles with his thumb. It was a silent claim. A warning, even if only felt, not spoken.
Then he lifted his gaze to his cousin, and the warmth bled from his voice.
“Josarian, tell your daughter,” he said, low and sharp, “that Velstaire is off-limits. Entirely. If I so much as sense her near him again without permission…” His thumb paused. “I will freeze her bank accounts. All of them. For a month.”
He said it with the kind of cold certainty that didn’t need threats of v*1olence—just a reminder of who held power, and how effortlessly it could be wielded.
Josarian’s lips parted in the barest flicker of surprise. He blinked once, then gave a short nod, his expression unreadable.
“Understood, Your Grace.”
He didn’t linger. With a soft rustle of his coat, Josarian turned on his heel and slipped through the door, pulling it shut behind him with a quiet click.
The silence that followed was thicker than before—quiet, but not empty.
Felmont exhaled softly and let go of my hand, only to wrap his arm around my waist instead, pulling me against his side with a sigh that was more tired than angry.
“She really called you a pet,” he muttered bitterly.
I leaned my head against his shoulder, letting the scent of him calm the last of my frayed nerves.
“She also said I was lovely,” I murmured playfully.
Felmont growled. 
I smiled, lips curling with quiet satisfaction—until my stomach answered with a growl of its own. Loud. Sharp. Hollow. The sound echoed embarrassingly between us, snapping the moment like a thread. I blinked and glanced down at myself, dismayed, the realization striking all at once—I hadn’t eaten. Not in a while. Maybe not since before everything. Lunch. Yesterday. 
And now, with everything that had happened—my near-death, resurrection, transformation, confessions, emotional chaos, and Neravine’s unwelcome intrusion—I was starving.
I looked up at Felmont, sheepish. “Can I… go out to buy some food?” I asked hesitantly, unsure if I’d just broken some ancient vampire protocol by suggesting I venture into the world for a burger.
He stilled, his expression shifting into something unreadable. Protective? Reluctant? He didn’t speak right away, clearly weighing the idea—likely considering everything from 4*ssassins in alleyways to whether I’d vanish again like mist on the wind. 
But before he could respond, a familiar presence returned to the doorway—uninvited but perfectly timed. 
Josarian. Again.
Only this time, he wasn’t empty-handed. He sauntered in with a plastic bag slung from one gloved hand, the subtle aroma of something fried and gloriously greasy wafting into the room like a divine offering. 
I inhaled sharply, the scent hitting me like a memory of distant days. My stomach let out a louder protest this time, practically clawing for attention.
“Cass figured Velstaire would be hungry,” Josarian said casually, holding out the bag with an arched brow and the faintest smirk. “So he ordered delivery. He hopes you like burgers and fries.”
I didn’t hesitate. 
“I do,” I said, nodding gratefully, my voice thick with genuine appreciation. 
I stepped forward to take the bag from his hand, and as our fingers brushed, I gave him a small, sincere smile. “Thank you.”
Josarian dipped his head slightly, the smirk softening into something almost fond. “I’ll let him know.”
Then, he stepped aside, allowing me to return to the room unimpeded. 
I turned on my heel and made a beeline for the nearest couch in the chamber—soft, velvet-lined, impossibly luxurious—and collapsed into it like a man reclaiming a throne. 
The bag crinkled in my hands as I pulled it open, the warm scent of grilled meat and salted potatoes wrapping around me like a familiar blanket. 
Without shame, I dug in. 
The first bite of the burger was pure heaven. Grease, cheese, toasted bun, a crisp bite of lettuce—blessedly normal, wonderfully human. The fries were still warm, golden and perfectly crisp on the outside, soft on the inside, and I shoved a handful into my mouth like I hadn’t just pledged myself to an immortal king a few hours ago.

Felmont joined me a seconds later, the cushions shifting as he eased down beside me, his movements fluid and graceful in that impossibly vampire way of his. He didn’t say anything right away—just sat close, his presence warm despite the immortal chill that always clung to his skin. Josarian, ever discreet, quietly pulled the door shut behind him, sealing us in with the soft click of old wood meeting stone.
Silence settled—comfortable, easy—until Felmont finally spoke.
“Sorry for forgetting to feed you,” he said, his voice unusually solemn, laced with guilt that caught me off guard.
I turned to glance at him, mouth half-full of fries, and quickly swallowed before answering. 
“Don’t be sorry. I should’ve remembered to eat. I tend to skip meals when I’m preoccupied.” I offered a crooked smile. “Nearly dying, having a king fall in love with me and suddenly having a royal title—it’s a lot to process.”
His lips twitched into a faint smile, but the seriousness in his eyes remained. He was blaming himself, I could tell. For my hunger. For the chaos. For not noticing sooner. It made something warm stir in my chest—affection, maybe, or the slow unraveling of defenses I hadn’t realized I still held.
I took another hearty bite of the burger, the flavors bursting in my mouth—salty, savory, greasy perfection. Either it really was that good, or I was just absurdly famished, because I devoured the rest in three large bites, barely tasting the last one. I sat back with a deep, satisfied exhale, my hand coming to rest on my now-full stomach.
And then, quite suddenly, it happened. A loud burp escaped me.
It echoed just enough in the stillness to make my eyes go wide in horror. I clamped a hand over my mouth, cheeks instantly flushing with heat. My gaze slid to Felmont slowly, mortified, like a child who’d been caught doing something utterly uncouth at a fine dining restaurant.
His reaction, however, wasn’t what I expected. He chuckled. Low and soft, a genuine sound that curled into the corners of the room and wrapped around my embarrassment like a warm blanket. 
“Hmm…” he murmured, amusement sparkling in his eyes. “You’re full of surprises, Velstaire.”
I didn’t know what to do with that. The embarrassment lingered, yes, but so did something else. Something softer. Intimate.
He reached out, the back of his fingers brushing against my cheek with careful tenderness before tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. His touch lingered for just a moment longer than necessary, and I leaned into it without thinking, caught in the quiet gravity between us.
“I’m not used to having someone around who does… that,” he added, smirking now.
I groaned. “You mean burping?”
“Among other things,” he teased.
I laughed, the sound unguarded and easy. It felt good—like I was reclaiming pieces of myself in a place that had, until now, felt like something out of a dream… or a warning.
“You better get used to it,” I said, nudging him lightly with my shoulder. “Because I’m not some pristine, polished little trophy. I eat. I burp. I get moody when I’m hungry. And I swear, if someone wakes me up too early, I bite.”
“Noted,” he replied smoothly, his eyes never leaving mine. “Though if I’m being honest… I find all of that rather endearing.”
I blinked, startled by the quiet sincerity beneath his words.
“You’re strange,” I murmured, though there was no judgment in it—only wonder.
He smiled, slow and deliberate. “So are you.”

Our eyes held—locked in a wordless communion that needed no translation. 
The silence between us wasn’t hollow; it pulsed with understanding, with a stillness so profound I felt like we could remain there forever, suspended in each other’s presence. Every breath I took felt tethered to him. Every beat of my heart seemed to echo his name.
But then, like a blade tearing through silk, a voice shattered the stillness. Familiar. Loud. Frantic. It came from somewhere above us—outside, perhaps from the upper terraces or beyond the courtyard gates.
My heart slammed against my ribs.
That voice. I knew that voice. Juvren.
I shot upright, nearly knocking over the empty food wrapper beside me. My pulse surged, and I turned sharply toward the door, my ears straining as I stepped forward, as if distance alone would make the voice clearer.
“Velstaire is here!” he cried, and the sheer desperation in his tone pierced through the thick stone walls. “The tracker I installed on his phone led me here!”
So he had installed a tracker.
From somewhere near the castle gates, a second voice responded—firm, composed, resolute. “Like I said, this castle is off-limits to tourists this week. Leave now, sir.”
His voice was different—warmer, almost sunlit. Not like Felmont’s people. Not like the vampires who spoke in low, ancient rhythms and shadows. No—this voice held a brightness, a vitality I now understood more clearly than ever. A human.
The contrast struck me instantly. Since being with Felmont and his kin for three nights now, I had grown used to the cadence of those who walked in the moonlight. 
There was a difference—subtle but distinct. 
Humans had a glow to their speech, like firelight peeking through fog, while the vampires were like the hush of midnight storms—powerful, yes, but quiet. Cold. Timeless.
However, something about the human’s tone—it wasn’t just assertive. It was informed.
The way he said, “This castle is off-limits to tourists this week,” didn’t sound like a generic excuse to drive someone away. No. It was purposeful, precise. As if he knew exactly what Juvren was walking into—and had every intention of keeping him out.
My brow furrowed. That wasn’t normal. 
I turned to Felmont, confusion pulling at my voice. “How can a human know that?”
Felmont didn’t look away from the door. His gaze was unreadable, but his voice—low and steady—offered answers. “He’s one of the few sworn to secrecy about our kind.”
Sworn. Not coerced. Not compelled. 
“They’ve served my family for generations,” he continued. “The bloodlines that protect our presence among mortals pass their oaths down like heirlooms. They are loyal—just like their ancestors before them.”
I blinked, the weight of his words sinking in slowly. 
Of course. They’d need humans—trusted ones—to move under the sun, to manage affairs that vampires couldn’t handle during daylight hours. To keep up appearances. To maintain the illusion. It made perfect sense. But it also raised another question—one that hovered on the edge of curiosity and unease.
“Are they…” I hesitated, “your blood suppliers or something?”
Felmont’s eyes finally met mine. There was no anger in them—only a quiet kind of seriousness, the kind he reserved for truths that mattered.
“No,” he said firmly. “One of the oldest terms of our covenant with them is this: we never feed on them. Ever.”
I stared.
“They are not livestock,” he added. “They’re not currency, or tribute, or sustenance. They’re partners—stewards of our world when we cannot walk in it. Clerks. Chosen with care. Trained from childhood. Entrusted with secrets they can never speak aloud. Some have asked to surrender to the night, and I’ve allowed it—but most choose to remain human. To them, it’s a legacy. A role of honor. They clean the halls, manage deliveries, and keep the castle running. And when necessary, they turn away threats… like your Juvren.”
Then came the sound. A low, restrained growl vibrated from his chest—not quite audible, more a sensation in the air between us. A warning cloaked in velvet. Dangerous, and yet… heartbreakingly human in its origin.

