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      A gentle reminder that this is a why choose romantasy, which means there are going to be multiple love interests. And our dear, sweet Samara will not be choosing between any of them.

      You can still pick a favorite though. I won’t tell.

      Let’s chat real quick about what to expect in this book. This is a fantasy novel that contains adult content and situations. If it was a movie, it would probably be rated “R” for violence, language, and sexual content. If you want to go into this book completely blind and prefer not to read content warnings, you can skip on ahead, my friend.

      If there are certain topics that you need to avoid for the sake of your own mental health, or that you simply don’t like, please take a look at the list below for some things you will find in this book.

      
        
        - Explicit consensual sex scenes (there is no dub-con or non-con)

        - Blood drinking

        - References to parental death

        - Cheating but not between love interests

      

      

      Also… quick little note on language. I am a strange, strange person, and I’ve lived a bit of an odd life. I was born and raised in California, but was mostly raised by my Canadian grandmother and was then unofficially adopted by an Irish family in my late teens. You might be wondering why I’m mentioning this, and the reason is that I have a bit of a magpie approach when it comes to the English language.

      Sometimes I like the American English spelling… sometimes I’m really attached to that extra “u” and go for the non-American version. Variety is the spice of life y’all.

      Bless the soul of my copy-editor because she just sighs heavily at the start of each manuscript and deals with my eccentricities. So if you’re an American and looking at a word and thinking it’s not spelt right… it is most likely the non-American version of the word.
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        To Ash, for encouraging me to get my smut on.
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      We walked single file to our deaths. The cool night air seeped through my thin cloak, but I didn’t mind.

      Being cold was the least of my concerns. Whatever happened on this night, we would not live to see the morning.

      Not as humans.

      What remained of the village elders walked in front of us. A few more years and I would have been considered one of them.

      I was Rosalyn Harker, and my family had been part of this village for generations. Our name passed down through the maternal line. The women of our family were strong. Resilient. Natural-born leaders.

      But that was a different future, one that I couldn’t even imagine anymore.

      A few sobs escaped those trailing behind me, but nobody turned back. There was nothing to return to. We’d fortified the village as best we could over the last few months, but nothing kept the monsters out.

      When the elders had first suggested this idea, they were met with harsh denial, then silence, and finally, reluctant agreement.

      In the end, we all knew it was clear the future only held death for us now.

      So, we might as well do it on our terms.

      When we finally reached our destination, the elders formed a small circle around three flat stones, each bearing a carefully carved symbol within its face. The shiny black surface of the stones perfectly reflected the light of the moon.

      The elders gestured for me to join them and then instructed everyone else to form circles.

      We’d already practiced this, so everyone fell into place quickly, and soon we had six circles expanding from the one I stood in with the elders.

      I spared a look over my shoulder and met the even gaze of my daughter.

      The barest hint of sorrow flickered deep within my chest. She was almost twenty years old, but she would always be my sweet little girl.

      When my sleep wasn’t plagued by nightmares, I had dreams of summers spent in flowery fields with her laughing as she raced along, chased by her twin sister, while they plucked purple and blue flowers to wind into crowns later.

      She hasn’t laughed since the monsters tore apart her sister.

      I twisted back around to stare at the carved-up stone at my feet. It would be our death, but it also might be our salvation.

      The Fae had vanished, leaving us defenseless against the cruel beasts that prowled these lands. They may not have been the kindest of rulers, but they had kept the worst of the horrors at bay.

      Now they were gone, leaving us not only at the mercy of the monsters of old but new ones made of nothing but shadows.

      The elders suspected that the Unseelie had done something, performed some spell, perhaps against the Seelie, and lost control of it.

      After all, it couldn’t be a coincidence that the Unseelie, who could send their shadows off to spy or shape them into vicious guardians, had disappeared without a trace, and now creatures of darkness roamed our lands at night. They’d likely killed all the Seelie in the process of whatever wicked magic they had worked.

      The clouds above us parted, revealing the bright, full moon. We’d been waiting for this night for weeks, and there were times when, admittedly, I thought we wouldn’t make it.

      Six months ago, there had been hundreds of thousands of us living across these lands. Now there were less than ten thousand humans left. Our village had fared better than others. Almost five hundred of us remained of the twelve hundred who had once called this place home.

      My mind wandered bleakly to the graveyard not too far from here. My parents were buried there, as well as my grandparents. Generations of Harkers had lived and died here.

      I hadn’t been able to bury my daughter or my husband. There had been nothing left of them to bury.

      The lack of feeling that had become my constant companion since their deaths lifted for a moment, and in its place, I felt unimaginable pain.

      I swallowed and begged the numbness to return. For the pain to abate, if only just for now.

      I needed it to get through these next few moments.

      We all knew what we were giving up with this spell, not only our humanity but our identities as well. Who we were would die tonight.

      It had started as a plan for survival.

      We couldn’t live as humans anymore, not in a world ruled by monsters.

      We had to become monsters as well.

      The elders believed that we might remember bits of our humanity if we survived long enough. That we could claw it back from the darkness.

      But I didn’t want it. Fuck humanity.

