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      For anyone who feels out of place in an antiquated society.

      You are valid.
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      Dearest reader, this book contains instances of violence, verbal and emotional abuse, as well as some mild but uncomfortable moments of non-consent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t breathe.

      My chest is tight and it feels as if my heart has stopped.

      Why is he like this? Why does everything have to be so hard?

      “A-are you joking?” I ask, panicked and frozen with my mobile phone clutched in my palm. “Right now?”

      “Right now,” Camille parrots. Her eyes are filled with remorse and empathy, as if she hates being the bearer of bad news. The herald of Lord Blakeley’s ill will. “He’s asked that you go⁠—”

      I turn and run. Unthinking as anxiety fuels and propels my legs forward. The rose garden is a blur around me—a smeared palette of green brush dotted with pink and white. Five minutes ago, I was carelessly reveling in the colors and life pulsating around me. The warmth of the sun on my face and arms as I crouched and observed a honeybee collecting pollen through the artful eye of my phone.

      All of that feels like a dream. Because the nightmare that is my existence has returned to the forefront. Like some cruel, antagonistic reminder that I can never truly be happy. Maybe I don’t deserve happiness?

      I push through the heavy wooden door that leads back into the castle. The cold air clutches my arms and raises goosebumps across my skin. Sixteenth-century stone walls are impermeable to warmth—an unassailable foe to the late-summer sun in a cloudless sky.

      The door echoes loudly as it slams shut. My eyes have barely adjusted to the drastic change in light before I’m running again, down a long hallway, then up a narrow flight of stairs until I hit a set of double doors. I burst through and am showered in light once more because of the arched windows on either side of the curtain wall. This open passage is the singular link between my tower and the rest of the castle.

      The sunlight blinks as I pass amid bright rays and shadows cast from the arches, like a dizzying kaleidoscope of day and night. Another pair of doors at the end lead me back into cold and dank air. Into the familiar gray and colorless corridor that feels more like a prison than a home.

      There’s nothing beautiful or inspiring here.

      A discolored family coat of arms made from wood and metal hangs high above my head. At the bottom of the steps leading to my room, a portrait of an ancestor long deceased peers down at me—proud and disapproving. A true and undeniable predecessor of Lord Blakeley if ever there was one.

      I pass the empty guest room across from the disturbing painting and take the spiral stairs two at a time. My heart beats wildly in my chest as I climb, hoping and praying that Camille has made a mistake. That this is all some kind of mean-spirited joke, even though I know she would never do something like that.

      Any notion of hope is dispelled when I hear voices and commotion. I round the final corner and see Lana and Kelvin carrying large crates overflowing with recognizable items. The aluminum legs of my tripod, stacks of books and small boxes of film. Benjamin exits my room holding the backpack in which I keep my compact camera and laptop equipment for uploading.

      “Wait—Just hold on a second!”

      Lana and Kelvin nervously look away as they pass. Ben winces, clenching his teeth as he follows the other two down the stairs. I rush toward my room, but stop dead. Without warning, Hudson fills the entire frame, making me gasp in surprise and stumble backward.

      Tall and imposing, Lord Blakeley’s primary manservant blocks the entrance like a brick wall in his clean, well-tailored uniform. He’s broad-shouldered and bulky with flawless dark skin.

      “Lord Blakeley has ordered that all of your photography equipment be confiscated until further notice,” he announces with expressionless hazel eyes. “Including your mobile device.”

      “Hudson, please—this is all I have. You know that I… I already apologized for⁠—”

      “The device, your grace.” His gaze lowers to my right hand, where I’m clutching my phone. He exhales an audible sigh. “The order has been given. Please don’t make me take it from you.”

      We stand in silence, surrounded by stone. The cold atmosphere penetrates my skin, oppressing and weighted with misery. Without speaking, I lift my arm, palm up, and offer the phone.

      Gently, he takes it from my hand. “Thank you, your grace.” He walks, bypassing me as I stand, unmoving. Gutted and small. Powerless, as always. Hudson disappears, but his heavy footfalls echo in staccato as he descends the steps behind me.

      Hollowed, I walk into my room. The circular space is well lit because the curtains are drawn over the east- and west-facing windows. Dust motes float along an invisible air current and there isn’t a single sound.

      My stomach drops.

      All of the shelves are empty. The second-hand photography books I’ve scavenged over the years and treasured knickknacks—a porcelain elephant from Thailand gifted to me by my former tutor and my first classic instant camera—all vanished. My desk is wiped clean as well. No laptop, compact camera or chargers. No tripod standing in the corner or backpack hanging from the hook on the wall.

      Disbelief sweeps through me as I slowly sit down on the ottoman at the end of my bed. Breathing, I lower and place my head in my palms, then close my eyes.

      The silence engulfs me, as if someone has set my life and very being to mute.

      “You’re okay,” I whisper. “It’s okay…”

      Alone, isolated, I repeat this mantra over and over as I sit in the barren room. I don’t move. The sun shifts, sluggishly dipping below the horizon and casting the space into night and shadows.

      Eventually, Camille is at my side. I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting, but when I try to move, my legs are numb.

      “Lord Blakeley is expecting you at dinner tonight,” she says, standing over me. “It’s the last dinner before the bonding festivities begin this weekend…”

      I shake my head. “I’m not hungry.”

      “But he’s expecting you. The viscount as well⁠—”

      “Camille, look around.” Shifting to my knees, I crawl back toward the headboard, then drop down onto my stomach and lie against the pillow with my eyes closed. “I said that I was sorry. I begged for his forgiveness, but he still took everything. How can I go to dinner and pretend like I’m fine? We don’t even need to eat food this often. It’s ridiculous.”

      How far can you push someone before they snap? Before all the restrictions, punishments and admonishments backfire and all that’s left is a hurting pile of ashes?

      “Your grace, it could always be worse… Remember Thomas.”

      My eyes blink open. Those two words pulsate in my ears like a warning signal.

      Remember Thomas.

      I don’t say anything, but I lie against the bed, heart racing. Frightening, forgotten images of my elder brother flash to the forefront of my mind—his skin covered in ugly scabs. His body emaciated and his spirit broken.

      To this day, he is an empty shell of the vampire he used to be.

      “Sasha will be here tomorrow,” Camille adds, hopeful and much less cryptic. “Both Lord Blakeley and the viscount have permitted her to visit with you prior to the festivities, but if you refuse to go to dinner, I think that will be canceled, and inevitably, we’ll both be in trouble…”

      Exhaling, I push myself upright. The situation is already bad enough without dragging Camille into it. She shouldn’t be exposed to the wrath of Lord Blakeley because I’m feeling sorry for myself. That isn’t fair to her.

