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.