I saw it then—clear as moonlight slicing through mist. His mood had shifted. Not in the way mortals sulk or brood. No, this was different. Deeper. Older. It was the kind of darkness that didn’t announce itself with tantrums or fury—but with silence.
His jaw clenched just enough to flex the elegant line of his cheek. His fingers, once idle on the armrest beside me, twitched slightly—as if suppressing an instinct. His eyes, once warm and wine-deep, turned the shade of storm clouds on the cusp of release. Something ancient flickered behind them. Something... p*0ssessive. 
“Fel?” I murmured, tilting my head, trying to coax him out of whatever storm he’d just wandered into. “What’s wrong?”
He didn’t answer right away. His gaze was fixed somewhere beyond the room, unfocused, but not lost. Calculating. Assessing. Then, slowly, he looked at me. Lips pursed, expression taut with an emotion I hadn’t expected to see from him: uncertainty. He exhaled. Long. Tense.
And then—barely a whisper. “Was Juvren your boyfriend… before you met me?”
I blinked. The absurdity of it almost made me laugh, but the seriousness in his eyes anchored me. It wasn’t j*3alousy in the petty sense—it was raw, instinctive, as if the idea of me belonging to someone else—even in the past—threatened to unmake the careful balance he’d rebuilt within himself. 
He looked so pained. So guarded. As though saying it out loud might unleash something inside him he couldn’t easily call back.
My first reaction was a snort. I couldn’t help it. The idea was ridiculous.
He thinks Juvren was my boyfriend? Not my brother?
The weight behind his question made it more endearing than insulting, though. It was like watching a lion sulk because someone else had looked at his mate. A dangerous kind of cute.
I leaned in slightly, brushing the back of my hand across his cheek with slow affection, letting the gesture speak before my words ever did. 
His skin was cool, but the tension in his muscles burned just beneath the surface.
“Juvren,” I said, voice laced with amusement, “is my brother.”
The reaction was immediate, though controlled. He froze—just for half a second—as the implication settled over him. Then his eyes flicked toward me fully, and something uncoiled in his shoulders. The shadows in his gaze softened. Not completely, but enough to let light back in.
“Brother?” he echoed, cautiously—like he didn’t want to get it wrong again.
“Yes, brother,” I confirmed, letting a mock severity enter my tone as I narrowed my eyes at him. “You thought I had terrible taste, didn’t you?”
The corner of his mouth twitched. It was a struggle, but he was trying not to grin—and failing.
“I didn’t say that,” he replied, his voice noticeably calmer now.
“You didn’t have to,” I teased, tracing his jawline with my fingers. “But I appreciate the j*3alousy.”
He let out a soft laugh—low, breathy, rich with relief—and leaned into my touch.
“I wasn’t j*3alous,” he muttered, clearly lying.
I raised an eyebrow. “You growled at his name, Fel.”
He gave a sheepish smile. “Perhaps I was… mildly disturbed.”
I laughed then—really laughed—and in that moment, the tension melted entirely.
Felmont pulled me closer, burying his face in the crook of my neck like a lion trying to erase the last traces of insecurity. 
I wrapped my arms around him and pressed a kiss to his temple.
“Don’t worry,” I whispered. “I’m yours.”
His reply came softly, reverently. “You always were.”

For a few long beats, we just sat there—his arm loosely draped around my waist, my cheek brushing his collarbone, the remnants of warmth still lingering in the space between us.
Then Juvren’s voice rose again—this time thunderous, unmistakably furious—echoing through the stone halls of the castle like a storm breaking against marble walls.
“I will burn this place down if you don’t show me my brother!” he bellowed, and there was nothing theatrical about the threat. 
His voice cracked with something raw—panic, maybe. Rage. The kind of desperate fury that only came from love.
I winced.
Felmont tilted his head, clearly hearing every syllable, and I didn’t miss the faint smirk tugging at the edge of his mouth.
“You might want to go see your brother,” he drawled, amusement lacing his voice like velvet. “Before he makes good on his promise and turns my castle into cinders.”
I groaned softly, already rubbing my temple.
“Yes… I suppose I might as well do that,” I muttered, dragging the words out with exaggerated fatigue. “Gods, he’s always been so dramatic.”

I stood slowly, brushing invisible creases from my pants more out of habit than necessity, and turned toward the towering chamber doors with a sigh already forming in my chest. It was time to face the chaos that was my brother—who, true to form, had barged in like a tempest wrapped in indignation and fire.
But before I could take even a full step, I felt it.
Felmont’s eyes. Still on me. Still tethering me in place with the weight of his gaze alone.
It was palpable—like heat at my back, like the drag of velvet shadows slipping over skin. I didn’t need to look to know how he watched me, didn’t need to ask to understand what burned behind those eyes. Want. P*0ssession. A hunger deeper than blood. As though the brief space between our bodies was already too much for him to bear.
And d*4mn… the feeling was mutual.
A slow smirk curved at my lips, unbidden. I didn’t even try to fight it. There was something wickedly satisfying in knowing I’d unraveled a thousand-year-old king. That I had become the thing he craved—not just in flesh, but in the quiet, sacred parts of himself he thought long buried. The way he looked at me now wasn’t lust. It was worship. 0*bsession. As if I were the last breath he ever wanted to take.
And he had no idea how thoroughly he had undone me in return.
Because I could still feel his touch ghosting over my skin, I could still taste his kiss like red wine and thunder, like something eternal. I was no less consumed than he was. Every word, every glance, every brush of his fingertips had imprinted on me like a brand. I was his now, whether I admitted it aloud or not. And no storm—not even one in the shape of my brother—could pull me entirely away from him.

Juvren can wait, came the whisper in my head—Elvestyre, ever present, his tone amused, almost indulgent.
I smiled to myself, the corners of my lips curving in quiet agreement, before returning to my place at Felmont’s side. Then I turned to him and gave him a grin.
“Juvren can wait,” I echoed aloud, letting the words linger in the quiet like a declaration.
He arched a brow, a playful glint lighting in his dark eyes.
“Oh?” he murmured, the edge of a smirk forming. “Bold, aren’t we?”
“Bold?” I replied, pulling him closer by his neck. “I’m just prioritizing.”
Then I kissed him again—slow this time. Purposeful. A reaffirmation.
Let the world rage. Let my brother scream. Let Elvestyre smirk in the shadows of my mind. 
They could all wait.
Because right now… my king was here. And I was exactly where I wanted to be.










































Chapter Eight

Velstaire’s POV


After one last lingering kiss—one I let stretch a heartbeat longer than I should have—I reluctantly slipped from Felmont’s arms, my skin still tingling where his hands had been. He didn’t protest, but the way his eyes lingered on me as I dressed and straightened the spare clothes laid out for me told me everything. He didn’t want me to go. And, if I was honest, I didn’t want to either. But Juvren wasn’t exactly the patient sort.
With a final stroke of my fingers through Felmont’s dark hair, I whispered something soft against his lips—something like a promise—and then turned away. The chamber’s warmth faded behind me as I stepped into the narrow passage hidden just beyond his private quarters. The air here was colder, older, as if time had been undisturbed for centuries. This was no ordinary staircase. It was one of the secret veins of the castle—a winding stone spiral carved directly into the earth, rising behind the very throne of the vampire king himself. I climbed it, each step echoing softly beneath my boots, the quiet weight of the stone walls pressing close around me.

After a few seconds of ascent, I emerged into shadow—directly behind the grand obsidian throne that loomed like a sentinel in the middle of the castle’s upper chamber. The room was empty now, save for dust motes dancing in the fractured shafts of afternoon light that filtered through the stained-glass windows. I stepped lightly down the dais and crossed the expanse of marble, the hush of my movement swallowed by the velvet silence of the hall.
From there, I followed the familiar twists and turns of the upper corridors, the walls narrowing and widening in strange succession, until finally I reached the gilded double doors of the castle’s grand entrance. I braced both hands against the massive bronze handles, then pushed.
The doors opened with a deep groan, and I was immediately struck by the light—the sun pouring in with a brilliance my eyes weren’t quite prepared for. I squinted, lifting a hand to shield my gaze, and stepped out onto the landing just beyond the entrance, where the castle’s front steps descended in tiers like a cascade of white stone. It must’ve been around three in the afternoon. The sunlight burned high, casting long shadows beneath the statues flanking the gate. 

And that was when I saw him. 
Juvren. 
He was a storm in the flesh, thrashing violently in the grip of five human clerks who were doing everything short of tying him down to keep him from bolting up the steps. His dark coat was half-fallen from his shoulder, and his hair was windswept and wild. 
I strode toward them, my steps brisk but controlled, not drawing unnecessary attention. 
The human clerks standing guard around my brother straightened at the sound of my approach. Though none of them spoke, their eyes flicked toward me in recognition—and then, as if on cue, they each dipped into discreet, reverent bows. Clearly, they had already been informed of my new standing within the castle.
I acknowledged them with a small, polite nod and the faintest smile—grateful, if not for their loyalty, then at least for their restraint. My focus, however, was entirely on the man beyond them.
Juvren’s eyes found me a heartbeat later. His entire body stilled, as if he hadn’t quite believed I would appear. Then, like storm clouds breaking, his expression shifted from disbelief to unfiltered relief. His breath caught audibly, and the fire that had burned behind his glare moments before softened into something vulnerable—something raw.
“See?” he shouted to the clerks, voice breaking slightly. “I told you. My brother is here!”
He didn’t wait for permission. He shoved past the guards with the kind of desperation only blood could justify, moving so fast he nearly collided with me. But I caught him. Arms wrapping around him, steadying him, anchoring him to the truth of me.