      “Alright,” I say, rubbing a palm down my face. “I’ll go.”

      She nods, turning toward the closet. “You should take a shower, and I’ll lay something out for you. I’ll be waiting outside.”

      I stand, then drag myself into the bathroom. How am I going to get through this evening—no, through this entire circus? Smiling and faking my way through weeks of celebratory dinners, local tours and events.

      The first mating attempt with Alexander. God…

      “I know there’s a lot going on right now,” Camille says, popping out of the closet with pre-pressed and ironed clothing draped over her arm. She walks with efficiency toward the bed. “But don’t forget that you’re sitting in with the viscount during his meeting with the Italian dignitary next week. And the designer will be here on Monday.”

      Confused, I pause in the doorframe to the bathroom and glance over my shoulder. “The what? What kind of designer?”

      “We’ve talked about this, your grace—he’s coming to make custom suits for your and Alexander’s wedding. Now, hurry, please?” She stalks toward the bedroom door. As she leaves, she gently closes it behind her.

      I shake my head. I have no idea what she’s talking about.
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      The small dining room is dimly lit when I push open one of the double doors and slip through the gap. It’s quiet. Like the calm before the storm. We use this space for immediate family members, saving the larger, more grandiose dining rooms of the castle to impress visiting lords, ladies and dignitaries. Tonight, there are only three of us. Me, Lord Blakeley and the viscount. My purebred vampire fathers.

      One is domineering, prideful and insatiable in his yearning for respect, status and validation. This strange, inherent need of his covers us like a virus. An infectious ailment that steadily deteriorates and worsens the quality of all our lives.

      The other is innocuous. Not unkind, but complicit and culpable by silence—always standing idly by as a witness to the harm being done.

      My fathers… don’t like me at all. No matter how hard I’ve tried to be what they want me to be, and do what they want me to do, I’m never quite good enough. Somehow, I’m always wrong. A misfit.

      It’s exhausting. Living underneath the weight of their constant disappointment.

      Love is completely off the table. As I’ve grown older, I’ve come to the painful realization that my existence is for functional purposes only. No one loves a broom or a shovel.

      “Why have you kept us waiting?” Lord Blakeley’s stormy-gray eyes are emotionless as I approach the table and take my seat. A pair of bronze Gothic candelabras line the center of the white tablecloth. The light from the candles dances and casts ominous shadows across his stern face.

      “I apologize,” I say reflexively with my head bowed.

      “The season of your bonding ceremony has finally arrived,” Lord Blakeley goes on. It’s as if my body is physically shrinking beneath the heft of his aggravated voice and gaze. “We have been anticipating this moment for centuries, Oliver. I have been yearning for this pivotal ascent in our clan’s history. It feels as if you are singularly determined to ruin it. To throw everything away.”

      “I-I’m not,” I say, shaking my head and keeping my gaze down. “I’m sorry.”

      “Stop sputtering, and do not be late this weekend—to anything. Not a single event. Do not disappear and do not wander off. You will not take a single picture and you will not be fantasizing or lost in your own ridiculous, silly thoughts. From Sunday and until the completion of this ritual next month, Alexander should be your primary focus at all times—have I made myself clear?”

      “Yes, my lord.” Anxious, I clench my palms into fists against my lap. I close my eyes, willing this moment to be over. Wishing that I could be somewhere, anywhere else but at this table.

      “I expect great things from you and this arrangement. Do not disappoint me.”

      A small bell chimes—the cue from the viscount to begin dinner service. It is also the signal that my admonishment is finished. For now.

      Members of the waitstaff enter the room. Their white shirts are a stark contrast to the dusky, navy and silver damask wallpaper surrounding us. Soon, there’s the unmistakable clink of glasses and plates being set on the table. My ears detect liquid sloshing as it’s poured into glasses.

      “Oliver?”

      Cautiously, I glance up at the sound of the viscount’s voice. His prominent blue eyes meet mine, searching. They almost glow, contrasted with the warmth of his tawny, maple-brown skin. A trait that’s emblematic of his ancestral southern roots. “I confirmed our meeting next week with Dignitary Garibaldi. Will you still join me? You seemed excited about the opportunity to speak in Italian with her.”

      I nod and speak slowly, careful not to stutter. “Yes, I will. Of course.” My eyes flicker over to Lord Blakeley. There’s less hostility in his gaze, but his expression is apathetic. Unimpressed.

      We eat in silence. I stuff down as much as I can. As much as my nerves will allow, because I don’t want to be chastised for not cleaning my plate.

      When dinner is over, I’m allowed to return to my half-empty room in my isolated tower. Everything that I forced down comes back up.

      Eventually, I crawl into bed. When my body stops shaking, I fall into a restless and shallow sleep.
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      “I heard that Lord Heartless has hired a designer for your wedding.”

      The next day, a book of photographic techniques rests heavily in my lap. The Negative by Ansel Adams. It is the only item to have survived the security raid of my room. The last time I looked at it, about a month ago, I was sitting on the floor and had absently slid it under the bed when I was finished.

      My sister, Sasha, is lying on her stomach against the bed, facing me. She’s propped up on her elbows and has her chin resting in her palms. The lower half of her body is cast in a square of white light from the afternoon sun beaming through the window. It covers her like an incandescent blanket.

      I’m not sure how to respond to her statement. It isn’t a question, so I shrug and shake my head. Confused.

      “Ollie,” she says, smirking, “he didn’t hire a damn designer for my wedding. Or for Thomas when he got married. Lord Heartless really wants to show off because his special baby boy is about to make all our ancestors’ dreams come true. It’s going to be the affair to end all affairs—an extravaganza!”

      For as long as I can remember, she’s referred to our parents as “Lord Heartless” and “Viscount Pointless.” Both designations are a bit cruel, but not untrue.

      Lifting my head from the book once more, I sigh as I stare at her, vacantly. I don’t say anything, because she knows better. I don’t understand her intention.

      She sits upright, shaking her head. “Oh, boy⁠—”

      “Sasha, I couldn’t care less about all of this and you know it. Having ‘influence’ and sitting on Eden’s governing board. Our family being part of the Royal Order. It’s… a silly, antiquated game of titles and I’m just a pawn in Lord Blakeley’s ambitions. We all are.”