      No, what I wanted was far simpler. I wanted to race away from this village tonight and tear into the beasts that had torn into my daughter. Who had snatched away the man I’d loved since I was sixteen years old.

      I wanted to make the monsters afraid.

      “It’s time,” Irina said from where she stood opposite me on the other side of the stones.

      I could remember her sitting in our house sipping coffee when I was a little girl. My mother would braid my hair while they discussed potential new hunting grounds. She had a slight curve to her back, and her chestnut hair was mostly grey now, but she still had a will of iron. The Laurent family had been in this village even longer than the Harkers.

      The whispers and shuffling died down as the elders started chanting, keeping their words slow and carefully enunciated.

      Irina turned towards her right, and the woman standing there bared her neck. Tali, our neighbor. Her dark brown eyes used to be so warm and inviting. Now they were cold and hollow. She was the only surviving member of her family.

      Neither hesitated nor flinched as Irina carved a symbol into her neck from a blade made from the same type of stone at the center of our circle. Once Irina was finished, she passed the blade to Tali, who did the same to the man standing at her right.

      One by one, the elders marked each other until it was my turn.

      I barely felt the blade dig into my neck. When the cool stone knife was placed in my hand, I turned around to face my daughter. My hand hesitated, but Nysa wrapped her fingers around mine and guided the knife to her neck.

      Our bloodline was strong. And Nysa was owed vengeance too. I would not deny her this. The sharpened stone cut into her skin. The magic guided my fingers as I etched a crescent moon into the left side of her neck.

      Choosing that particular symbol hadn’t been a conscious decision on my part.

      The elders had convened for weeks to settle on what beasts we would turn into. It was impossible to know which ones would fare best against the monsters of our world, but if too many were chosen, we risked the spell being watered down and failing entirely. In the end, these were the three that were selected. Each bearing different strengths to better our odds of surviving.

      The blood trickling down my neck started to burn, but I kept saying the words over and over, only vaguely aware of their meaning.

      Across all of Lunaria, what remained of the humans had gathered to conduct the same ritual as we asked the moon to bless us.

      A haze filled my mind, and I felt myself unravel. But I welcomed the feeling and begged it to take me faster, only wavering when I felt my daughter’s hand slip into mine. I turned towards her and watched as her light sky-blue eyes darkened until they were almost black.

      She smiled at me for the first time in ages as the magic took her, the chant never faltering from her lips. I gave her a vicious grin in return as the last of the words rang into the night sky, their meaning revealed.

      “We will give our lives for the blood.”

      “We will yield our fates in the wild.”

      “We will lose our souls to the fury.”
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          Samara

        

      

    

    
      
        
        200 Years Later

      

      

      “Is that what you’re wearing?”

      I glanced away from the mirror outside my closet to the bed, where a man with auburn hair and light brown eyes lounged. Demetri’s lips twisted in a concerned frown as he gestured towards the dress I’d just put on.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I turned my attention back to the mirror. The deep royal-blue color complemented my golden-hued brown skin. Twisting around so I could see it from the side and back, I peered over my shoulder at him. “Everything is covered up, and it’s not that formfitting. Not a hint of cleavage to be seen,” I teased.

      My husband of three years rolled his eyes. “I think you look perfect, but you know how things are around here.”

      Boring. That’s how things were at House Laurent. Fucking boring.

      I plastered a pleasant smile onto my face and sauntered over to the bed. Demetri’s eyes lit up as he watched me approach, but he didn’t bother getting up.

      “I’ll see what else I can find in the closet,” I told him. “I’m meeting with your mother and her council today, so it’s probably for the best that I don’t offend anyone by reminding them that I have curves.”

      He snorted a laugh as I placed my hand on my chest dramatically. Demetri wasn’t nearly as conservative as the others of House Laurent, but he also wasn’t the type to push for change.

      But it was easy for him to follow the unspoken fashion rules of this place, unlike myself. Unless I donned a shapeless sack, anything I wore would be obscene by their standards. Even then, I’m pretty sure my large chest, wide hips, and luscious ass would still make whatever I wore too scandalous for my husband’s House.

      “I’m sure you’ll find something.” Demetri’s gaze went a little distant, his mind clearly already moved on from our conversation.

      I held in a sigh as he rolled out of bed and gave me a chaste kiss on the lips.

      He murmured, “A friend of mine is visiting from one of the other Houses today. I’m going to catch up with them and probably plan a trip to go to their House and a few others this month.”

      “You’re going to leave again?” My hand froze on the dress I’d been about to shove aside. “But you just got back.”

      “You know how the life of an Heir is,” he reminded me, already walking away. A moment later, I heard the door to our suite open and shut.

      I knew exactly what the life of an Heir was like. I’d grown up as the Heir of House Harker and had only given up that title to marry into House Laurent… where I was supposed to be an Heir alongside Demetri.

      Every time I suggested that I should travel with Demetri to other Houses, I was shot down for one reason or another.

      For a long time, I’d been determined that I could make this work, that eventually Demetri and, more importantly, his mother, would realize they were wasting my potential.

      But now I was starting to wonder if I’d made a serious mistake coming here.

      “Are you happy?”

      Those three damn words had been bouncing around in my mind since Rynn, one of my best friends, had asked the question during our weekly check-in.