We stood there for several heartbeats, just holding each other. The air between us pulsed with something unspoken—relief, guilt, longing, maybe all three. Then his arms tightened fiercely around my torso, pulling me against him like he thought I might disappear again if he let go.
“I was so scared for you, Vel,” he whispered hoarsely, the words muffled against my shoulder. “I thought you were dead. I thought they’d taken you—hurt you—turned you into something unrecognizable.”
His voice cracked.
I didn’t answer immediately. My throat was too tight for words. Instead, I pressed my cheek to his shoulder and rubbed slow, soothing circles along his back with one hand, grounding him. Grounding myself. 
His scent—so familiar, so achingly human—washed over me like a memory I didn’t know I’d missed until now. A piece of my old world, colliding with the new.

When we finally pulled back, the hug leaving a lingering warmth between us, Juvren didn’t let me go completely. He kept one hand lightly on my shoulder and leaned back just enough to take a long, measured look at my face. His brows furrowed slightly, and I could see the gears turning in his head as his gaze roamed—first to my eyes, then my skin, then the slight shift in how I stood, how I held myself.
“You’re still the Velstaire I know,” he said, slowly, almost cautiously. “But…” 
He tilted his head, eyes narrowing with concern. “…something feels different. Your aura. It’s like it’s shifted.”
I blinked, feigning confusion. 
“Silly,” I replied with a soft laugh, brushing my hand against his arm in that familiar, brotherly way I knew would soothe him. “Nothing’s changed. Maybe it’s just the sunlight messing with your head. Or maybe you’re just cranky because you skipped lunch.”
He didn’t respond right away. His eyes searched mine like he was trying to uncover a lie I wasn’t ready to admit. It made my chest tighten, but I kept my smile easy and bright, willing him to believe the illusion. Then—finally—he grinned.
“I’m starving, actually,” he admitted, rubbing his stomach for dramatic effect. “But hang on—what are you even doing in this place? I thought Alnwick Castle was closed to visitors all week. Something about security or renovations or a… vampire convention?”
His tone was joking, but the question made my pulse jump. I kept my expression smooth even as a ripple of panic licked up my spine.
What was I supposed to say? That I was living here now? That I had been claimed—no, cherished—by the immortal ruler of a hidden kingdom that lived in shadow and silence?
No. Juvren wouldn’t believe that. Worse—he’d try to tear the place apart again to “save” me. I couldn’t risk that. Not yet.
So I smiled, light and casual. 
“I… pulled a few strings,” I said. “Made friends with the head security guard’s son. He owed me a favor, so I got a little private tour.”
He narrowed his eyes, a flicker of suspicion tightening the corners of his gaze. Not angry—just curious, the way only someone who knew me too well could be. His lips pursed, but after a beat, he exhaled through his nose, letting the tension go with a quiet scoff. Then, with a familiar nudge of his knuckles against my shoulder, he spoke.
“I knew you were capable of f*l1rting your way in,” he said, half teasing, half impressed.
I laughed—because of course he’d say that. I leaned into the act, giving him a mock bow like I’d just won some grand seduction tournament. “What can I say? Irresistible charm. Works every time.”

That was when my eyes drifted downward—and stopped.
There, sitting neatly beside his feet, was a suitcase. Compact, matte black, with a single white scuff on the side that gave it away instantly. I recognized it immediately. Juvren didn’t travel light, and he didn’t travel without that bag.
My amusement faltered as my brows lifted. 
“Wait,” I said slowly, pointing. “Is that…?”
He followed my gaze and, to my surprise, didn’t look the least bit guilty. Instead, he grinned. Sheepishly, yes—but also with a spark of pride, like he’d just pulled off something clever.
“I packed and flew here last night,” he admitted, running a hand through his wind-mussed hair. “I had to see how you were doing. You vanished off the grid, Vel. You didn’t call last night, didn’t text. I couldn’t sleep. So I grabbed my passport, threw a few things together, and caught the earliest flight I could.”
I blinked, stunned into silence. 
Before I could form a response, he added, more softly this time, “And besides… I wanted to see Alnwick Castle. And that chamber you’re always going on about.” He shrugged one shoulder, gaze flicking toward the towering spires behind me. “So… where’s this chamber you said that felt strangely familiar to you? The one you couldn’t stop thinking about? Can I stay with you there?”

For a moment, I just stared at him, completely thrown. The words took a second to land—too many pieces shifting at once. 
Right. I had told him. Yesterday. 
I’d described Alnwick over the phone, in half-formed sentences and daydreams, trying to explain the sensation that this place was calling to me. That it felt like home in a way nowhere else ever had. He’d teased me then, called it my "romantic g*0thic fixation." I hadn’t expected him to take it seriously. And I definitely hadn’t expected him to fly here for it.
“Yes! Of course I’ve found a place—” I began, trying to keep the lie casual, but I faltered as something else caught my attention.
Voices. Not loud—but unmistakably clear, rising from somewhere deep within the castle. Not imagined. Not internal. Real.
"Lord Velstaire, if you can hear me, please come to the underground common room. His Grace has something he would like us to give you."
The voice was crisp and unwavering—male, deliberate in tone. I recognized it as one of the three who were always snickering and whispering about Fel’s relationship with me. But there was something different in the way he spoke now—like someone accustomed to being obeyed.
Another voice followed, firm and edged with caution. “Cass, our people might attack him—he’s still… human.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Rae. They won’t dare touch our King’s beloved,” the first replied smoothly.
Cass. And the second—Rae, apparently. I hadn’t met either of them officially yet, but they sounded important. Powerful. Confident in their roles, even if I couldn’t quite place what those roles were.

I ignored their banter about my safety—though their voices carried effortlessly through the stone, echoing up from the lower halls as though the very bones of the castle had been trained to listen. I didn’t have to strain to hear them. Rae’s voice was the first to reach me—low, firm, edged with that familiar undercurrent of worry he rarely allowed to surface.
“It’s reckless,” he muttered. “For him to walk among us as if our instincts have been tamed by declarations alone. But we are still what we are. And if even one of the younger bloodlines loses control—”
“You forget yourself, Rae,” Cassius cut in, his tone so sharp and clipped it was almost musical. There was no need for raised voices—his authority didn’t require it. “He bears the protection of our King.”
A pause followed, weighty and deliberate. I could practically hear the tension between them crackle like electricity through the vaulted corridors.
“That alone,” Cass added, slower now, each word precise, “makes him untouchable.”
The argument continued in clipped tones, their debate threading around me like an old song I’d heard too many times. 

I let their words fade into the background, choosing instead to focus on the person in front of me—the only voice I needed to hear right now.
“I have found a place, yes,” I repeated to Juvren, turning my full attention to him. I kept my voice calm, touched with warmth, and offered a reassuring smile. “But let me talk with… Fel first. He’s the son of the security guard I mentioned earlier. I need to say goodbye to him, borrow a car too, and then we can go to that place I told you about.”
For a moment, I thought he might press further—might see through the carefully chosen lie. But then he simply nodded, too relieved by my presence to question the details.
“Alright,” he said quietly, his shoulders finally relaxing.
I turned to the human clerks who had been standing silently by—wary, watchful. 
Their eyes met mine as I offered a knowing glance, a silent plea: Please watch him. Distract him. Be kind.
They didn’t speak, but their expressions shifted. Something in the way they carried themselves changed—subtle, but unmistakable. Their posture straightened with respectful deference, and a gentle smile even touched the lips of the youngest among them as they repositioned themselves around Juvren. 
One of them asked, very politely, if he would like a tour of the courtyard while he waited. Another offered to bring him tea or something to eat. 
He blinked, visibly surprised by their sudden hospitality.
They were treating him like what he was—my brother. The brother of the King’s beloved.
I felt a quiet satisfaction bloom in my chest at the sight. 
He wouldn’t be mistreated. He wouldn’t be left to wander halls alone or made to feel like an intruder. Not here. Not while I had a say in it.
With a small smile tugging at the corners of my mouth, I took one last glance at Juvren—who now looked mildly overwhelmed but not unwelcome—then turned back toward the towering entrance of the castle. My footsteps were light but certain as I stepped inside, the great doors closing behind me with a deep, resonant hush.

Once inside the grand hall, I hesitated. The silence was thick—velvety, still, broken only by the muted thud of the doors sealing shut behind me. Sunlight slanted in through tall stained-glass windows, painting fractured mosaics of color across the polished marble floor. 
The grand foyer felt enormous, cavernous even, despite its warmth. Vaulted ceilings arched high above like the ribs of some ancient, sleeping g*0d, and the air smelled faintly of stone dust, aged paper, and something else—amberwood and nightshade, perhaps, like a scent that belonged only to this castle.
Before me stretched a series of corridors, each one identical in their dignified symmetry—arched and gilded, lined with carved sconces and portraits too faded to be familiar. The whole place was a maze of elegance and shadow, and the longer I stared, the more my confidence withered. I frowned, uncertain. 
Which hallway led back to the underground chamber? Had it been the second one to the right? Or the one past the arched column? 
Every corridor looked like the last.
I muttered to myself, "Should I just use the stairs behind the throne?"