      My heart pulses in my ears as the room falls silent. Most days, I keep my feelings locked inside and do what they ask of me. I don’t say these things. Instead, I stay quiet, obedient and polite.

      But as we draw closer to the end… to this arranged marriage that I’ve been groomed for since I was a child for the sake of Lord Blakeley’s aspirations and dreams… it’s getting harder to comply.

      Lord Blakeley is becoming even more strict and hostile, and I’m depleted. I’m so tired of operating under these bizarre and old-fashioned rules.

      Sasha narrows her eyes. Her hand darts out and pokes the arch of my foot through my sock. The quick sensation makes me jump and I pull my legs in and away from her.

      “You’re so sad, Ollie. You only make things more miserable for yourself by thinking this way.”

      “But, isn’t it the truth?”

      “Yes,” she says. “It is the truth. You’re right. This is our circumstance. This is our life. So, why not try to make the best of it? We have to work with the materials that are in front of us, you know? Being depressed and resentful doesn’t help anything.”

      Frustrated, I rub a palm against my scalp and muss my hair. “Sash, there’s nothing good about this situation. Look around you. Do you see what he did?” Exhaling, I drop my hand. Sasha stares back at me with blueish, heather-gray irises. They’re almost the same color as my eyes, except mine more closely mirror the bright blue of the viscount’s.

      “Camille told me about this,” she says softly. “I’m sorry it’s gone this far. You took the pictures down and closed your social media account, right?”

      “Yes.”

      She nods empathetically, then glances around my room and toward the barren shelves between the windows. The empty desk in the corner. “This feels excessive—even for him. He took your phone, too?”

      Closing my eyes, I lie back against the headboard. The wood is hard, ornately carved and, therefore, uncomfortable. “He did. From today onward, my sole purpose in life is to please His Royal Highness Prince Alexander Kendrick, and to ensure that the Blakeley Clan is finally designated as a Royal House of Eden. That we become one of the Five Major Houses governing our aristocracy since the inception of the peace treaty and the end of the vampire wars.”

      This rhetoric has been drilled into my brain for as far back as I can remember.

      Major Houses.

      Royal Order and Governing Board.

      Peace Treaties and Historical Records.

      All capital letters. All integral to the systemic culture of our society. It’s been reiterated to me by tutors, relatives and servants. At society parties and in a particularly ostentatious fashion at the Annual Eden Spring Fête.

      Above all, it has been emphasized by Lord Blakeley. Privately and adamantly.

      Sasha shifts to sit upright, her teeth clenched. “Speaking of ‘pleasing Prince Alexander,’ it’s scheduled for tomorrow night, isn’t it? Your first mating attempt?”

      I exhale, my shoulders slumping with dead weight. I do not want to talk about this because it’s mortifying. The heat of embarrassment rushes up to my neck and cheeks. I close the book in my lap since I can’t focus on it anyway. “Yes,” I groan.

      “How are you feeling about it?”

      I rub my palms against my face. “Like I hate my life.”

      “Well, that’s baseline for you. The royal council won’t expect you to bond right away. Everyone knows that it takes a lot of time, so don’t feel too pressured.”

      Dropping my hands, I meet her eyes, incredulous. “Don’t feel pressured? Everything about this situation is pressured. How can I not feel stressed about a group of old and snobbish purebreds watching me have sex for the first time—and with a vampire that I have nothing in common with. That I have no chemistry⁠—”

      “Oh, come on, Ollie. You and Alexander have loads in common. You’re the same age, you’re both the youngest in your households… you’re the same species⁠—”

      “Wow.”

      “No, but seriously. You’ve known him for fifteen years!”

      “And we’ve never once spent an iota of time alone together—is that natural?” I ask as the anxiety sits heavily in my chest. “All of our interactions have been supervised, scheduled and planned. Rehearsed and with Lord Heartless breathing down my neck to be on my best and most docile behavior. There is nothing tangible or remarkable between us and I just…”

      I pause, overwhelmed because my life is truly spiraling out of control.

      The things I dream about—those ridiculous and silly thoughts that Lord Blakeley accuses me of—they rise up within me now and I have to let them out. Even though Sasha has heard this speech at least a thousand times, I can’t help myself.

      “There are places—communities and aristocracies in the world—that don’t do this stuff anymore,” I say, lifting my palm to the top of my head and closing my eyes. Trying to rein in the sadness and injustice crushing my heart. “Most have stopped, because this system is invasive and outdated. They let vampires choose their mates freely. Not because of politics, treaties or power. Not anymore. They do it because their aura speaks to them or their eyes alight. I feel nothing like that for Alexander—none of us who are wrapped up in this charade ever do! And I… I don’t want this, Sash. I don’t want this.”

      “I know…” My sister sits up and reaches out, taking hold of my free hand near my thigh. “I know.”

      The room is silent, the sun shining brightly through the windows at a golden slant. In the eastern wing of the castle, where my room is located, it’s always quiet.

      I was relocated here around the age of ten. At the time, my much older manservant was having trouble keeping track of me. In the main estate, there are too many corridors, rooms and exits that lead out into the greater gardens and I had a habit of escaping—usually to the woods and lavender fields. On one too many occasions, my whereabouts were unknown. And so, I’ve been confined to this tower ever since.

      Twelve years. One way in and one way out.

      “Is it preposterous to want freedom?” I ask, opening my eyes and sincerely meeting Sasha’s gaze. “To want to learn and discover, and to maybe eventually bond with someone because I feel drawn to them in my nature and they reciprocate these feelings? Not because vampires are forcing me to do it for political gain but because my eyes alight for them. Lots of purebred vampires live that life. In the modern era, it’s more natural⁠—”

      “Yes, it’s natural for some, but not for us.” She exhales a heavy sigh, and I can see it. I’ve pushed her too far. “What we do… The rules of our aristocracy are important, Oliver. If the Five Major Houses hadn’t signed the Peace Treaty of Eden, we⁠—”

      “We wouldn’t exist today. We would have killed each other in the clan wars, and we’d all be dead. Extinct as a race.” I shake my head. “Well, I’d rather be, honestly. For all the good it’s done.”

      Sasha lets go of my hand and stands up from the bed. Incensed. “Well, that was a shit thing to say—you selfish little vampire. One minute I feel bad that Lord Blakeley treats you like a child, then the next, you fit the bill, don’t you?”

