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To my readers,

Honestly? I never thought I'd make it this far — further than even my doctors expected.

For those who don't know, since mid-2023 I have been living with SLE Lupus and Polymyositis, conditions that cause systemic inflammation and pain across every joint in my body. It has been one of the hardest journeys of my life. And quietly, alongside all of it, this story kept growing too.

I could only post 10,000 words at a time because I write mostly on my phone. Sitting down to open a laptop was beyond me, and editing more than 10k words on Google Docs simply wasn't possible. I couldn't let the story breathe, because I didn't know when my own last breath might come. So it was just write and post, write and post — as if there were no other day. It was my only distraction from the damn chemotherapy pain.

Now that it has reached 100,000 words, bundling and revising the already-posted volumes has become more doable. And that is because of you. 

Thank you for staying with me until this point.
Thank you for supporting this story and my other works. If you can, please consider leaving a kind review.
Follow me on Instagram: @teamdannesya
Author website: www.dannesyawrites.com
For content-related inquiries, please contact: soleildelamer.author@gmail.com
Thank you.
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Chapter 33
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​Queen Isabella Salutegrui of the Ashan Federation came with all the pomp her dead little kingdom could still scrape together. A few advisors. A handful of guards in colors gone soft from too many washings. Their swords were polished bright enough to shave by, which was a joke nobody made out loud, because swords didn't do much against the things that lived here.

Velis Drayke met her at the gates himself.

He didn't do that. Not for kings. Not for the shaking little men who came with their tribute ledgers. But twenty years ago he'd put her husband's head on a pike, and he'd watched her sons go into the mud one after another during the Crimson Eclipse War, and a woman like that earned a personal welcome.

"Your Majesty." He bowed. It was a perfect bow. That was the cruelty of it—you couldn't point to anything wrong, only feel it.

"Welcome to the Crimson Dominion. I trust the journey was educational."

Isabella's mouth did something that wanted to be a smile. "Commander Drayke. So kind, greeting me yourself. Though I hear Queen Ysoria's been unwell."

She watched it reach him. A half-second where his eyes went somewhere else before they came back.

Everyone knew Ysoria hadn't been seen since the war. Everyone knew he ruled in her place, and everyone had their theories about why—what the two of them were to each other, what kept her shut away and him out here doing the smiling. The rumors had outrun the borders years ago.

"Her Majesty trusts me with affairs of state," he said. "Including our guests."

He let guests hang there a beat too long, so she'd know exactly what kind of guest she was.

	


They ate in the great hall.

Whoever built it had wanted visitors to feel small, and the room delivered. Columns disappeared up into the dark, each carved with a battle the vampires had won. The tapestries showed humans losing—kneeling, running, dying, all of it rendered in lovely careful stitchwork by hands that had probably belonged to the losers. The light came down red off the chandeliers.

The table sat thirty. They took the two ends of it, which was its own kind of message.

Isabella's plate held beef. Rare, still weeping pink. But a cow had died for it. There was mercy in that, the small mercy of knowing what was on your fork.

Velis's plate was a different conversation. The meat was pale and marbled and wrong in a way the stomach understood faster than the head.

"The tribute system's been a triumph," he said, cutting into it. "Your people, so cooperative."

"They had no choice."

"Choice is for winners." He chewed, swallowed, touched his napkin to his lip like a man at a diplomatic luncheon. "Though I'll say, your personal contribution's been generous."

"I don't follow."

"Your son. Caelum." He smiled around it. "You sent me your last living heir after I'd already taken the other six men in your line. I admire the commitment. The people do love a queen who bleeds for them. So flattering to your cheekbones, grief."

She didn't move. That was the thing he noticed, because most people moved—gripped something, leaned back, gave him a flinch to feed on. She just held still, the way you hold still when you don't trust your own hands.

Pink ran out from under her beef.

"How is he." It wasn't a question so much as a thing she set down carefully. "I want to see him."

"Oh, he's delicious." Velis speared a bite, examined it. "I take him in pieces. Keeps the rest fresh. This bit came from somewhere fatty—tender, lots of chew. Worth the effort."

Her eyes widened, and he laughed before she'd finished the reaction, big and warm in that monstrous room.

"I'm teasing. Your prince is whole. For now." He settled back. "I like to play with my food first. And you handed me such a good one. You know my appetites, Majesty. It's almost touching, how well."

The smile she gave back was the worst thing she'd done all night. It cost her something, and she paid it without showing the price.

"I try to be considerate."

"After supper, then. If the talk goes well." He sliced with a slow, patient hand. "Our kingdoms have so much left to discuss."

The threat sat there, fat and unhurried.

She drank her wine. It was red. She decided not to wonder why, the way you decide not to look down at a height. Then she squared herself for whatever this was going to be.

She'd lived through his war. His conquest. Twenty years of that pleasant, smiling appetite. One dinner wouldn't kill her.

Though her throat kept working anyway, swallowing nothing, like something in her had already started to choke and just hadn't told the rest of her yet.

	


The door screamed open on bad hinges.

Torchlight slid down the wet stone. Isabella stepped through in blue silk, a color that didn't belong down here, an insult to all the gray.

Velis stayed in the doorway, arms crossed, watching a scene he already knew the end of.

Caelum stood in the middle of the cell. A chain ran from the collar at his throat to the irons at his wrists, where the metal had eaten the skin away. He'd gone thin—the kind of thin you could read like a confession, every rib a sentence. His face had hollowed out and made his eyes too big for it. Bruises went up his side in the colors of a sunset nobody would paint.

"My son." Her hand came up toward her chest and then, oddly, stopped halfway, as though she'd reached for a gesture and found it already used up. "Oh, my boy. What have they done."

Caelum looked at her.