A moment later, a voice answered—low, smooth, and eerily calm.
“My lord, take the nearest hallway to your left.” Cass instructed. 
I turned slightly, narrowing my eyes toward the direction it came from.
“You’ll find a room at its end,” he continued, his tone clipped but respectful.
There was no visible figure in the hall. Nothing but statues and stillness. But I trusted him, strange as that was. Maybe it was the steadiness of his tone. Maybe it was the way the castle itself didn’t seem to contradict him. Whatever it was, I turned without hesitation and headed left.
The corridor was long, lined with narrow windows that filtered light in pale shafts, and the faint scent of old parchment and incense clung to the air as I moved. 
My footsteps echoed softly against the marble, each one a quiet promise of purpose.
At the end of the hallway stood a set of tall, dark double doors—unmarked, imposing in their simplicity. 
I reached for the handle, half-expecting resistance. But the doors opened easily beneath my hand, as if the castle already knew I was coming. I stepped into what could only be described as a beautifully curated sanctuary—a viewing room wrapped in history and grace.
The air smelled faintly of aged parchment, sandalwood, and something softer, more personal—perhaps the lingering trace of perfume or memory. 
The walls were dressed in deep, shadowed velvet, framed by ornate crown moldings, each corner gilded with delicate filigree. A warm fire crackled in the hearth to my left, casting golden light over the richly woven rugs beneath my feet—hand-knotted patterns in blood reds and deep navy blues, their texture thick and welcoming.
Portraits lined the room with symmetrical precision, their oil-painted subjects clad in the finery of centuries past—Felmont, disguised as mortals, their features subtly altered to conceal the truths of their world, each one a ruler of this stronghold before the night claimed it as its own. He posed as dukes, their expressions stern and their eyes watchful, each gaze seeming to follow me from heavy, gilded frames. I couldn’t help the way my skin prickled beneath his scrutiny, as though he was still judging who had the right to walk these halls.
To my right, a set of low couches and tufted armchairs were arranged in intimate clusters—close enough for whispered conversations, far enough to suggest status between those who’d once gathered here. The upholstery was immaculate, clearly maintained with obsessive care. Dark mahogany coffee tables stood nearby, untouched save for a crystal vase of ghost orchids—strikingly pale against the backdrop of old blood-red curtains.
A grand piano, black and impossibly polished, claimed the far corner near a tall arched window. Afternoon light filtered through the stained glass in colored prisms, pooling across its surface in soft jewel tones—violet, emerald, amber. The instrument’s keys, pristine and ivory white, seemed almost expectant, like they remembered music and longed to sing again. 
But my eyes were drawn past all of it—to a tall, unassuming bookshelf against the far wall. It looked ordinary at first glance. Wood. Leather-bound tomes arranged by height and color. A porcelain bust on the top shelf. Nothing about it suggested passageways or secrets. 
Yet… it didn’t quite belong. The symmetry was too perfect. The floor in front of it bore no indentations from furniture legs like the rest of the room. No dust. And the books, though aged, were too neatly arranged—as if no one had ever truly touched them. It was the only thing in the room that didn’t seem lived in.
Is there a lever? I wondered, stepping closer, my fingers lightly brushing the worn spines of books with titles too faded to read.
“Velstaire, my love,” came a voice—Fel’s voice—smooth and affectionate, like silk drawn through fire. It wasn’t in my mind, nor did it echo unnaturally. He had spoken it aloud somewhere beneath me, and my senses—sharpened beyond human—had caught every word.
“You’ll find a lever behind the shelf to your right,” he continued, voice calm, laced with something warmer than just instruction. “Pull it down, and the hidden door in the floor will open automatically. I’ll be waiting for you.”
A soft breath escaped me as I turned to the shelf he’d mentioned. I felt him—not just heard him. His presence pulled at me like gravity, magnetic and intimate, like a thread of warmth beneath the floor drawing my every step.

A thrill of excitement curled through my chest, sharp and giddy. I couldn’t help the grin that stretched across my face as I hurried to the bookshelf, heart thudding in anticipation.
My fingers skimmed quickly along the edge of the shelf, searching the grooves between ancient volumes and polished wood. There—a subtle indentation, cool to the touch. I curled my hand around the hidden lever and pulled.
A low, mechanical groan echoed through the room, deep and resonant, like the castle itself was waking from slumber. Dust stirred in the air as gears clicked beneath the floor, and then, with surprising grace, the rug just in front of the piano shifted—its seams parting to reveal a staircase spiraling downward into soft, golden light.
I blinked, momentarily stunned, then shook my head in wonder.
“You’re rather secretive, Fel,” I murmured, my voice amused as I stepped closer to the newly opened passage. The air drifting up from below was warm and dry, scented faintly with sandalwood and aged parchment—nothing like the damp earth I had expected.
I felt his response before I heard it—his amusement, his pride. A smile stretched through the air between us like a tether, unspoken but unmistakable.
“It was more Cass’ idea, really,” Felmont replied, his tone playfully indulgent, as if confessing a harmless secret. “He’s obsessed with hidden compartments. Secret doors. Ancient relics. I think he was a tomb raider in another life.”
“He still is,” Rae added dryly—low, clipped, and filled with exasperation. 
“Shut up, Rae.”

Steeling myself, I descended the steps—expecting darkness, stone, and the musty chill of the earth. I braced for cobwebs, mildew, and uneven footing.
What I found instead stole the breath from my lungs.
The moment I reached the bottom, my eyes widened in stunned disbelief. This wasn’t a dungeon. It was a sanctuary. A hidden world carved into the bones of the castle.
The staircase unfurled into a grand subterranean foyer, its floors gleaming with polished marble that reflected the soft, amber glow of ornate chandeliers suspended from arched ceilings. Rich tapestries hung along the walls—depictions of vampire history embroidered in silk and gold thread. Velvet drapes framed tall, narrow windows inset with crystal panes, which refracted the chandelier light into quiet rainbows across the floor.
A plush cream carpet stretched out like a welcome mat, its edge curling just beneath the legs of several low tables carved from dark wood. Surrounding them, an elegant collection of couches and armchairs were arranged in intimate circles—some velvet, some leather, each paired with small reading lamps or side tables stacked with books and crystal goblets.
It was… opulent. Serene. Designed not as a prison, but as a retreat. A haven. Not a trace of mildew or neglect to be found. Only warmth. Refinement. Silence, shaped by centuries of curated quiet.

The moment I stepped into the heart of the underground common room, the atmosphere shifted.
Laughter rippled through the air—soft, lilting, and sharp as cut glass. Vampire women lounged with practiced elegance across velvet settees and intricately carved fainting couches, their gowns draped like poured wine across the cushions. Jewels glimmered at throats and wrists, catching the chandelier light like tiny suns captured in crystal. They moved like they’d never known urgency, every glance and gesture steeped in immortal patience.
Among them, of course, was Nera.
She reclined against the arm of a crimson divan, one leg draped gracefully over the other, her posture deceptively casual. Her dress was a striking shade of plum, the fabric cut daringly low across her collarbone, shimmering with every breath. When her eyes found mine, she didn’t rise or speak—only pouted, her lower lip pushed out in that same petulant curve I remembered from before.
But she didn’t move toward me. Not this time.
Not after Fel’s warning.
Her gaze lingered, unreadable, for a heartbeat longer—then flicked away as though bored. I exhaled quietly, letting my attention shift from her to the rest of the chamber.

Two men stood at the center of the room, framed by the soft pools of light beneath the chandeliers. They were tall, composed, regal in their bearing—one with hair as pale as moonlight, the other darker, his features edged with severity and subtle grace. Neither of them spoke right away, but both had the look of soldiers accustomed to standing still for centuries. Or perhaps... sentinels waiting for their king’s beloved to arrive.
I slowed my steps, letting the awe of the chamber fade just enough to study them. One of them—broad-shouldered, dressed in a fine obsidian coat with silver threading—caught my gaze and offered a polite, reassuring smile. There was something disarming in his expression, like warmth filtered through old discipline.
“He had to take a call from the museum in London,” said Rae—as I recalled his voice, a rich baritone, smooth and unhurried. “Something about a shipment delay for the Vermeer collection. He’ll be back in a few…”
He trailed off mid-sentence, eyes drifting past my shoulder as if something unseen had entered the room.
But I didn’t need to turn to know.
I felt it.
The air shifted—subtly, unmistakably. Like a drop in pressure before a storm. The scent of aged woods and clove, of cold silk and firelight, curled around me like a second skin. My breath caught just slightly, though not in surprise. It was instinctual now—this awareness of him. This gravitational pull.

A heartbeat later, Felmont’s presence coalesced behind me, firm and undeniable. His arm slid around my waist from behind, one fluid motion, and I melted into the curve of him without thinking. He was cool to the touch but grounding, the solid press of his chest against my back easing tension I hadn’t realized I was holding.
Then—his mouth brushed the edge of my cheek, and he pressed a soft, lingering kiss there. Not rushed. Not performative. Just his quiet, deliberate way of announcing to the room that I was his.

Some of the women—draped across couches like decadent art, their laughter hushed and their smiles too sharp—watched him with a hunger that made something primal twist in my chest. It wasn’t just curiosity in their eyes. It was desire. A low, simmering hunger sharpened by the knowledge that he belonged to no one. That, for centuries, no one had dared to touch what they all admired from a distance.
Until now.
I saw it in the way their gazes lingered on the line of his jaw, the slope of his neck, the way his hand rested against my hip with an ease that came from familiarity. It irked me—more than it should have. My jaw tightened, an instinct I didn’t bother hiding. I was already possessive by nature, but with him, it was something else entirely. Deeper. Older.
He didn’t notice their stares. But I did.

And then—an idea bloomed in my mind. Delicious. Perfect.
I smiled, slow and dangerous, and before I could second-guess it, I turned in his arms, wrapped both hands around his face, and kissed him.
Firm. Proud. Intentional.
I poured every ounce of heat and certainty into that kiss—not gentle, not subtle. A kiss designed to silence rooms and make watchers look away. His lips parted against mine with a startled gasp, but he responded instantly, matching my fervor with a growl so low I felt it in my spine.
My fingers threaded through his hair, pulling him impossibly close, while my other hand slid down the expanse of his back—slow, unhurried—before curling around his waist and hooking into the leather of his belt. I tugged him forward, closing the last sliver of space between our bodies, until we were pressed together from chest to hip, molded in a way that left no room for misinterpretation.
He kissed me like he’d waited a thousand years for permission—and had just been granted eternity. His hands framed my lower back, possessive, reverent, as he deepened the kiss with a desperation that unraveled even the last traces of courtly restraint.
We didn’t hold back. We kissed like we had every right to devour each other. And we did it beneath the glittering light of ancient chandeliers, in full view of his court, among onlookers who once thought him untouchable.
Let them look. Let them see.
I wanted them to witness it—not just the hunger, not just the passion—but the absolute truth of it.
Their king was mine. And mine alone.