      I was the daughter and former Heir of House Harker, and now I was the wife of the Heir of House Laurent. Both Houses were made up of some of the strongest Moroi bloodlines, and I now represented them both.

      This marriage arrangement might have been my aunt’s suggestion, but I’d not only agreed with her idea, I’d been excited about it. The marriage between our two Houses was an important alliance for House Harker. I was happy to serve my House in such a way and had worked hard my entire life to be the perfect wife and partner.

      But in the decade I’d spent studying and training for my fated role in life, I never thought to question if it would be something I’d actually enjoy.

      In the three years that I’d been married to Demetri and living in House Laurent, I’d never really thought about whether I was happy or not. This was my life, and it was important for me to be successful. My happiness shouldn’t matter. It was as simple as that.

      Yet that moon-damned question was all I could think about. Fucking Rynn and her pointed questions. She knew I wasn’t exactly happy, but had she said that, I would have denied it. By phrasing it as a question, she was forcing me to answer. It was one of her more aggravating tactics of getting me to face the truth.

      Cali would never have asked such a thing. No, she just noted every time my eyes were red-rimmed from crying over my loneliness at House Laurent or from the constant slights and barely disguised insults that greeted me almost every day. I’d gotten the distinct feeling over the years that she was very much considering killing Demetri for not protecting me in his own House. I’d had to make her swear to me that she wouldn’t harm a hair on his head.

      It wasn’t out of love for my husband, as we didn’t have that kind of relationship. But as Heir of House Laurent, Demetri’s death wouldn’t exactly go unnoticed. Besides, I could fight my own battles and didn’t need Cali sweeping in to save me.

      My two best friends were the opposites of each other in so many ways, but they loved me as much as I loved them. Even when they asked questions that sent me down an emotional spiral.

      I chucked the dress I’d chosen off and put the new one on, frowning as I looked at myself in the mirror. Demetri’s mother would likely hate this one too, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      Hopefully, I’d be able to impress her enough with my trade proposition that she’d overlook my appearance.

      Thoughts about the conversation with Rynn and Cali and my time at House Laurent clouded my mind as I absently made my way down the long hallway outside our suite. Servants scurried by with their eyes firmly on the floor.

      When I had first come to this place, the opulent decor and meek servants had thrown me off. It was so different from the understated elegance of my own family home and the humble furnishings of Drudonia where I’d studied in my teenage years.

      Happiness was something I could seek later.

      At least, that’s why I told myself these past few mornings when Demetri gave me a dutiful kiss and a charming smile before disappearing for his various House responsibilities.

      It was what I repeated throughout the day as I sought out knowledge of what was happening outside these fortified walls.

      “Do you need anything, my lady?”

      I tore my gaze away from the painting of some distant relative of Demetri’s great uncle, perhaps, and looked at the girl before me.

      Despite my attempts to befriend the household staff—because as a good friend had taught me, the servants always held the best gossip—they treated me the same as all the Laurent family.

      I wasn’t used to failing at anything, so I kept at it, hoping I would one day win them over.

      The servant girl’s blonde hair was neatly tucked away in a braid, and her eyes were firmly fixed on the tips of my toes, her expression submissive, albeit slightly nervous. The latter struck me as odd, something I’d noticed around the premises on occasion.

      “I’m fine, Rose. Thank you,” I said kindly. Her pretty green eyes peeked at me before hastily looking away. “My mind is just a little adrift this morning. Perhaps I’ll swing by the kitchen for a second cup of tea.”

      “I can bring you some,” she said quickly. “Black tea with honey.”

      “That would be lovely,” I lied.

      While the tea sounded fantastic, I’d really been wanting to get it myself as I so often did in the morning.

      The kitchen was one of the few places the staff relaxed enough to talk, and I’d been hoping to maybe overhear some gossip, but it was probably for the best. I should be preparing for the meeting later today anyway.

      “Would you mind bringing it to the study on the third floor?” I asked. “I have some paperwork I’d like to review.”

      She nodded once and hurried away.

      I frowned after her departure. Demetri and Marvina, his mother, had always treated the staff fairly. They may not be kind in their orders, but I’d never seen anything to explain why there was such an undercurrent of fear amongst them.

      Shaking my head, I continued on to the study that I had taken over as an office of sorts.

      I hadn’t been lying about feeling off-kilter today. Rynn’s simple question had hit me when I was already in a weird mental state, and I hadn’t been able to snap out of it since.

      After years of being shoved to the sidelines and playing the role of the smiling bride, I was finally making headway in getting involved in House politics. Demetri’s mother ruled House Laurent with an iron fist and was pleased that her son held zero interest in taking over one day. She was less pleased about my interests in ruling, or at least co-ruling.

      Though, for the last six months, she had allowed me to sit in on meetings with her advisors. I wasn’t entirely sure why she had offered this, but I suspected it was my Aunt Carmilla's doing.

      Being that she oversaw House Harker and was close friends with the Sovereigns who ruled over all the Moroi, she wasn’t shy about flexing her political power when she needed to. If she had stepped in on my behalf, I was grateful… but also a little annoyed that I’d needed her help, which was probably why she hadn’t told me about her interference.