      Ignoring the insult, I watch her carefully. “Have your eyes ever alighted for Elaine? Or for anyone? Have you ever felt the pull in your nature for another vampire?”

      Sasha’s face hardens as she looks away. “Is one vampire’s passion and whimsy worth starting a war? Potentially sacrificing an entire race of purebreds?”

      I frown, folding my arms. “That’s a slippery slope. I don’t think I’m capable of single-handedly dismantling centuries-old doctrine by having freedom in my life. I don’t have that kind of power⁠—”

      “But you do. Centuries ago, five clans almost tore this aristocracy apart. This peace treaty and what we do now is the only thing that stopped the fighting and killing. It was the only way to balance and share the power. Sacrifices have to be made for the greater good, and you’re part of that, Oliver. Full stop.”

      I hate it when she lectures me. It’s always like this. Sasha understanding and commiserating with me, but only up until a point. “I know it’s important,” I say, folding my legs and feeling guarded. “I don’t need a speech about history and responsibility—you sound just like him right now. I apologize for what I said, okay? I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      Sasha steps back, blinking as if I’ve just slapped her. “I—No. That’s not… Listen⁠—”

      “It’s fine, Sash. You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m selfish and silly and I need to grow up.” I take a breath, but my chest feels heavy. Hardened, like it’s stuffed with rocks. I bite the inside of my cheek.

      This moment feels like dinner last night. Me, being rebuked because I’m lacking. Because I’m screwing up yet again and not subscribing to the system. Maybe she’s right? Maybe it is time that I faced reality and let go of these passions and whimsies that threaten to wipe out my entire aristocracy.

      The light in my room shifts as the sun dips behind a cloud. Sasha watches me. Her expression is creased and downcast, as if I’ve said something hurtful to her, even though I don’t think I have.

      After a long moment, she picks her bag up from the ottoman at the end of my bed and digs inside. Soon, she pulls out a square box and sets it just in front of my folded legs. Then, she produces another, smaller one, setting them side by side.

      “He shouldn’t have taken all your devices and equipment away,” she says. “That was immature of him. The pictures that you took and posted were fantastic, and we should do better in supporting our lower-ranked kin. Well done.”

      “Thank you, but…” I glance at the packaging before gently pushing the boxes back toward her. “If anyone finds out that I have this, I’ll just be in more trouble.” The first box is a miniature hybrid instant camera. Black with rose-gold trimmings. Lovely. The second, smaller box is a pack of instant film because it’s a niche camera.

      She sighs, shaking her head. “Ollie… I always want you to be yourself with me. I don’t want you to be submissive and withdrawn all the time—I really love that you think differently from all of us and have these creative aspirations. I’m sorry that I scolded you. But I do think that you need to accept reality, because there is no escaping this. The ceremony is real and it’s happening next month. In the meantime, though, find joy in the tangible things?”

      “Like… what?”

      “Use the camera. It’s small, so you can hide it if someone comes around. And… Alexander is a little too perfect-y and blonde for my taste, but I really believe that he genuinely likes you? He specifically chose you. Maybe the two of you will have ‘chemistry’ once everyone’s eyes are no longer watching and dissecting your every move?”

      “Sure.” I nod. “Or maybe it’ll get worse.”

      Sasha rolls her eyes. “You’re so negative. Listen, since you’re relocating to Central Eden to be with Alexander and it’s his realm, he’ll oversee all the boring stuff. You’ll mostly just be like… hm… arm candy?”

      I blink, confused. “Is this supposed to comfort me?”

      “Well, yes, a little. You won’t need to be deeply embroiled in the politics of Eden. You’ll just have a seat beside him while he does all the work. That’s how it is with Elaine and me. I play my part when I’m needed—you know, make sure my hair and appearance are just so, and that I’m well versed on whatever relevant topics or guests. It’s easy.”

      “It sounds empty.”

      “It isn’t empty. Having a Blakeley on the Royal Governing Board and finally represented within the Eden Historical Records will be enough to make Lord Heartless and all our dead ancestors proud. You’re fulfilling a centuries-long ambition!”

      I really… don’t have anything else to say. When I stare unmoving in the silence for a little too long, she shrugs.

      “Alright then,” she concedes. “Look forward to meeting the designer? I researched him online and he’s really amazing. It’s impressive that Lord Heartless is going all out for your wedding.”

      I squint, considering. “Can we afford this? Wouldn’t it have been better to put more electrical sockets in the library so we don’t have to read by candlelight anymore?”

      “His name is Aries, I think?” Sasha goes on, ignoring me. “Ask him about his travels and Italy. Maybe you can live vicariously through him?”

      I’m not interested in living vicariously through some random vampire. Or custom-made clothes that we definitely cannot afford. Or even Prince Alexander and this month-long ritual leading up to a forced wedding and being his “arm candy.”

      But I know that she’s trying to comfort me in her own way. So, I smile politely with my hands clasped in my lap. “I will. Thanks, Sasha.”

      Hesitating, she nods, turns and walks toward the door. She grabs the handle and speaks with her back toward me. “You’re being fake as hell.”

      “I-I’m not.”

      “You are. You’re giving me that false ‘I’m a well-behaved and compliant vampire’ voice and smile that you do for Lord Blakeley.” She turns, still holding the handle but with her arm folded behind her back as she leans against the door. “To answer your earlier question, no, my eyes have never alighted for Elaine… obviously. It’s been two years, and we still can’t even manage to link our natures properly, can we? No bond in sight.”

      She sighs, glancing up toward the sunlight ricocheting off the ceiling from the window. “But I have felt the pull once… that natural desire you mentioned. Father took me to my last Global Vampire Summit when I was sixteen. This was before Lord Heartless forbade any more trips like that, and also before Father buckled to his every ridiculous demand and became Pointless.

      “Anyway, there was an Ethiopian vampire there with her mother, a purebred from Addis. Our gazes met from across the lobby and it felt like… like fire was racing up my spine. It was a passing moment, but I’ve never forgotten it.”

      A gentle pause like a heartbeat or two passes between us, and I can visualize the scene she’s painted. It gives me second-hand butterflies in my stomach. “That’s special,” I tell her, softening and relaxing my shoulders. “You’re lucky to know that feeling. I never will.”

      Sasha turns, pulls the door open, then winks back at me. “You don’t know that, Oliver. It’s over for me, but I have hope for you.”
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      Alexander Kendrick is arrogant. We have nothing in common, and where everything that I do and say is utterly wrong in the eyes of my fathers and the vampires around me, Alexander’s very existence is perfection to society at large.