When we finally pulled apart, the echo of our kiss still hung in the air like a silken thread strung taut between us. Felmont’s lips were slightly parted, his breath brushing warm across my cheek. His eyes glinted with something sharp and amused, and when he smirked—head tilted just enough to make the gesture maddeningly smug—I knew he understood exactly what I’d just done.
One brow arched.
A silent, triumphant tease.
I narrowed my eyes at him, the barest twitch of warning curving my mouth. Don’t. You. Dare.
To my relief, and minor surprise, he didn’t say a word. Just shook his head once, low and slow, as if biting back laughter. His eyes, however, betrayed him. Amusement danced in their crimson depths—but so did something else. Something warm. Proud. Like he was reveling not just in the possessiveness I’d displayed, but in the fact that I hadn’t shied away from claiming him openly.
And maybe… maybe that mattered more to him than I realized.

I took a slow breath, letting my hand slide away from his chest, then turned my attention toward Rae and Cass standing patiently before us. They had the look of soldiers used to navigating politics, but even they seemed a bit stunned by the display they’d just witnessed.
I offered them a small, polite smile—wordless, but pointed. Your turn.
Cass stepped forward, recovering quickly. He was tall, with silver hair and a thoughtful, diplomatic air about him. He reached into his trouser pocket, retrieving something small and metallic, then extended his open palm toward me. Resting in its center was a ring—long, ornate, iron-wrought with an emerald set into the bow, gleaming faintly under the chandelier light.
“This,” he said in a smooth, formal tone, “is the key to one of our lesser-known estates—Callaly Castle, in the village of the same name, west of Alnwick. About nine miles from here. To mortals, it’s nothing more than a crumbling manor tucked into the hills. But to us…” He glanced briefly at Felmont, then back to me. “It is known as the Veiled Court. Quiet. Secure. Ideal for discretion.”
He paused, letting the weight of those words sink in before continuing.
“Duke Josarian currently resides there with his daughter,” he added. “It’s one of our few mixed estates—maintained jointly by vampire and human caretakers. Should you wish for distance from the main court, and a place for your brother to rest, it could serve you both well.”

My fingers hovered over the key, but I didn’t take it just yet. I sensed there was more.
“And during the colder months,” he went on, “it hosts… certain gatherings. Feasts. Hunts. It’s become something of a tradition, in fact. The Duke holds these events to remind His Grace the company of women…” He trailed off, too late realizing the direction his words were going.
A beat of silence followed.
Then Felmont’s fingers, which had been playing idly with strands of my hair—absently twirling, brushing them behind my ear—stilled.
His arm, still wrapped around my waist, tensed with quiet displeasure.
And his gaze…
He didn’t need to speak for the entire room to feel it. The temperature dropped, barely perceptible but distinct. The slow pivot of his attention toward the man who’d spoken was lethally controlled. The smile that had ghosted his lips moments ago was gone—replaced by something cold. Displeased.
Very displeased.
Cass flinched—subtle, trained not to show fear, but even that slight shift was telling. He bowed his head slightly in apology.

Placing both palms firmly against Felmont’s chest, I gently pushed him back just enough to give myself a better look at his face. His lips parted slightly, but he didn’t resist. He rarely did, not with me. Yet as I studied his expression, I caught it—just the faintest shift in his gaze.
He wasn’t looking at me.
His eyes, those deep, unreadable crimson eyes that usually met mine with unwavering intensity, flicked away. Not far. Just to the side. But enough.
A tell.
I narrowed my eyes. “Hunting feasts?” I asked slowly, enunciating each syllable like it was a spell I wasn’t quite ready to break. “Hunting what, exactly?” I tilted my head. “Women?”
That landed. Felmont froze—not entirely, but in that quiet, regal way only someone ancient could manage. A stillness that said everything while saying nothing at all. The kind that came from centuries of perfecting lies without ever needing to speak them.

He paused for a breath, lips twitching in a poor imitation of casual ease.
Then, with a smile far too smooth to be natural, he shrugged and said, “It’s nothing. Cass just misspoke.” He waved a hand vaguely, as if dismissing a fly—or maybe the entire conversation. “He meant hunting stoats. Female stoats. You know… the mustelid. The one with the little white coat? Ermine. I’m rather fond of them, actually.”
He nodded once, firmly, like that ridiculous statement could somehow anchor us in truth. “That’s why Josarian hosts the hunts, right, Cass?” he added, without even looking at the man in question.
But I saw the glance he threw next.
Sharp. Warning. Commanding.

Cassius straightened immediately. His silver hair caught the chandelier light as he bowed his head quickly, the motion crisp and practiced.
“Yes, Your Grace,” he said with an easy, too-eager smile. “Absolutely. Stoats. Mustelids. Lovely little creatures.” He chuckled softly, almost convincingly. “I must be exhausted. My tongue slipped, that’s all.”
His voice was light, but I could see it now—the slight tension in his posture, the way his hand twitched once before settling at his side. The eyes that didn’t quite meet mine. And the silence from the other man beside him—Rae, spoke volumes more than any excuse they were peddling.

I crossed my arms, leveling a look at Felmont that I knew could melt steel if I wanted it to.
He met my stare again—but only after a second’s hesitation. And in that moment, I knew.
They were hiding something.
The kind of something people with kingdoms and secrets built into their walls didn’t speak of unless they had no choice. Something that made even Felmont—who had survived betrayals, wars, centuries of solitude—resort to blaming stoats.
“Ermine, huh?” I said, voice flat. “So you travel nine miles out of town to hunt adorable white rodents for sport. In winter.”

Felmont’s expression didn’t change, but I felt his hand flex around my waist—once, tight, then easing again.
“Winter sport,” he said smoothly. “It’s… traditional.”
“Right.” I let the word linger, curling in the air between us like smoke. “And I suppose I’ll be expected to smile and nod and pretend I believe that?”
He had the good sense to look slightly sheepish. But even then, he didn’t apologize. No—he stepped closer, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear with such tenderness that I almost forgot what I was annoyed about.
Almost.

It wasn’t like I expected Felmont to be a saint.
He’d lived for a thousand years, ruled an entire species from a throne drenched in shadow and reverence, and commanded armies with a flick of his hand. Of course he’d had lovers. Of course he’d indulged in darker appetites, both carnal and… sanguine. I would’ve been foolish to think otherwise.
But the idea of him feeding on and possibly bedding random women during moonlit masquerades in some hidden estate while cloaked in royal grandeur?
Yeah. That was a big deal.
It wasn’t rational jealousy. It wasn’t even insecurity. It was something deeper—primal. A low, territorial ache that flared in my chest when I pictured him with anyone else, drinking from their throats, whispering pretty lies into the curve of their necks, touching them the way he touched me now.

However, the way Felmont had scrambled—clearly horrified at the thought that I might believe he’d ever sullied himself with someone unworthy—made it clear that even the mere possibility of my disappointment could unravel centuries of composure.
That alone made me decide to forgive him.
He had fumbled for words like a guilty schoolboy, grasping at excuses so outrageous they bordered on comedy.
Stoats.
He had seriously tried to convince me that he’d journeyed to some secluded estate for traditional hunts… of stoats.
The ancient, immortal King of Vampires. Lover of ermine.
It was so absurd, so wonderfully ridiculous, that I couldn’t help but be entertained. He wanted me to believe that he had never—would never—be with anyone but me. Not even in memory. Not even in history. His panic wasn’t because I’d caught him in a lie. It was because he couldn’t bear the thought of me imagining him with someone else.
That, more than anything, told me everything I needed to know.

So, I let it go. For now.
Not because I believed him.
But because watching him unravel in real time was far more satisfying than dragging him through a lecture.
I tilted my head, letting a saccharine smile bloom across my lips—sweet, innocent, just this side of dangerous—and gave a single, slow nod.
“Of course,” I said softly, my tone all honey and forgiveness.
He visibly relaxed, just a little. 
Foolish but adorable man.

I reached out and took the key from Cass, letting its weight settle into my palm as the light from the chandelier caught its surface and made it glint like liquid gold. The metal was warm to the touch—too warm for something untouched by life—and delicately crafted, its bow shaped into the petals of a blooming rose. The curves were impossibly fine, etched with veins like those found in real leaves, and at the very center, nestled between the swirling vines, a single crimson gemstone winked up at me like a blood-drenched dewdrop.
“It has a vast garden of roses in the front yard,” Felmont murmured beside me, his voice low, soft enough to feel rather than hear. “So the key reflects that.”
I turned to him slowly, watching how the warm light from above danced across the angles of his face, casting shadows beneath his lashes, along his cheekbones, into the corners of his mouth. He was looking at the key—not with nostalgia, but with a quiet kind of reverence. And maybe… sorrow.
I didn’t need to ask what I was thinking. He felt the question rising in me before I’d even parted my lips.
“That’s where my mother died,” he said after a beat, his voice barely above a whisper. “Ròs. The former Queen of the Vampires.”
He said her name like a prayer. A memory polished by time.
“She passed more than a thousand years ago. In that estate.”
The words were deceptively simple, but I felt the weight they carried settle between us like dust disturbed in a long-abandoned room. Felmont’s eyes didn’t lift from the key. He wasn’t looking at me anymore—but at something far behind me. Something only he could see.
“I’ve been planting roses there ever since. Every year. Without fail.” He exhaled, slow and steady, as if each syllable cost him more than he’d admit. “She loved them. Said they reminded her of warmth, even in our cold world.”