      I’d been working on a trade proposal for the last week with some of the Velesian packs, mostly of the Narchis Order. It wouldn’t bring us in any great riches, but it would help the tension that had been growing between the Moroi and Velesians for the last decade.

      I just had to present it in the right way. It had taken some time, but I was beginning to learn how to manage Marvina. Now, if only I could figure out the same with my dear husband.

      Maybe then I could get a damn orgasm once in a while.

      I didn’t count the one I gave myself every morning before I rose from bed after Demetri had already gotten up and left.

      I laughed softly to myself, earning a few wayward glances from a servant girl as she hurried by. Cali had quickly pointed out my rather lackluster sex life  after Rynn had asked about my happiness, which summed up my two besties rather accurately.

      We might come from different species and backgrounds, but we each knew each other well. Far better than anyone else could claim.

      “Give her a break, Rynn,” Cali had said. “Her husband might be easy on the eyes, but he’s clearly as boring in bed as he is in conversation.”

      “He really doesn’t have a lot going on upstairs.” Rynn’s voice sparked with the mischief that she hid from everyone but us.

      “Not a lot going on downstairs either,” I’d drawled wryly, prompting a laugh out of them.

      It’d been a bit mean of me, but I knew that they’d never share anything we talked about, so I tended to let my inner catty self out around them.

      I needed the break from having to constantly measure out my words and watch my tone every day. Besides, they knew I was joking.

      During one of our many chats via shadow magic, Demetri had walked in from the washroom completely naked, unaware that I was talking with Rynn and Cali, and gave them both an eyeful.

      Truthfully, there wasn’t anything wrong with Demetri. He was a perfect specimen of a Moroi male in every way.

      Every way.

      Unfortunately, he was rather uninspired in how he used that perfection.

      There’d never been any kind of passion between us, but at least we didn’t outright hate each other like some of the other married couples I knew.

      Maybe once I got Marvina to take me seriously, I could spend more time with Demetri, and we could figure out how to get some spark in our relationship. Give my poor fingers a break.

      I breezed into my study, pleased to see that everything was exactly as I left it. Chaotic.

      I knew it made the servants nervous to leave the room in such a state, but I knew where everything was, and that was all that mattered. Settling into my favorite chair by the window, I picked up the thick tome from where I’d left it on the windowsill and plucked out several papers.

      The musky smell from the pages made my nose twitch as I carefully unfolded the map and stretched it out on the low table in front of me.

      House Laurent was located on the coast and had the most mines out of any of the Moroi Houses. At least half a dozen deposits of gold, silver, and iron wound their way under the House itself before stretching far out, and the coastline that was less than an hour’s walk from where I was sitting was lined with basalt.

      It was these metals and minerals that allowed us to safeguard our territories against the monsters that roamed these lands, but there was one crucial resource that House Laurent didn’t have. Malachite.

      The Velesian packs in Narchis territory had plenty of it, though.

      I wasn’t able to get the exact numbers, but I was reasonably sure that our stock of malachite was running low. Likely to run out within the next year, in fact.

      In the past, House Laurent had gotten the resource from other Moroi Houses, but it made far more sense to go to the Velesians because they had so much of it, and the few Moroi Houses that had it would demand far more in trade.

      The wards that were used by the Houses to keep out the wraiths were created with blood magic and various metals like gold or silver, but minerals were required to keep them powered up, and malachite was the best. Other minerals like quartz could be used, but they had to be replaced every few weeks, whereas malachite could be powered up to last for almost a year.

      Footsteps sounded from the hallway, and a moment later Rose entered with a steaming cup of tea in one hand and a plate of pastries in the other.

      “Thank you,” I murmured as she set everything down on the table, taking care not to disturb the map or the teetering stacks of scrolls and books.

      “Can I get you anything else, my lady?” She studied the map curiously but didn’t ask about it. When she felt my attention on her, she quickly cast her eyes to the floor and hunched in her shoulders.

      “I realize that telling someone you can trust them doesn’t mean much. Trust is something that can only be earned through actions and time.” I reached over and broke a piece off one of the pastries. “But if there is ever something… amiss about how you or any of the staff are treated here, please find a way to let me know, and I will help.”

      A slight tremble ran through her, and she opened her mouth, only to snap it shut.

      “All is well,” she said finally before turning to leave the room. As she arrived at the doorway, she slowed and rotated her head slightly, not completely turning towards me. “Thank you for your concern.”

      Disappointment weighed heavily on me, but she was gone before I could respond. I popped the pastry morsel into my mouth and chewed thoughtfully. Rose seemed like a naturally shy person, so it was hard for me to get a read on her. The servants here were much more reserved and timid than the ones at House Harker, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything was wrong.

      Maybe I was just looking for something that wasn’t there, and they were all intense introverts who wanted to retreat to their rooms and read. Perhaps my being nosy all the time was what set Rose on edge.

      A smile tugged at my lips. If only I had Kieran’s charm. My childhood friend could talk to anyone and put them at ease.

      I sipped my tea for another hour, the floral blend my favorite because it was good even after it had cooled. My argument for why we needed to improve our trading with the Velesians was sound and my proposals perfectly reasonable.