      We’ve been engaged since we were seven, which was when he decided that I would eventually be his mate after we came of age. I had nothing to do with this decision and my opinion was not considered. Lord Blakeley eagerly accepted his family’s proposal on my behalf… Before I even understood what a proposal was.

      When the wealthy and beautiful purebred prince from the most prominent royal house in Eden asks for your son’s hand in marriage, there is no hesitating. Especially if your son is from a family that’s broadly deemed as unworthy of such a coveted honor. A child born of a vampire clan that’s regarded as second tier, at best.

      “There’s a quote from Alexander circulating in the news recently,” Lord Blakeley announces proudly. “He’s ‘extremely excited’ about the upcoming ceremony. Were you aware?”

      Lord Blakeley sits beside me in the drawing room, impeccably dressed and glancing down from the corners of his steely eyes. Somehow, I wasn’t blessed with his or the viscount’s long legs and general vertical prowess. Everyone in my immediate family is tall, and I’m shorter than both Thomas and Sasha. Truly, I’m the runt of the litter.

      It’s as if fate was having a laugh while designing my life, but with this, and in my humble opinion, she took it a step too far.

      How would I know about any quotes circulating in the news when all of my electronic devices have been confiscated? I’m sure Alexander never experiences this type of rudimentary punishment. He always says and does the right things, doesn’t he? Because he’s the model vampire prince.

      Things like “problem solving” are bad in our culture. Being curious, questioning or challenging norms. Suggesting tangible change in the social structure makes you a miscreant.

      “I hadn’t heard,” I respond flatly. “That’s nice.”

      “Would you please exhibit a little more… zeal, when Prince Alexander and Lord Kendrick arrive? Today is the first occasion where the two of you are permitted to be alone together as adults. This meeting is very important, Oliver, as it sets the tone for our arrangement within the grander realm of Central Eden. Can I rest assured that you will be accommodating of his highness? And that you’ll keep your controversial opinions to yourself?”

      “Yes, Lord Blakeley.”

      He nods, shifting his gaze toward the large stone fireplace, where the hearth is empty. “This will be the first time in our clan’s history that we will have a place within the Royal Order. Finally, we will exert true, influential power within Eden’s aristocracy.” His voice sings with a familiar pride, interlaced with hope and ambition.

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes as I blow it out. Here we go.

      “Blakeley House will reign in the south, and through this bonding, we will be directly connected with the most powerful family in Eden. What’s more, Alexander specifically chose you. Let’s not tarnish a situation that is heavily tipped in our favor.”

      Knowing the appropriate response to this speech, I nod. “I understand.” When I swallow, it goes down hard. This pressure is unbearable.

      Silence falls between us and I breathe slowly, trying to stay calm so that I don’t exacerbate the perpetual knot of angst in my chest. Weirdly, I sense Lord Blakeley looking at me. When I glance up, I meet his eyes. “Y-yes? Is something the matter?” He probably doesn’t like the suit my maidservant has chosen for me, or there’s a hair out of place on my head.

      “Stop sputtering…” He surprises me when he smiles. “I have always felt that Winston’s handsome features have inexplicably settled the most gracefully within your face. You are striking, my son. Perhaps this is why Alexander chose you? I did not hesitate in accepting his family’s offer, but you should know that he was not the only one to seek your hand.”

      Well, this definitely corroborates Sasha’s prediction of my being “arm candy” for the rest of my life. I guess this is a compliment? I’m not used to him saying anything remotely kind to me, so I rub the back of my neck and nod.

      He smirks. “Don’t tell your brother or sister that I said this to you.”

      A loud knock at the double doors makes me jump in my seat. My hands tremble as I grip my thighs. Perceiving my stress, Lord Blakeley rolls his eyes.

      “Come,” he commands, then stands perfectly straight. Stiffly, I follow his lead as the doors spring open.

      Hudson is there, announcing the arrival of Alexander and his father, Lord Kendrick. The two vampires enter the room, distinctly different but somehow similar.

      Lord Ansväd Kendrick hails from the northern mountains, where the vampires are built like Vikings of the past—pale, domineering and almost always blonde. He isn’t especially tall, but he is wide and square with a commanding presence in his tailored suit.

      Standing a whole head above his father, Alexander is dressed smartly, as always. Modern, and his façade is more richly colored by comparison. Where Ansväd’s neat ponytail is an icy, almost platinum blonde, Alexander’s hair is short, stylish and the color of buttery sunlight.

      I force a genial smile and bow while the two older vampires greet each other in boisterous approval, embracing warmly. Alexander grins at me with his perfect teeth, openly pleased, as if there’s a television camera filming all of this.

      “Master Oliver Blakeley—how wonderful to see you again!” Lord Kendrick releases my father and comes over to shake my hand with both of his.

      I bow politely while gripping his palms. “Hello, your highness. It’s a pleasure to see you as well.”

      He stands back, lightheartedly assessing. “Have you grown even taller since the last time we met?”

      I… definitely have not. This feels like a running joke between us and he says it to me every time. Whether he’s being antagonistic or not, I can’t discern. I shrug, smiling nervously. “Maybe?”

      “Hm, are you working on any more scathing articles or posts? It seems as if there’s always something interesting brewing in that clever head of yours.”

      “He is not, I assure you.” Lord Blakeley pats our guest on the back. His tone is light, but there’s a hard edge in his expression that’s unmistakable. “Oliver’s attention is centered on the upcoming ceremony and subsequent mating rituals. I was delighted to see Alexander expressing his enthusiasm in the news.”

      Alexander’s gaze is cast down to his expensive oxfords. But then, he lifts his golden, maple-brown eyes demurely. “We’ve been waiting fifteen years for this event. I’m thrilled that Oliver and I can finally be together. I’m ready to be bonded with him.”

      Distressed, flustered, I squeeze my clasped hands as I hold them in front of me. Both lords nod approvingly at the mushy and resolute statement.

      Suddenly, everyone’s focus is on me. Like we’re acting in a stage play and I’ve missed my line. “M-me too. I’m very excited.”

      Lord Blakeley narrows his eyes in disapproval for a split second, and I realize that I’ve stammered again. God. I’m already screwing this up.

      There is an entity, a rare space phenomenon where no electromagnetic radiation, matter or substance of any kind can escape from it. It is called a black hole. At this precise moment, I sincerely wish that one would open up in the center of my chest, then proceed to suck me into it, wholly and completely, so that I no longer exist.