A pause. And then he smiled.
“She loved that place more than this castle,” he added, quieter now. “Because it was hers. Truly hers. Not carved for her by the court. Not demanded by legacy or bound by tradition. That estate was where she could breathe… and paint.”
He finally glanced at me, and for a moment, I saw him not as the ancient king everyone feared, but as a son. Still grieving.
“She had a gift for the arts,” he said. “She’d spend hours painting by candlelight, capturing the roses through the windows. She used to say that creating art helped her find peace.”
I smiled, imagining it—an elegant woman seated at an ivory bench, her fingers gliding across the canvas while the garden outside swayed in silent reverence.
“She said painting in the main castle made the king too... aware of her,” Fel continued, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Not because he disliked it—quite the opposite. Whenever she painted, he stopped. Every time. No matter what he was doing. And when she stopped, so did he. It unsettled the court. She thought it unfair to distract him that way, so she left—chose the estate as her sanctuary.”

His expression darkened with something quieter—more solemn—as he continued, “King Alaric’s sister eventually joined her there. They lived in that estate together… in peace. In silence. Far from the politics and the posturing of the throne. Two women who had endured far too much and asked for nothing but stillness in return.”
His voice, once light with memory, dropped to something nearly reverent. Each word fell like a carefully folded offering, laid gently at the feet of the past. I could hear it then—in the pause between breaths. The way he loved her. The way he still did.
“She died,” he said softly, “when I was barely a hundred years old.”
He said it like he still couldn’t quite believe it. Like some part of him, even now, refused to accept the finality of it. My gaze didn’t leave his face—not as the sharp line of his jaw tensed, not as his eyes briefly flicked toward the floor as if haunted by a vision only he could see.
“One night…” His fingers twitched slightly at his side, the memory coiling through his limbs like an old wound flaring to life. “A pack of werewolves breached the outer gates. Somehow, they made it past our perimeter. No one expected it—they didn’t howl. Didn’t announce themselves like they used to. They moved like ghosts through the wards, through the trees, and they were after one thing.”

He looked at me now, and for the first time, I felt the fear beneath his power. The lingering shadow of being hunted, not as a predator, but as prey.
“They came for me,” he said. “To kill me. Word had spread of my gift—of the Dominion. They saw me not just as a threat to their kind… but as the harbinger of their extinction.”
I didn’t move. Couldn’t. The room around us had shifted—quiet now, reverent. Even the vampires lounging nearby had stilled, their laughter and whispers silenced like a curtain had been drawn over the space.
“They never reached me,” Felmont continued. “Because she stood in their way.”
His voice wavered for the briefest second—but it was enough. The words carried the weight of a millennium’s grief, polished and buried, but never quite healed.
“She faced them alone, without hesitation. No armor. No sword. Just a will of iron and a mother’s fury.”

A long breath followed, tight in his throat, as though the memory pressed into his lungs and refused to let go.
“I arrived too late to save her. The entire rose garden had been trampled. Petals stained with blood. One of her hands still clutched the neck of the werewolf she dragged down with her. And the other…”
He blinked slowly, then exhaled.
“…was reaching for the painting of me.”
The image seared into my mind, unbidden. I saw her then—Queen Ròs, proud and fearless—standing against a pack of monsters with nothing but her bare hands and her love for a son marked by destiny. And even in her final moment, she reached for him.
“I buried her beneath the largest rose tree in the garden,” he whispered. “And every year since, I’ve returned to plant more.”
I swallowed hard, feeling the sting in my chest. There was no reply to give. No words that could soften the truth of that loss.

He lingered in that space for a moment longer before turning back to me. And when he did, the smile that rose to his lips was small. Fragile. But genuine. His eyes, no longer shadowed by memory, found mine again with a gentle steadiness.
“My cousin Josarian lives there now,” he said, softer this time. “Alone. He keeps the estate in order. Tends to the garden. Make sure her paintings never gather dust. He says letting them fade would be disrespectful—like disturbing something that was meant to rest.”
I nodded, the gesture slow and full of quiet understanding. No questions. No platitudes. Just presence.

Then, without ceremony, Felmont reached into the inner pocket of his coat and pulled out a black remote key. The surface gleamed faintly in the chandelier’s glow, marked with an intricate insignia centered on a fully bloomed golden rose. Encircling it is a perfect ring of thorns, rendered in a burnished metallic hue. Nestled just above the rose and within the protective ring rests a small yet commanding crown, adorned with fleur-de-lis and tiny inlaid diamonds.

“For your convenience,” he said smoothly, placing it into my palm with care. “It’s parked in the rear garage behind the castle. Cassius will take you through the quickest route.”
I nodded slowly, fingers curling around the key, but my attention wasn’t on the gesture. Not fully.
It was the way his voice faltered near the end. The way his gaze drifted—just for a second—somewhere beyond me, as though a different weight now occupied his mind. His shoulders, usually proud and at ease, bore a quiet tension. Not heavy enough to alarm, but enough to notice.
I narrowed my eyes slightly. “Is something wrong?”
He blinked. Once. Then turned to me again, clearly caught off guard by the question. A flicker of surprise passed through his features, quickly replaced by something warmer. Admiration. Maybe even awe. As if he hadn’t expected me to see straight through him so easily.
“You read me too well,” he murmured. Then sighed softly, rubbing the back of his neck with a weariness that didn’t suit him. “It’s the museum. My museum. In London. There’s been a licensing issue—something to do with acquisition permits and a curator who got too excited with a private collection. I have a video call with the council board in a few minutes to untangle the mess.”
I tilted my head, brows lifting slightly. “Wait. Back up a second.”
He blinked again, clearly not expecting interruption.
“You have a museum?” I asked, the disbelief in my tone unmistakable.
That finally earned me a full smile—slightly sheepish, amused, and undeniably smug all at once. “Oh. Right. I never mentioned it.”
He leaned casually, one hand still lingering on the small of my back. “Yes. I own a museum. The Felmont Museum of Ancient Histories. It sits just a block from Trafalgar Square—though I prefer to keep my name off most of the marketing. Makes things easier when you’ve supposedly been dead for centuries.”

At first, the words didn’t quite register.
My brain, already a storm of revelations and whiplash turns—blood, kingdoms, soul-bonded fragments, prophetic moons—struggled to make room for something as deceptively mundane as a museum. It floated there in my thoughts like a feather trying to land in the middle of a hurricane. I blinked, unsure I’d heard him correctly.
But then it clicked.
Felmont Museum.
My breath caught audibly. I felt it in my chest first—a kind of startled tightness—then in my gut, where disbelief twisted into something akin to awe. That museum. The one whispered about in academic circles and folklore forums alike. The one with rooms people weren’t allowed to photograph, collections whispered to be haunted or enchanted or too dangerous to name.
And he owned it.

I stared at him, stunned into a rare kind of silence. “Wait… wait—that’s your museum?”
He gave me a modest nod, but the pride in his eyes betrayed him.
“The Felmont Museum?” I asked again, as if repeating it would make it less absurd. “The one in London? With the Egyptian sarcophagus? And that cursed blade from the Isle of Thorns? The one that—” I faltered. “I was literally planning to visit it. During my trip to London. I even bookmarked the location on my phone. I wanted to see it so badly.”
He chuckled under his breath, eyes dancing with a quiet, private joy that only I could summon. “And it’s mine,” he murmured. “Which means it’s also yours.”
The words made my pulse skip. Not just from the implication of possession, but from the weight of what it meant. A place I had dreamed of seeing, a collection I’d idolized since I first read about ancient objects whispered to bleed memory and war, had been curated by the very man who now stood in front of me. My lover. My king.
The King of the Vampires.

And suddenly I saw it all so clearly—the halls I had once imagined walking alone, now bathed in warm lamplight as I walked them beside him. His voice low and reverent as he guided me past lost relics and forgotten runes, his hand slipping into mine between shadowed archways, his touch echoing louder than the stories carved into bone and gold.
I didn’t realize I was smiling until he reached up and touched the corner of my mouth with the pad of his thumb—gentle, almost shy.
“I’ll give you a personal tour sometime,” he whispered, his voice dipped in velvet.
My heart stuttered.
As if he had read my mind. Again.
I swallowed down the emotion swelling in my throat and nodded, perhaps too eagerly. “I’d like that,” I said, my voice soft but sure. “A night with you… surrounded by history.”
His smile grew, slow and secretive, like he’d already imagined every detail of that evening.