      Confidence firmly in place, I rose ten minutes before the meeting was due to start and made my way to the second floor.

      There was a large room dedicated to assemblies, but that was mostly used when representatives from other Houses or from the Velesian packs visited. I strode past that room and instead headed to Marvina’s study where she ran all the meetings with her advisors. It was easily four times the size of the cozy one I preferred to work in.

      Almost everyone was seated when I entered. There were six chairs with thick cushions and tall regal backs spaced out in a half-moon shape, all facing a massive desk with a single chair behind it.

      I strode over to the desk with my chin held high and placed my proposal on it.

      Hestia and Gaelin, who were the closest to my age and also originally from other Houses, nodded to me in greeting, but the others dismissed me. They took their cues from Marvina, and until she took me seriously, they didn’t consider me worth their time.

      Rather than take a seat and wait in awkward silence as everyone tried to pretend I didn’t exist, I did the same thing I always did—toyed with them.

      I aimlessly walked around the room, studying the various paintings on the wall as if I hadn’t already looked at them a hundred times. Although, I did pause with genuine interest when I reached the large map that took up almost a quarter of the wall space. It was beautifully painted, displaying not only Moroi territory but also that of the Velesian’s and Furies’ as well. Every city and stronghold was carefully placed on the map, along with all existing trade routes.

      As I studied the map, I felt several of the male advisors’ eyes on me as they hungrily took in my flesh, and my lips curled in satisfaction.

      House Laurent was different from the House I’d been born into. House Harker was well-respected both because of our age and because my aunt was close friends with the ruling Moroi queen and her consort, known collectively as the Sovereigns. But my birth House still retained a bit of our wild side, and I’d grown up amongst Moroi who dressed with most of their flesh on display.

      We thought bodies were things to be worshipped and celebrated. It’d been quite a shock when I’d visited House Laurent for the first time, shortly before I’d married Demetri, and seen everyone wearing conservative clothing that played down their curves rather than enhanced them.

      Marvina had arranged for an entirely new wardrobe to be made for me, and it had awaited me in my suite when I’d visited for a second time. The message of how I was expected to dress while in the walls of her House was quite clear. I’d added different pieces to my wardrobe over the years that were slightly more risqué than what most wore here, but nothing too daring.

      I hated my new wardrobe, but I tried to be respectful of House Laurent’s customs… most of the time.

      Everyone in this House pretended to be so uptight, but it wasn’t like they didn’t have dirty thoughts spiraling around in their minds like the rest of us heathens.

      We were Moroi for fuck’s sake. We craved sex almost as much as we craved blood.

      Absently, I trailed my fingers down my soft belly and then rested my hands on my hips. One corner of my mouth tugged up in a smirk as Gaelin caught the movement and gawked openly before Cazimir cleared his throat and Gaelin quickly looked away.

      Cali always teased me that I had a body for sin, and it was a waste for me not to use it to my advantage. I always rolled my eyes when she said it, but I had to admit that it was fun to mess with Marvina’s advisors and see how close I could get them to outright drool over me.

      It was petty, sure, but things around here could be dreadfully boring, and I had to take my fun where I could get it.

      Before I could think of more ways to torture some of the advisors, Marvina swept into the room and took a seat in her chair. With its wide back made of rich dark wood and grooves inlaid with obsidian and silver, I always thought it was more throne than chair.

      I calmly took a seat in the remaining empty chair and folded my hands across my lap, then swept my gaze over her while the rest of the council settled further into their seats.

      Demetri had taken after her, sharing the same dark auburn hair and beautiful light brown eyes. I didn’t know what his father looked like, as he died over a decade ago, and his portrait was oddly absent from all the walls. When I’d asked Demetri about it, he’d just shrugged and said he had no idea. Marvina’s skin was a few shades lighter than Demetri’s lightly tanned hue, and the sharp features that were charming on my husband always gave off a haughtier expression on Marvina.

      I gave her a polite smile when her piercing eyes fell on me before she flicked her fingers towards my proposal. Then she plucked the pages up and skimmed through them, her face unreadable. I forced myself to remain calm and fixed my features into a neutral expression.

      My proposal was sound and made both financial and political sense. Rynn was technically supposed to join the Alpha Pack, who belonged to the Order of Avala, but she’d been born into the Order of Narchis, which meant she had experience with both Orders.

      Like me, she had been training her entire life to serve in an elevated position, and she’d been an excellent resource to help smooth things out from the Velesian standpoint.

      I was confident in my proposal and hopefully, Marvina would finally see me as the asset I was.

      “Well, Samara, I have to say that it’s fascinating to me that in the three years you’ve been residing in my House, you never once displayed such an interesting sense of humor,” she said in a light, airy voice.

      My breath caught in my throat as several of the advisors snickered in their seats. “I’m sorry,” I said tightly with a false smile. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      “You want us”—she placed a hand ordained with rings of gold and glittering jewels on her chest—“to trade with the mongrels? What could they possibly want with gold and silver? They spend half their lives in fur.”

      Anger flashed through me then, vibrant and hot. For a second, I felt my bloodlust rise.