      Lord Kendrick smiles warmly, breezing past my awkwardness. “Shall we allow our young vampires some time alone in preparation for the first ritual tonight?”

      Lord Blakeley’s disapproving look is still in place as he regards me. “Of course. Oliver, I trust you will make certain that our guest is comfortable?”

      “Yes, Lord Blakeley.” When the two older vampires have gone and the door is closed, I gesture toward a tufted armchair. “Um, please make yourself com⁠—”

      Alexander plops down in a huff, then leans back and contentedly gaps his long legs. “God, we’re finally alone! No goddamn supervision or cranky, strict vampires hovering over us. It’s taken forever to get here, yeah?” He stares brightly, as if we’re old pals. But I’ve missed that memo. I was absent during an entire hypothetical stretch of meaningful interactions that led us to this level of candor.

      Not knowing how to respond, I slowly sink down into my armchair. A small round end table sits between us with a tray of tea, sugar and milk. Silently, I pick up the tea pot and pour.

      Looking me over, he scoffs, grinning. “You haven’t changed at all through the years. Still uptight. Still a big nerd. It’s a relief though, honestly. I’m really glad… And your eyes have gotten even prettier—like the skies above a clear, placid lake. And those lips? Perfectly kissable.”

      I set the teacup and saucer over to his side of the table, intentionally breathing to stop my hands from trembling so I don’t spill. If I make a mess in front of Alexander and Lord Blakeley finds out about it, I’ll be scolded all night. Maybe for eternity.

      “I’ve always had this image of you, Ollie,” he says, charging on with his monologue. He casually runs his fingers up and through the swoop of his stylishly coiffed hair “Do you know what you’re like? A wild horse. A small one, though, since you’re not very tall. Anyway, you had so much to say when we first met—I mean, you would not shut up. And I thought to myself, ‘Ah, they’ll try to break this one. He’s too independent. Too many thoughts in his head.’”

      Alexander taps his temple with two fingers, as if he needs to clarify anatomically where the head and brain are located. “But then you posted those smashing photos at Evanshire and I exhaled in relief. Seems they haven’t broken my little pony yet. Thank goodness!”

      He nods to himself, satisfied, so I pick up my tea and take a sip. After a moment, though, Alexander leans over the arm of the chair. “You’re not going to say anything to me? We’re finally alone together.”

      I swallow, breathe, and speak slowly. “There’s milk and sugar on the tray, if you like.”

      “C’mon, Ollie. Drop the façade already and talk to me—we don’t have to be perfectly behaved anymore! After all these years, we haven’t got a single chaperone or housemaid, butler, guard or nanny hovering over us. We don’t need to be on our best ‘purebred prince’ behavior right now.”

      We stare at each other in an awkward moment. His face is full of expectancy and I… I don’t know what he wants me to say? My initial thought is that “we” aren’t a prince. He is. Maybe this situation is a breezy joke for him, because his privilege and status at the top of the purebred vampire food chain allow for that.

      For me, though? It’s a nightmare. It always has been.

      “What would you like me to say… when you’ve called me an uptight, short nerd horse within five minutes of us being alone together?” I ask honestly.

      He laughs loudly, rocking back into his chair. “It’s just jokes, my love. I don’t mean anything by it! What did your father do to you after that article dropped in the Metro Press, and with your photographs? Your social media account disappeared afterward. Did he make you delete it?”

      I don’t care much for social media, but we have been strongly advised by our PR representatives that it’s a good way to make our family seem more “relatable” given the upcoming ceremonies.

      I live isolated in a stone tower within a centuries-old castle with one hundred acres of land, its own river and lavender field. What’s “relatable” about that?

      Occasionally, I post random photos I’ve taken online. Some interesting cloud formations, a plant or remarkable flower I’ve come across on my walks. A few selfies with Sash. Only once, I posted a series of contrasting photos that I took during a visit to one of the local villages.

      This is what got my room raided.

      Alexander likes and comments on everything that I post, and his comments get more likes than my stupid posts. It’s always some clichéd declaration, like “You’re so talented!” or “I love this shot of you.”

      “My mother was livid about that article and those photos,” Alexander goes on in my absorbed silence. “She even suggested calling off our arrangement. It was an empty threat, though, and my father and me talked her out of it. Not an easy feat, but we did it. Teamwork, eh?”

      He finally stops talking for five seconds and reaches over for his tea. I sigh. I wish Lady Kendrick would have called this off. Please, ma’am, do me the honor.

      “You’re probably thinking that it would have been nice if this was called off,” Alexander says, peeking over the rim of his cup. “But trust me, Ollie, when I tell you that your elder father would not be pleased with that outcome.”

      How the hell does he know what I’m thinking? I clear my throat, brushing past his odd but precise observation. “C-can we discuss tonight, please?”

      “Mm, right.” Alexander turns, sets his cup down on the table and leans on the armrest to stare directly into my face. “Have you ever had sex before? And with a man?”

      God in heaven. “No. We’re supposed to have waited, as part of the agreement.”

      He scoffs. “Nobody actually does that—wait, you really haven’t had sex ever? Not with a servant or anything behind your parents’ back?”

      I exhale and face forward. Have I mentioned that I hate my life?

      “Amazing… Oliver James Blakeley, you’re so pure. Too good for this world. I don’t know what to do with you.”

      Allegedly, I am an uptight, short and pure nerd horse.

      But I wish that I was a professional photographer of some sort. An apprentice? Or that I could take proper classes instead of always researching everything on the Internet. Lately, and before it was confiscated, I’d been reading a book about shooting with 35 mm and single-lens reflex cameras. It would be so incredible to travel somewhere beautiful and historical like Italy and take⁠—

      “Hello? Are you with me, my love?”

      Looking into his face, I’m forced back to reality. “Yes.”

      He tilts his head, observing me with his large golden-brown eyes as if I’m some strange creature. “I wish I could know what goes on in that gorgeous head of yours. All sorts of things, I’d bet. Anyway, tonight. The council will watch us the first two or three times we mate, or at least until they feel we’re genuinely making a connection.”

      Alexander talks about this as if it’s totally natural. As if it isn’t a big deal that the two of us—who have never even been alone together until this very moment—are expected to have sex, in front of other vampires. Tonight.

      The thought alone makes me want to curl into myself and disappear, but he’s so matter-of-fact about it.

      “What does ‘genuinely make a connection’ mean?” I ask. I have to try to get on board with this. Sasha is right. There’s no other choice.