But for now, I had to pull myself away from the gravity of Felmont—if only to keep up the illusion.
I needed to take my brother to the estate. Callaly Castle. The Veiled Court. Whatever name it wore, it would serve its purpose: a safe, beautiful lie. Something to distract Juvren from the deeper truths I wasn’t ready—couldn’t afford—to tell him. Not yet.
He didn’t need to know that his only brother had just committed the rest of his eternity to a vampire. That I had let a king sink his fangs into my neck not once, but twice—and had kissed him like the end of the world was something I welcomed, so long as he was in it.
He didn’t need to know that I wasn’t human after all. That the blood running through my veins wasn’t just red—it was ancient, cracked through with prophecy and something far older than either of us had ever been allowed to imagine. That in just two weeks, under the shadow of a rising Blood Moon, I would shed the last remnants of my mortal self and become something else entirely.
No.
He still thought I was Vel. His Vel. The quiet, sharp-tongued brother who sent him obnoxiously timed voice messages and stole his sweaters and never returned them. I owed him this—a fragment of normalcy, even if it was a lie stitched together with silk and shadows.
After one last kiss—lingering and soft and frustratingly short—Felmont pulled away, his crimson gaze lingering on me like he didn’t trust the air not to steal me from him. His fingers brushed down my cheek, over my jaw, before he let his hand fall, reluctantly.
“I’ll be there tonight,” he murmured. “You’ll see me before the second glass of wine is poured.”
I managed a faint smile, though my chest ached as I watched him turn. His coat fluttered behind him like smoke as he strode down the corridor, Raelith falling into step beside him, silent and stoic. The soft echo of their footsteps faded into the gilded hush of the castle, leaving me with the echo of warmth where Fel had stood, where his breath had mingled with mine.
Cassius waited nearby.
He stood a respectful distance away, arms clasped behind his back, his posture noble yet unassuming. I met his gaze briefly—curious, unreadable—and he nodded once, gesturing for me to follow. “This way, my lord,” he said, his voice mild. Steady. He didn’t pry.
I moved to his side, and to my quiet relief, Cass slowed his steps until they matched mine. I wasn’t walking quickly. Couldn’t, really. My body wasn’t tired—but my soul? It felt full. Heavy with everything I hadn’t said. Everything I was hiding. The mask I wore for Juvren was already beginning to feel like armor pressed too tightly to my skin.
Truth be told, I didn’t want to be away from Fel any longer than necessary.
I’d grown used to him—his voice, his presence, the way he steadied me without asking for permission. I missed him before the corridor even curved. I missed the feel of his hand in mine, of his breath brushing the shell of my ear. I missed the way he looked at me—like I was not just real, but precious.
And now I was heading into the daylight again—into the world where I was supposed to be human, and he was supposed to be a legend.
Cass said nothing as we walked, his footsteps quiet beside mine. But I knew he noticed the way I kept glancing back, as though half-expecting Fel to reappear and drag me back into his arms again. A small, strange part of me hoped he would. That he’d forget about the museum meeting, forget about propriety, and claim me one more time in front of everyone—like I mattered more than diplomacy or duty.
But he didn’t. Because he was a king.
So I kept walking, down marble halls lined with ancient tapestries and whispers, following Cass toward the part of the castle meant for things more mundane than prophecy and blood.
And the farther I walked… the more I wanted to run back.

We finally reached the end of the corridor—a cold, forgotten corner of the castle’s rear wing. A heavy steel door waited there, flush against the stone wall like a secret vault built for gods, not guests. It bore no crest, no inscription, only the faint sheen of age polished to gleam beneath the torch sconces overhead.
Cassius reached out, pulled open the metal door with a hiss of hydraulics and steel hinges—and revealed what could only be described as the vampire king’s personal temple to luxury.
I let out a low whistle.
The scent of high-grade leather, polish, and machine oil hit me first—faint, refined, the kind of scent you’d expect to be bottled and sold for obscene amounts in upscale cities. Inside the garage, an array of the most expensive vehicles on Earth sat in near-religious order beneath soft overhead lighting. Each car gleamed like it had been detailed by hand every hour. The polished marble floor reflected their glossy exteriors like a black mirror stretching beneath them.
Porsches, Bentleys, Bugattis, Maseratis. A Mercedes Maybach with deep crimson interiors. A Ferrari Spider in sleek obsidian. There was even a Rolls-Royce Phantom with what looked like real silver etched into the hood trim. Sports cars sat alongside armored jeeps, limousines beside hypercars, as if the garage were a showroom for a collector who had nothing left to prove—except that he could afford everything.
It was, in short, ridiculous.
I took a slow step forward, staring down the line with a growing grin. “Did he raid a billionaire’s estate or just casually inherit the world’s GDP?”
Cassius let out a quiet, amused breath. “A little of both.”
Still grinning, I reached into my coat and retrieved the key fob Fel had handed me—small, sleek, weighty. I hesitated for a moment, letting the anticipation build, then pressed the button with a soft click.
Lights blinked on somewhere to the left. Not sleek and low to the ground like the McLaren I'd been silently rooting for—but tall, wide, and built like a tank.
A jeep.
Not just any jeep—a monstrosity. Matte black with reinforced bumpers, blackout windows, and tires so thick they looked designed to roll over dragons, not just potholes. The headlights flared in silent greeting, and I felt the unmistakable thrum of overprotective intent in its design. This thing didn’t just drive—it survived.
I raised a brow, utterly bemused. “He gave me the castle's war chariot.”
Cassius laughed beside me—genuine, warm, amused. “His Grace specifically requested this one for you,” he said with a shake of his head, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Said he doesn’t trust your reflexes now that you’re back to being human. Figured this would at least soften the impact.”
I turned to him, one brow still arched, arms loosely crossed over my chest. “He does realize I’m not planning to crash into a brick wall, right?”
Cass smirked. “Doesn’t matter. He’s planning for the possibility you might. And for the possibility that the wall might be enchanted.”
I huffed a laugh, unable to hide the fondness blooming in my chest. I could almost hear Felmont’s voice in my head, overly serious, muttering something about anti-scrying armor plating and crash-resistant interiors. Of course he wouldn’t lend me a sleek little coupe. He wanted me protected. Wrapped in steel and shadow like I was too precious to risk a scratch.
His overprotectiveness was irritatingly endearing.
I turned back to the jeep and shook my head with a soft chuckle. “He’s lucky I like being over catered to.”
Cass just nodded, his expression momentarily softening as he watched me with the quiet sort of curiosity that said he’d not seen this before. The bond. The weight. The pull of someone who had power but chose to wield it in small, tender ways. And though I noticed the way his brow lifted slightly at the phrase back to being human, he didn’t ask. He was too smart for that.
And I was too grateful for the silence.

With one final glance over my shoulder, I offered Cass a small but sincere smile. He returned it with a graceful nod, ever composed, his hands folding neatly behind his back as he stepped aside. I climbed into the jeep, the leather seats still faintly warm from the sun filtering through the glass ceiling above. The engine gave a low, smooth purr as I turned the ignition, and with a brief wave through the window, I rolled forward—passing through the now-opening gate as the castle’s shadow gave way to the bright afternoon beyond.
The tunnel rose steadily, the tires humming against ancient stone until the daylight burst fully into view. The air outside was fresh, crisp, tinged with the scent of moss and distant pine. As the GPS kicked in with a soft chime and guided me toward the front of the estate, I followed the winding path around the castle’s outer court. The road curved wide beneath statues of stone lions and tall hedges, and then, at last, the main gate came into sight.
There he was.
Juvren stood exactly where I had left him—his dark coat slung casually over one shoulder, suitcase at his feet. The clerks posted at the entrance had gathered around him in a loose semicircle, clearly enamored. One of them had doubled over laughing, while another clapped a hand to his chest as if gasping for breath. Juvren grinned, hands gesturing animatedly mid-story, thoroughly in his element. It was classic him—effortlessly magnetic, spinning tales with a crooked smile and wide-eyed charm.
I tapped the horn twice. Light, polite.
His head snapped toward the sound, and the moment his eyes landed on me, he lit up. He waved once, then said a few quick farewells to his new companions. They seemed reluctant to let him go, offering a few parting laughs and friendly gestures as he leaned down to grab his suitcase.
He crossed the gravel courtyard with unhurried steps, taking in the size and make of the vehicle as he approached. I could practically see the curiosity building behind his composed expression.
He opened the rear door first, hefting his suitcase in with a low grunt and situating it beside my own bag. Then he moved around and slid into the passenger seat with the easy familiarity of someone used to traveling together.
The door clicked shut.
He gave me a sidelong glance, brow raised. “What’s with the jeep? You take the wrong turn into a survivalist expo?”
I stifled a grin, shrugged as nonchalantly as I could manage, and kept my tone light. “It was the only one left at Fel’s garage.”
He snorted, but didn’t question it. “Of course it was.”
He settled in, glancing around the cabin once before resting his elbow against the window. “Well, at least it’s roomy.”
I gave a nod, my grip easing on the steering wheel as we pulled forward—leaving behind the towering spires of Alnwick Castle, the still-curious clerks, and the long list of secrets I wasn’t quite ready to share.
For now, Juvren didn’t push.
And for that, I was grateful.

We drove toward Callaly Village with the quiet hum of the engine and the soft, robotic voice of the GPS guiding us through winding country roads flanked by dense woodland. Juvren sat in the passenger seat, absorbed in his phone, the faint flicker of his screen casting fleeting shadows across his face. His brow was furrowed, likely sorting through a pile of work emails or something equally pressing, but he didn’t speak—and I didn’t press. I kept my eyes on the road, letting the silence settle around us like a blanket. Comfortable. Familiar.
Outside, the world blurred past in slow-moving shades of green and gold. Tall trees arched overhead like a cathedral canopy, filtering sunlight into soft shafts that danced across the windshield. Every so often, a bird would dart from branch to branch or a hare would scurry across the path in a flash of fur. The deeper we drove, the more it felt like we were leaving the modern world behind entirely—descending into something older, something preserved by time rather than touched by it.

Then, after nearly half an hour, the road narrowed, curling between two thick hedgerows. The GPS pinged softly.
“You’ve arrived,” it announced, its tone flat and unceremonious.
And then the trees parted.
It was like the forest had been keeping a secret.
The castle appeared slowly, almost shyly, rising in the distance through the thinning branches. Its silhouette was stark against the dull silver sky, perched at the very edge of the moor as if it were guarding something sacred. Its massive stone frame jutted from the earth like a fortress shaped by the land itself—brooding, weather-worn, and unyielding. The longer I stared, the more it felt like the castle was watching us too.
Is that where we’re supposed to go?
Even in my head, the question didn’t feel real.
The castle was massive—far larger than I’d imagined. Not just in size, but in presence. It had weight, gravity. History.

As we crested the final hill and rolled into the front clearing, the full structure came into view, and both Juvren and I involuntarily gasped.
“Damn,” he breathed.
I forgot to play it cool. I forgot everything for a moment. My jaw went slack, and all I could do was stare.
The old pele tower—its stonework thick with the scars of time—still stood at the heart of it all. But it had been engulfed by newer wings, sweeping outward in symmetrical grace. Elegant stone facades from the 17th century curved around it like the petals of a protective flower, their windows narrow and dark, latticed with iron. Ivy crawled up the side walls in thick veins, clinging like memory to the stone. The steep slate roofs jutted upward, their edges weathered but firm, and turrets crowned each corner, some crumbled, others sharp like the spears of sleeping sentinels.