      I should have known that Marvina belonged to the group of Moroi who thought they were better than the Velesians. She’d never been so obvious about it in the past, but she’d made little comments here and there. It was one of the reasons why I’d never invited Rynn here, despite her hinting that she would like to come and see me.

      We were all Moon Blessed. Our human ancestors had performed a ritual to make themselves better able to survive in a world full of monsters. The Moroi, Velesians, and Furies had just as much in common as we had our differences, but some refused to see it that way.

      “While they have no need of gaudy jewelry,”—my eyes flicked to the rings on her finger—“gold and silver are used to lay enchantments on weapons so that they can fight against the wraiths. We need malachite. Everyone wins in this trade.” I said straight in my chair, refusing to give up under the weight of her glower.

      The advisors who had been snickering at my expense earlier were now completely silent as their eyes darted back and forth between me and Marvina. Tension filled the room as everyone waited to see how Marvina would respond to my refusal to back down.

      “House Laurent is one of the oldest Houses in existence,” she said coldly. “I agreed to the marriage between you and Demetri because it was in the best interest of our House at the time. I have made sure you remained in these walls because I refuse to allow you to represent us to the other Houses. Not with the way you are and the way you dress. You should have been grateful that I’ve allowed you to sit in on these meetings but instead, you bring me this ridiculous trade proposal.”

      I bristled as rage and humiliation warred within me. House Laurent might be one of the oldest Houses, but House Harker was the oldest. My ancestors had been the first of the Moroi to claw back their humanity.

      As much as I wanted to rub that into Marvina’s face, it wouldn’t help anything, and it would only cause a problem for my aunt and House Harker. I knew Marvina thought poorly of the Velesians, but I thought she’d been smart enough to at least see the value of this trade.

      I had miscalculated badly, and I was furious at myself for such a misstep.

      A persistent ache flared in my gums as my bloodlust stirred thanks to my spiraling emotions. I wrestled it back, but it still felt like my blood was burning through my veins.

      “My apologies,” I said tightly as I rose from my chair, barely managing to keep my emotions off my face. “I will work on a different trade proposal that is more befitting for House Laurent.” You stuck-up, arrogant bitch.

      “That’s not necessary. I have my advisors to help me with such endeavors. Your only job here is to make my son happy, and you can’t even manage that.” She gave me a cutting look. “I suggest you spend your time trying to rectify that situation.”
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      Pain shot through my gums as my fangs started to extend further. Heat burned behind my eyes, and all I could do was jerk my head in a nod before fleeing the room.

      Amused snorts and chuckles followed in my wake as I clenched my fists until my nails bit into flesh and blood dripped from my knuckles. I used the sharp pain to help ground me as my feet carried me through the halls and stairwells until I found myself in the main garden located in the center of the fortress that was House Laurent.

      I sucked in a breath as I wiped the blood from my hands onto my dress. The crescent cuts across my palms stung from where my nails had dug in. At least they hadn’t shifted into claws and done more damage.

      After a few moments of steady breathing, my fangs receded to their normal length of being only slightly longer than the rest of my teeth.

      It’d been a while since I’d drunk from Demetri, and I was overdue for some blood. He tended to treat our feeding sessions like an unavoidable duty, if not a nuisance, so I only did it when I had to, which usually led to me putting it off for longer than I should. My bloodlust had come dangerously close to rising in that room, and Marvina likely would have had me chained in the dungeon if that had happened, even though I wouldn’t have actually attacked anyone.

      Probably not… unless one of them tried to run. I hissed as my fangs once again lengthened at the thought of chasing down prey. Screw it. They could stay out for a bit. They would naturally recede once I calmed down.

      Since I was a Harker, it was unlikely I’d completely lose control of my bloodlust and be unable to come back from it.

      When that happened to a Moroi, we referred to them as Strigoi. To my knowledge, no one had ever come back after earning that title. All Moroi had to contend with bloodlust, but some were more likely than others to completely lose their grasp on humanity and devolve into beasts driven by nothing but hunger and survival.

      Our bloodlust gave us an edge in a world full of monsters. Not only did we grow fangs and claws, but our instincts also went into overdrive.

      Truthfully, I found it a little intoxicating, but mostly because I never feared losing myself to it. My bloodline was strong; even our ancestors who originally turned Moroi had retained some of their humanity.

      Most of the Houses, including Laurent, could boast the same. The strength of our bloodlines was the foundation for the ruling Moroi Houses.

      We had yet to discover why certain bloodlines were so resilient against turning into Strigoi. There were many reasons I was thankful to be born a Harker, but not having to fear losing my humanity every time I got thoroughly and completely pissed off was definitely at the top of the list.

      But even without the risk of turning Strigoi, it was still not a good look to lose control of your bloodlust. It was bound to happen, and Carmilla was forgiving about it, but Marvina would no doubt view it as unbecoming. She was bothered enough by my appearance and bold demeanor as it was.

      I wanted nothing more than to scream at the top of my lungs and kick something. Repeatedly.

      But while that would feel fucking glorious, it would also no doubt get back to Marvina, and I refused to give her the satisfaction of knowing just how much she had hurt me.

      A few courtiers walked through the garden, glancing at me sideways while whispering furiously amongst themselves.