      “You know, like, we’re enjoying the act. One or both of us orgasms—huge bonus points if our eyes mutually alight or our auras flare out. We don’t have to bond tonight and through these trials. They just want to be sure the chemistry is there. I’ve heard that it’s best if we put on a wild show, and then they won’t have to watch us again.”

      Wild? I lift and rub my palms against my face because I cannot fathom this situation. My hands are trembling again. God help me.

      “You’ve never had sex, but, Ollie… have you ever been in love? Or do you have strong feelings for someone?” Alexander’s gaze is intense, or, like, hopeful? It’s unbelievably nerve-racking—all of these very personal questions and his bright molten eyes. It feels as if he’s been laser focused on me from the moment he entered this room.

      I’m about to tell him no—because with whom or where would I ever be allowed the space or freedom of will to feel something like love? To experience anything aside from pressure, reprimand and stress?

      But he holds up his palms, smiling and shaking his head. “Wait! Don’t answer that. Listen, just… we have to fake it, okay? If we can give them a show, the hardest part is over and we can relax. Do you get me? I’ll lead tonight. We won’t do anything too advanced. Just, try to focus on me, yeah? Let’s enjoy each other?”

      I’m seconds away from hyperventilating. I’m dreading this. For fifteen years I’ve been dreading this night, and already I have never felt more exposed and mortified in my entire existence. Is it possible to die of embarrassment? I really, really hope so.

      “Should we feed?” he asks, wiggling his eyebrows. “May as well—or we could wait until tonight?”

      Resigned, nodding, I pull up the sleeve of my blazer and start unbuttoning my shirt at the wrist. Once I have that rolled up, I offer my palm to Alexander, because now or tonight makes no difference to me.

      He takes hold of my hand, but his nose is upturned. “I’m glad we’ll be done with this childish hand-feeding shit soon. Christ, I’m over this.” His fangs elongate into sharp white points just as he bites into my flesh.

      As he feeds, I look away from him, pretending like my arm is no longer a meaningful appendage on my body. Closing my eyes, I calm myself by imagining that I’m in some far-off, distant land. An exciting place where I have a new, completely different life from the situation I’m in now.

      Alone, just me and my camera.
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      When I open my eyes the next morning, I find that I did not die from embarrassment.

      Shame. I definitely wish that I had.

      I haven’t died, but I immediately recall being scolded by Alexander for my blatant lack of enthusiasm during our performance. Also, the name “cold fish” has been added to the ever-growing list of his descriptors for me.

      Last night was paralyzing. From the moment we walked into the veiled bedroom filled with burning tapered candles, my blood froze in my veins and I could barely move or think. Our fathers and his mother were seated in the perimeter like formless shadows, along with other high-ranking elders from the Royal Order—a ghastly room specifically made for this bizarre, ancient and voyeuristic activity. I couldn’t see their faces behind the gauzy curtains, but I could feel them there. All of them. Silent and concentrating on us.

      We had to undress and situate ourselves atop the huge four-poster bed. Then Alexander was just on me. Kissing and stroking his hands across every inch of my skin. It felt like he’d morphed into an octopus at some point because I couldn’t keep track of anything, and all I wanted was for it to be over as quickly as possible.

      Yesterday was the most uncomfortable and horrific experience of my life. I think, maybe I’m not made for this world? The one I currently reside in. There must have been some mistake along the way, where I was born and dumped into the wrong family. Or maybe I’m the wrong rank? Maybe I should have been born as a first- or second-generation vampire—with remnants of human DNA in my bloodline and therefore less responsibility to the aristocracy at large.

      These things that are expected of me as a purebred… things that are considered natural to my “flawless, vampiric station” but feel painfully unnatural. I don’t know how to cope, and I don’t know who to talk to about it.

      Usually, I would try talking to Sasha, because she’s the only vampire in my life that kind of accepts me. But she scolded me the last time I tried, didn’t she?

      Lord Blakeley is out of the question, and the viscount is never alone. I can’t ever talk to him about anything without an audience of servants surrounding us. It’s as if he’s always under surveillance, too.

      Poor Thomas is like the walking dead ever since the incident. Beyond basic greetings, we haven’t spoken since I was a teenager.

      “Lord Blakeley and the viscount are expecting you for breakfast, but first, you’re scheduled to meet with the designer for your measurements.”

      Camille, my maidservant and handler, briskly walks in and out of my closet. I like her a lot. She gives me space and doesn’t try to follow me every minute of every single day like my last handler did. Patrick—an ancient vamp who’d been serving our family for centuries. He retired when I turned sixteen. I don’t miss him.

      Dragging my body upright, I rub my face as I sit in the bed, still in my pajamas. Camille tosses multiple combinations of slacks, sweaters and shirts onto the large ottoman at the end of my mattress.

      “The banquet tonight starts at seven, so you have a little free time today,” she goes on, winking as she passes. “I’ll have a suit ready and laid out for you.”

      I scratch the back of my head, eternally grateful. “Thank you so much, Camille.” Free time is perfect, because what I truly want is to hide all day. After last night’s gross humiliation, I need some time to myself. To be alone and in my own skin.

      When I take a deep breath and stretch my arms up, I smell and sense something new. Someone?

      I sit still, processing. New vampires come and go within our estate all the time. I always notice, but it never registers as anything particularly pleasant. It’s just background noise—like birds singing or the hum of a car passing.

      This scent registers differently. It commands my attention.

      “As soon as you’re dressed, I’ll take you downstairs to where they’ve set up the designer’s studio. His name is Aries Moralis.”

      I tilt my head in confusion. “Why is his studio set up over here? Why not the main house?”

      “The main house will be full between the dignitaries and families from Central Eden and the Italian representative. Plus, he’ll be working on your suit and Alexander’s, primarily, so it makes sense, proximity-wise.”

      Sighing, I crawl to the edge of the bed and stand upright. It doesn’t matter.

      “I’ll be waiting outside?” she goes on.

      “Sure. Just give me a minute.”

      “Great.” Camille turns, hesitates, then flips back. “Your grace… you didn’t need to give me flowers.”

      “Lord Blakeley shouldn’t have yelled at you like that. Posting those photographs was my decision. I’m very sorry that you got in trouble. I don’t mean to make things difficult for you.”

      Grinning, she bows. “You’re too kind. The flowers were arranged beautifully. And—oh! Alexander has requested to escort you to dinner tonight.”