The entire estate radiated an eerie sort of majesty—graceful but remote, beautiful but unwelcoming. It felt like the kind of place that remembered too much. That kept secrets in the walls and ghosts in the halls.
A breeze swept across the clearing and with it came a strange scent—earthy, metallic, faintly floral. I drew in a slow breath.
Damp stone. Distant heather.
And something else.
Familiar.
It was the same undercurrent I’d noticed at Alnwick Castle. Not overt. Not tangible. But present. Like the air itself remembered me. As if something buried deep in the castle walls had stirred the moment I arrived, recognizing me before I could recognize it.

Juvren’s jaw dropped, his expression frozen somewhere between awe and confusion as he stared at the towering castle before us. His gaze swept from the crenellated turrets to the ivy-clad stonework, to the vast iron-bound doors that stood like silent guardians at the end of the gravel drive. Then, slowly, he turned to look at me, his mouth still slightly agape and his eyes wide with disbelief.
“This,” he breathed, gesturing grandly at the sprawling estate, “is where you’re staying now?”
I blinked, suddenly aware of how ridiculous it must have sounded out loud. “Uh… yes?” I winced slightly at how uncertain that sounded, then quickly forced a grin and straightened in my seat. “I mean, yeah! Definitely.”
He arched his brow, waiting for an explanation.
I coughed lightly and launched into the story I’d rehearsed in the car. “The estate’s owner is incredibly generous. I, uh… I met her by chance at Alnwick Plaza. We struck up a conversation—completely random—and when she heard I was staying in that old lodge on the edge of the forest, she absolutely insisted I move here. She was… very persistent. Said I looked like someone who didn’t belong in moldy cabins.”
I laughed a little too hard, trying to keep the tone light. “So… I packed my bags and came with her. But she had to leave for a family matter—some kind of emergency—so for now… we’ve got the whole place to ourselves.”
I held up my hands with mock grandeur. “Castle privileges, I guess.”
Juvren narrowed his eyes slightly, that analytical glint I knew too well flickering in his gaze. He was studying me, dissecting every word, looking for inconsistencies, any fracture in the carefully polished lie.
But I held his gaze steadily.

After a moment, he let out another sharp breath—this time pure wonder—and shook his head.
“Wow,” he said again, this time more emphatically. “This is way bigger than our chateau!”
Without waiting for my response, he unbuckled and shoved open the door, leaping out of the jeep with the eagerness of a kid at a theme park. The wind caught his coat, sending it flaring out behind him as he stood at full height, hands on his hips, staring up at the castle like it might come to life and speak.
He wasn’t wrong.
Callaly Castle dwarfed our old family estate in Brittany. The chateau had been elegant, yes—graceful in its symmetry and rich in history—but it had nothing on the sheer presence of this place. Callaly felt alive in a way no building ever had. Ancient but intact. Regal but intimate. Like a relic from another world that had decided, just this once, to let us in.

I cast one final glance at the towering silhouette of the castle, its ancient stones already cloaked in the golden hue of approaching twilight. The wind had picked up slightly, rustling through the ivy that clung to its façade, whispering secrets long buried in its walls. I hesitated for just a second—partly to savor the moment, partly to steady the quiet thrill in my chest—before stepping to the back of the jeep and opening the door.
The suitcase was heavier than I expected, though Juvren had never been known to travel light. I hauled it out and let the door swing shut behind me with a soft thunk, then adjusted my grip on the handle and hurried to catch up. Juvren had already made it to the grand front entrance, nearly bouncing on the balls of his feet with uncontainable excitement, his eyes flicking rapidly across every detail—the arched windows, the gargoyles perched like watchful sentinels along the stone ledge, the intricate carvings in the doorframe depicting twisting vines and lions in mid-howl.

He turned when he heard my footsteps crunch up the gravel, his grin wide and eager. “You sure we’re not trespassing on some forgotten noble’s estate?” he whispered, but the joke couldn’t hide the awe in his voice.
I smiled and said nothing, simply reached into the deep inner pocket of my coat and retrieved the key Felmont had given me. I slid it into the lock, and with a firm twist, the tumblers turned with a satisfying click.
The doors groaned open on ancient hinges, the sound deep and resonant, like a sigh exhaled after centuries of silence.
What greeted us beyond was nothing short of breathtaking.
The entrance hall was a cathedral of polished stone and rich mahogany, lit by a trio of crystal chandeliers that bathed the space in warm, golden light. The air smelled faintly of old books, beeswax, and roses—though there were no flowers in sight. Directly ahead, a grand staircase rose in a sweeping arc to the second floor, its railing carved with curling vines and mythic beasts that shimmered faintly under the chandelier’s glow.
And there, hanging high above the landing like a sentinel presiding over the entire castle, was the portrait.
It stopped me cold.

Felmont.
Rendered in oils more than a century ago, yet as vivid as if he had just stepped out of the canvas. He stood tall and resplendent in a traditional English royal dress uniform—tailcoat of deepest blue, silver embroidery glinting along the edges like starlight. A crimson sash crossed his chest, fastened with a brooch shaped like a black sun. His long black hair tumbled over one shoulder in soft waves, framing a face as sharp and commanding as carved obsidian. And his eyes—gods, his eyes—had been captured with unsettling precision: deep, haunting crimson that seemed to look directly into mine, alive even in paint.
In one gloved hand, he held a golden chalice, subtly ornate and unmistakably ancient. Though no painter would ever admit to such intent, the way the liquid inside glinted red left little room for doubt.
Blood.
He looked regal. Untouchable. Immortal. A king whose power radiated even in silence, whose gaze rendered judgment without a single word. And yet… he was mine.
I stared up at him, my breath caught somewhere between reverence and disbelief.
This was the man who kissed me like I was something sacred. Who held me as though I were the last warmth left in a world gone cold. Who would rather bear the weight of a thousand more years than risk losing me again.
How could someone like that—a myth draped in flesh—belong to someone like me?

“Are you hooking up with the lord of this castle?” Juvren suddenly asked, his voice low—but not joking.
My breath caught. A chill darted down my spine, and for a split second, it felt like the floor had vanished beneath me.
“What… what do you mean?” I asked, forcing my voice to stay calm. Normal. But I could hear the thin crack running through the words.
He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he pointed silently at the portrait above us—the one looming over the staircase, its eyes alive with a painter’s eerie precision. His finger remained steady, but his jaw tightened.
“That man,” he said slowly, “he looks more like the lord of this place than any random woman from the market. And you…”
He turned toward me fully. His brows were drawn together, his expression hardened by something I couldn’t name yet. “You were looking at that painting like it was a treasure. Not a painting. Like it meant something. Like he meant something.”
I froze.
He stepped closer, grip firm on my shoulder as if afraid I’d vanish. “You’re in love with him,” he said, each word striking like a bell tolling in my ribs. “The man in that portrait. Felmont. The Vampire King.”
I stumbled back a step, unable to hide the way my lips parted in shock. “What—how do you know that name?”
But I already knew the answer.
“I saw it, heard you and him,” he said, his voice quieter now. Shaken. “I’ve been having dreams—visions. They didn’t make sense at first, but I kept seeing you. You were letting a vampire feed on you. He was holding you like you were all that mattered. And I saw his face.”
Juvren’s eyes flicked back to the portrait. “It was him. There’s no mistaking it. The way he looks at you… the way you look at him.”

I fumbled for words, my mouth opening, closing—desperate to conjure any half-truth that might veil the horror in his eyes. But what could I possibly say to deflect what he’d seen? His dreams had always been more than dreams. They were warnings. Premonitions. And now, I was the one who had failed to heed them.
“Juvren, I—”
But the words disintegrated the moment I heard that voice.
“We cannot allow your brother to live, Velstaire.”
It was cold. Final. Spoken like a verdict rather than a statement.
I spun around, heart slamming into my ribs. Josarian stood just beyond the threshold, his silhouette sharp against the glow bleeding through the windows.
Sunlight. He was walking in the sunlight.
My mind reeled, trying to make sense of it, but there was no time. No logic that could stall what happened next.
In the space between one breath and the next, he blurred forward—inhuman, effortless—and in a blink, he was behind Juvren. His arms locked tight around my brother’s chest, anchoring him in place. Juvren’s gasp split the air, and his body jerked in violent surprise.
His face turned to mine, wide with betrayal and fear.
“Let him go!” I cried, but my voice cracked as panic surged through me, cold and suffocating.
“No,” Josarian said simply, and then I saw his fangs descend—gleaming white, predatory.
He turned his head just enough to meet my eyes, as if daring me to stop him.

And then, with merciless precision, he bit.
Juvren’s scream—short, strangled—echoed through the grand hall, and something inside me snapped.
“NO!”
I dropped to my knees, one hand slamming against the cold marble floor as my breath caught, not from fear—but from the pressure building in my chest. It was a sensation I’d felt only once before—on the night I was stabbed. But this time, it wasn’t triggered by pain. It was rage. Blinding, incandescent rage.
The world blurred around the edges, and I felt the stir of something ancient clawing its way up from my soul. The chandelier above rattled. Portraits along the walls trembled in their frames. A faint ringing filled my ears—no, not ringing, singing. A chorus. Whispered syllables in languages I didn’t know I knew. My veins burned with light.
Josarian’s head snapped up, his eyes narrowing as he sensed it too—the shift.
I rose slowly to my feet, eyes fixed on him. The air thickened. My aura flared outward, no longer hiding what I was. It wasn’t vampire. It wasn’t human. It was something else.
Something neither of them could yet name.
And in that moment, I promised myself—if he didn’t let go of my brother, I would burn this entire castle to the ground.