      Great. Marvina and her lackeys were likely already telling everyone about what happened in her study. Now I was a spectacle for all of House Laurent. It wasn’t even lunchtime yet, and this was already shaping up to be a spectacularly bad day. On the plus side, it was unlikely things could get worse from being laughed out of Marvina’s study.

      When yet another group of whispering courtiers passed me, I gritted my teeth and headed for the structure on the other side of the garden.

      The three-story building continued the House Laurent trend of being ridiculously opulent. Gold and silver accents bordered the windows and shone brightly in the late morning sunshine. Those materials would have been better served on weapons in the hands of Velesians than on a fucking building.

      This was exactly why so many Velesians hated the Moroi. I’d hoped to start mending that rift with the trade agreement I’d put together, but it was clear that wouldn’t be happening.

      “Your only job here is to make my son happy, and you can’t even manage that.” Marvina’s insult rang through my mind, and I had to shove the bloodlust down again.

      Demetri and I might lack passion, but I desperately needed to blow off some steam and get my blood fix.

      When he was home, Demetri tended to have a wide-open schedule because he was content to let his mother rule over everything. It was one of the many things he had never understood about me, my desire to want more in life.

      But right now, I just wanted to bury my fangs in his neck while he buried himself inside me.

      I entered the guesthouse and made a left down the long hallway that led to the main set of guest suites. Demetri had mentioned that some courtiers he was friends with were currently in residence and that he’d be visiting with them today. I was pretty sure Demetri spent most of his time in the guesthouse when he wasn’t traveling to other Houses.

      Despite being the Heir to House Laurent, he lived his life more like that of a courtier, spending all of his time socializing and none of it ruling.

      A low, throaty moan carried down the hallway followed by a deep, masculine laugh, and my pace slowed. I knew that laugh.

      A peculiar, numb feeling crept over me as I slipped forward, quiet as a ghost.

      The door at the last suite was left ajar, and there were pieces of clothing strewn about as if someone had pulled them off in haste. I froze in the doorway with Demetri’s back to me, all of his lovely flesh on display as he pounded into the woman stretched out on the bed. She moaned as he thrusted harder and faster. Her legs were over his shoulders, and I watched as his fingers dug into her thighs, pulling her closer.

      Either she was one hell of an actress or Demetri had some skills that he’d just never bothered using on me.

      I should be angry about this, I thought as I watched with an odd sort of detachment about his betrayal. I’d been loyal to him and him alone since we’d signed the marriage contract. I should be fucking pissed, and I definitely was. Nestled between the shock and the disjointed numbness was definitely rage, but not just because he was cheating on me. That was almost secondary to the other reason my blood felt like it was boiling.

      No. I was pissed because she was enjoying the hell out of getting screwed by my husband, and I’d never once found pleasure in it.

      Are you happy?

      I was goddamn brilliant, my mind was sharp as hell, and I was a fucking asset to any House. I spoke two dead languages, was well-versed in the political machinations of all the Moon Blessed, knew the strengths and weakness of every single Moroi House. The elders I studied under for the years I was at Drudonia had said they’d never had a student with such a sharp mind for political negotiations.

      And yet Marvina and everyone here treated me like I was fucking beneath them when I was made to rule a House.

      Are. You. Happy?

      When I walked into a room, every being looked my way because I was hot as fucking sin. The same people who looked down on me couldn’t keep their eyes off of every flash of skin I showed and every rise and dip of my body.

      Demetri should have been on his knees crawling to me, begging for the privilege of touching me, because I was made to be worshipped.

      ARE. YOU. HAPPY?

      “No,” I spat out.

      The woman yelped as Demetri whirled in surprise, grabbing a pillow off the floor to cover himself as he stepped towards me. I laughed. Modesty? Really?

      “Fuck. This.” I spun on my heel and stalked back down the hall.

      “Samara!” Demetri called frantically after me. “Wait!”

      I stopped halfway to the exit and spun to face him.

      His steps faltered as he quickly buttoned the pants he’d pulled on and brushed his dark auburn hair away from his face.

      My eyes ran over his body, taking in his well-muscled chest that was slicked with sweat and the flushed color in his lightly tanned face. He really had put in more effort into fucking whoever the hell that was than he ever had me.

      My lips curled, putting my fangs fully on display. Demetri’s gaze widened at the sight.

      “Let’s discuss this,” he started, holding out his hands in a placating manner as if he were trying to calm down an unruly horse.

      A humorless laugh poured out of me, and whatever he saw in my face made him flinch and take a step back, still holding his hands up, but now it felt more defensive on his part.

      “There is nothing to discuss,” I said coldly. “My life here is a joke. I should have realized it sooner, but the events of today have made it very clear. I’m fucking done.”

      “What does that mean?” His eyes widened, and he reached for me, but I stepped back.

      I needed to get the hell away from him. From Marvina. From this House. There was only one place I could go to regroup and figure all of this out.

      “I’m going home.”
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      “You can’t be serious,” Demetri said for what felt like the hundredth time. That seemed to be all he was capable of saying at this point, and it was really getting on my nerves.