      I freeze mid-step. “C-can I decline?” I do not want to see him until I absolutely have to.

      “I would advise you to accept, your grace. Naturally, Lord Blakeley will be displeased… and you’ll end up picking more flowers for me.”

      Groaning, I walk into the bathroom. “Fine.” Isn’t it enough that we’ll be sitting together all night? I suppose he needs the five extra minutes to walk with me to the great hall so that he can come up with new insults. Yet another vampire to admonish me and point out everything that I’m doing wrong.

      
      After I’ve dressed, Camille precedes me down the spiral stone steps and toward the only guest chamber in the east tower. This is where they’ve set the designer up to work for the next month. The room is located just at the landing, and the entrance is marked by an ornate rosewood door.

      This guest room is smaller than mine, which, to me, makes it cozier. I wanted this room because it feels tucked away, at least? Intimate—and in the afternoons, the lighting is just right. But I was told it wasn’t appropriate for my station. So, I have the very large and empty room in the tower, up the spiral staircase that overlooks the lake, which isn’t dramatic at all.

      Camille dictates my schedule for the rest of the week as we walk, but I am completely focused on this new scent. When I woke up this morning, it immediately called to me—subtle and calm, like a warm whisper. But now, it’s thick as I breathe in, and my nature is shifting inside me in ways it never has.

      It’s as if… I’ve been starved for something, and I’m finally going to be fed. I don’t know what this means, but everything in my body is electrified and I have goosebumps on my arms underneath my sweater.

      “The designer—Mr. Moralis—arrived this morning,” Camille says, glancing over her shoulder as we approach the door. “He’s kind, professional and he’s dressed all sorts of vampire politicians over the past several decades. It’s no wonder Lord Blakeley requested him for your wedding.”

      “He sounds expensive.” My heart is beating three times its normal speed, and the warmth of my vampiric energy is quietly snaking up my spine. Suppressing it is taking much more effort than I’m accustomed to. Usually, I don’t need to suppress it at all because it’s always dormant and lifeless.

      “He is first-generation. His purebred mother hailed from a moderately old bloodline out of Greece—Mykonos, to be exact. He grew up there, but his father was Albanian. They mated through an arrangement between their families. Both of his parents are deceased.”

      “How old is he?” God, my hands are starting to shake.

      “Ninety-five.” Camille knocks twice on the heavy door, waits for a response, then pushes it open. The unique, alluring essence hits me full on. I gasp and step back. It literally takes my breath away.

      The sensation is like… nightfall in early summer, when the wind carries the scent of the jasmine vines. Sometimes, if my schedule has a large enough gap, I take a long walk away from the castle, past the pageantry of the rose gardens, porcelain fountains and manicured hedges.

      I trek out to where the woods are thick. Pristine and wild. It’s a different world there, and when the sun sets, firelight glows between the trees. In that space, I’m free from the burden of time and place. From the chains and irons of monarchy and purebred responsibility.

      What is happening right now?

      We walk into the room and the designer is there. He’s unpacking something, but then quickly stands and turns to face us. He blinks, taking me in before his face shifts into something like a cool mask as he bows, smooth and unaffected. It is the subtlest of actions, but I notice it as I stare at him with my mouth open and every nerve in my body standing on end.

      “Your grace. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Wow. Even his voice is smooth and velvety to my ears. Like coffee liqueur and hot chocolate.

      “Mr. Moralis, this is Master Oliver James Blakeley, second son of the Blakeley Clan.” Camille steps aside, lifting her hand in a formal gesture. “You’ll be primarily working with his grace in preparation for and up through the ceremony, as well as his fiancé, Prince Alexander Ethan Kendrick. I believe Lord Blakeley has given you specific direction with regard to the style of their suits?”

      “Yes, he has.” The designer stands straight, but flickers his gaze to Camille, avoiding direct eye contact with me. It’s for the best, though, because I honestly cannot look away from him.

      He has very long legs, which makes him tower over both me and Camille by at least half of a foot. His dark hair is thick, elegantly wavy but cut short, and his skin is warm like sunlit honey. A neatly trimmed beard graces his jawline, chin and full lips, and he is simply…

      I have never felt this attracted to another creature. My nature is practically doing somersaults. The sensation heats up my entire body. Astonishing.

      Camille flips her wrist up to check her watch. “Is thirty minutes enough time to take his grace’s initial measurements? Lord Blakeley and the viscount are expecting the young master for breakfast shortly.”

      He smiles hospitably. “Of course. Absolutely, I’ll do my best.”

      Turning, Camille walks toward the door. “If you don’t finish, no need to worry. We can make time before the banquet tonight—which you are welcome to attend. Did Lord Blakeley mention this?”

      “He did, which was very kind. Thank you.”

      “Perfect. Your grace, I’ll return shortly to escort you to breakfast.” Camille leaves, closing the door behind her, and I grind my teeth. Am I a child? I’m twenty-two years old. I don’t need her or anyone to pick me up and drop me off from room to room. Humiliating.

      When I whip my head toward the designer… Aries… he’s standing with his back to me. What a lovely name. It sounds like a celestial being with wings that dwells within the summer skies. Something beautiful that soars among the sculpted clouds and shooting stars.

      He’s moved toward a table against the wall and is looking over the various odds and ends sprawled there. “Would you please remove your sweater, your grace?”

      I start, then swallow hard and grab the hem of my sweater to pull it over my head. While he isn’t looking, I briskly and self-consciously run my free hand through my hair to quell it. I’m suddenly very grateful the viscount suggested that I get it cut before the first bonding attempt last night.

      “Do you have anything in your pockets? A wallet or phone, perhaps? You’ll need to remove those as well. And your belt.” Busily, he gathers things as he scans the table. What I really want is for him to turn around and look at me. I don’t know why, but I need him to.

      “Your grace?” He shifts his head to the side.

      “I-I don’t have a phone.” Lord Heartless took it from me as punishment. And what would I need a wallet for? I’m not allowed to leave the estate on my own.

      God, I feel like I’m standing on a tightrope. Or as if I’m a literal rubber band stretched to its limit and seconds away from snapping. Aries finally turns and walks forward with a tape measure draped around the back of his neck. A pencil and small notebook are in his hands.

      He’s dressed casually but impeccably—light-colored trousers and a white cable-knit sweater layered over a sapphire patterned shirt that emphasizes his eyes, which I now realize are deep blue. Haunting. The color of midnight when a full moon illuminates the expanse.
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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