Just looked. No tears, which she might have forgiven. What unsettled her was that he didn't seem surprised. Like he'd run this exact visit in his head enough times that the real one was a disappointment.

"I prayed for you," she said. "Every night. I've begged them, bargained—but these monsters, their terms—" A glance at Velis, brief and aimed.

Something moved behind Caelum's face. Not anger. Closer to the tired recognition of a man watching a play he's seen too many times to enjoy.
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Silence.

Caelum's breathing stayed shallow and even. He didn't move. The chains barely shifted.

Isabella came closer, reaching through the bars. "Are you hurt? Are they feeding you? Darling, you're so thin—"

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. Look at you." Her voice went up a notch. "Those bruises. The cuts. They're torturing you. My baby. I'm so sorry. If I could take your place—"

"Could you?"

It was quiet. She almost missed it.

"What?"

"Would you take my place. If you could."

Something crossed her face and was gone before he could name it. "Of course. In a heartbeat. You're my son. My heir. My—"

"Your heir." He nodded, slow. "Right."

Behind her, Velis smiled.

The quiet stretched out and got heavy. Isabella twisted the rings on her fingers. Looked at the wall, the floor, the damp—anywhere that wasn't her son's flat, patient stare.

"Well," she said finally. "I should go. The negotiations are delicate. I can't stay."

She put her hand through the bars again. "Take care of yourself. Stay strong. I'll find a way to bring you home."

He didn't reach for it.

She pulled back. Cleared her throat. "I love you." Barely a whisper.

Nothing.

She turned for the door. Stopped there.

"I hear you've already named your brother heir," Velis said. Easy. Conversational. "Congratulations. Give my regards to the future king."

Her foot caught mid-step.

"That's temporary. Until Caelum returns."

"Of course." The smile widened. "Though the people seem to prefer him anyway. All those tribute missions you sent him on—those were meant to make them hate him, I assume. Funny. They love him more for it."

Her hands closed into fists.

"He handled everything so gracefully," Velis went on. "Hard on enemies. Soft on the common folk. No wonder he outshines you. You must be proud."

"I am." Through her teeth.

"Did that frighten you? How good he was at it?" He tipped his head. "Is that what this is?"

She didn't answer. She walked out.

Velis took her spot at the bars. Looked at the prince—the gray skin, the dead eyes, the way he hadn't moved from the center of the cell this whole time.

"Beautiful," he said softly, and his hand went to something at his belt.

Caelum's lip pulled back. "You're disgusting."

A quiet laugh. "You're being moved to my private quarters."

"I didn't sign anything."

"No." The smile turned to glass. "But your mother did. Signed everything we needed."

He turned and left. Caelum stood there with the words and the chains that weren't going anywhere.

	


Velis walked Isabella to her carriage. Pre-dawn, the cobbles slick, his boots loud in the empty courtyard. Her people waited—servants who'd learned to keep their mouths shut, guards holding swords that were decoration and nothing else.

"Quite the empire, Commander," Isabella said, pulling her cloak tight against the cold. "A stranger might think you were king here."

He chuckled. Loose, unbothered. "I serve at Her Majesty's pleasure. Nothing more."

"Of course." She paused at the carriage step, one foot up. "Though I do wonder. If a legitimate heir turned up. Would you step aside so gracefully?"

It just sat there in the air.

Velis went still. The smile held, but something moved behind it—a quick math, a man recognizing a knife when he saw one. Her tone had been light. The cut underneath wasn't.

"Naturally," he said, after a beat too long. "The rightful ruler always comes first."

She studied his face. "How noble."

She climbed in and settled against cushions that had been expensive twenty years ago. Velis shut the door himself, slow and deliberate.

"Safe travels, Your Majesty."

The carriage jerked forward. He watched it go around the corner and out of sight, then turned and walked back inside. No hurry.

	


She waited until the walls were well behind them.

Then she tore the crown off her head and threw it. It cracked against the far wall, gems bouncing across the floor.

"Damn it." All the royal polish gone. "Damn him to whatever hole he crawled out of."

Her hands shook pouring the wine. Real wine, not the substitute they'd served at dinner. She drank half the glass at once.

It was supposed to be simple. Send Caelum as tribute. Let the vampires drain him or turn him—either one solved it. A dead son you could mourn. A vampire son you could disown. Either way the throne went to her brother's boy, and her brother's boy did what he was told.

But the weeks had passed and Caelum was still breathing. Still human. Velis hadn't claimed him, hadn't fed on him, hadn't even handed him off to one of the others. What was the boy doing in there. What game was keeping him alive.

"Twenty-five years," she said to nobody. "Twenty-five years of work, and he's still breathing."

She'd raised him from a baby. Built him into exactly what a prince should be. Loved by the people. Good with the work. Perfect.

That was the problem. He was too good. Too loved. Too easy to imagine standing where she stood. She'd realized it years ago—how little it would take, if he ever decided he wanted her chair.

So she'd found the tribute system, and it was a gift. Get rid of him while looking like a saint about it. The grieving mother, giving up her own boy for the good of everyone. The people had wept for her and loved her harder.

Except he wasn't dead.

She finished the glass and reached for the bottle. Her reflection floated in the dark window—older than she felt, harder than the woman who'd watched her husband die.

The crown lay on the floor. She left it there.

Outside, the sun was coming up over land that used to be hers, before Velis took it. Now she ruled the leftovers. Smiled and bowed to the thing that killed her family, all to keep a secret that would finish her if it ever got out.

Her brother's boy was already learning the work back home. Building his alliances. The handover would be clean.

As long as Caelum never came back to ruin it.

She needed something more direct. Something that didn't depend on a vampire's appetite. The carriage rolled on into the light, carrying her and her plans back toward a kingdom that had no idea what its queen really was.

Behind her the Dominion's towers faded into the mist.
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