      Exactly how the hell was I supposed to react to walking in on my husband fucking someone else? Our marriage might have been arranged for political purposes, but I’d been loyal to him all these years.

      Clearly, I’d been an idiot for thinking he would be the same.

      “It’s in your best interest to let me leave and cool down,” I said evenly as I scoured my room for what to pack.

      The numbness had crept back in after my outburst, and I was embracing it wholeheartedly so that I didn’t rip out Demetri’s throat and enjoy the feeling of his hot blood on my face as he bled out at my feet.

      Right. The bloodlust was still there.

      I pulled in a deep breath and let the rage settle back a bit, then focused on the task at hand. I needed to get out of here and put some distance between me and my piece of shit husband and his domineering bitch of a mother.

      If I left within the next hour, I could easily make it to House Harker before nightfall.

      I looked around the room, eyeing all of my things. Most of my possessions here meant little to me and could be easily replaced.

      My eyes fell on a stack of scrolls and notebooks that I’d piled haphazardly on top of a dresser. All my notes about things I’d learned about House Laurent while I was here plus several ideas for trade alliances between the Houses and Velesians.

      I snatched them up and shoved them into my pack. Otherwise, there was nothing else I cared about here.

      My eyes met Demetri’s and while I felt hurt and betrayed, I was surprised to find cunning calculation in his eyes. I blinked and whatever I saw was gone, replaced by a chagrined expression that had me briefly doubting what I thought I saw seconds before.

      “I’m so sorry, Samara.” He closed the distance between us and clasped my hands in his. “It was never my intention for you to walk in on us like that, but I assumed you knew that I had other partners on the side, given the nature of our marriage. Let’s talk this out. I’m sure we can come to an understanding.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. Was he seriously apologizing for how I found out about him fucking other people behind my back and not the actual fucking?

      He took my silence as an opening and gave me a beautiful yet apologetic smile.

      Yep. He really was.

      “The only understanding I’m capable of coming to in the next five minutes is one that involves your cock flopping around on the floor and you bleeding out at my feet.” He blanched and dropped my hands as he quickly staggered away from me. “I’m going back to House Harker where I will consider my future and decide if you will continue to be a part of it or not. I strongly advise you to get out of my sight.”

      Demetri’s mouth gaped open, and I found satisfaction in the fear that shone clearly from his eyes. He snapped his mouth shut and fled without another word.

      I snorted. Such a coward.

      Once he was gone, I quickly changed out of my gown and into a soft, long-sleeved shirt and a stretchy pair of riding pants that I kept hidden in one of my bottom drawers. Marvina didn’t approve of a lady of my stature wearing such attire, and I knew she told the servants to confiscate the clothes whenever they saw them. Speaking of…

      I dropped to my knees at the foot of my bed and stretched my hand underneath, grasping around until I finally felt the bundle of fabric I’d tucked up between the boards that supported the mattress.

      I withdrew my prize and shook it free as I rose. The matte black cloak fell to the floor, not a single wrinkle in the fabric despite being wadded up into a ball for the past three years. Only the symbol of House Harker, two crossed axes over a crescent moon, adorned the cloak. I ran my fingers over the symbol before throwing the garment over my shoulders and securing it in place.

      After one last sweep of the room, I headed towards the kitchen to grab a snack on my way out.

      “My lady!” Rose squeaked as I swept into the room. The other two servant girls sitting with her froze, their eyes darting to the exit. They’d have to walk past me to get to it.

      “Don’t worry yourself, Rose. I’m just grabbing some food for the trip.” I plucked a couple of freshly baked rolls from a basket and wrapped them in a cloth napkin. Some shiny red apples caught my attention, and I added them to my pack as well.

      “Your trip?” Rose asked in confusion as she watched me pack up the food.

      “I’m leaving,” I said hesitantly, unsure how much of my personal business I wanted to share. “Things haven’t gone the way I’d hoped they would here, and I just need a break to collect my thoughts.”

      “Surely, you’re not planning on going out on your own?” one of the other girls blurted. When I looked at her, she paled and shook her head violently. “Apologies, my lady! I didn’t mean to question you! I just—I wasn’t⁠—”

      She looked at Rose for help as she started to hyperventilate.

      “Don’t worry yourself, Catrina,” I said gently. She blinked at hearing her name come from my lips.

      Rose was the one who waited on me the most, but I’d been working on learning the names of all the staff members while I’d been here. Some of them I rarely interacted with though, such as the girl sitting with Rose and Catrina. She might be new, or she worked somewhere in the large fortress I didn’t frequent often.

      I calmly explained, “The road to House Harker runs along the coast, and there are rarely attacks there. Besides, I’ll arrive well before dark.”

      If it’d been even a couple of hours later, I wouldn’t have considered making this ride today despite how desperately I wanted to get out of this House. The world outside the thick walls of our fortresses was a dangerous one during daylight hours, but the dark belonged to the wraiths and other monsters.

      I shivered at the thought of being out at night. I’d only experienced it a couple of times in my life, but the memories were forever etched into my mind.

      Rose bit her bottom lip as she looked at me, clearly not liking this plan, but also knowing she couldn’t stop me.

      “Here, take these too.” She quickly packed together some dried meat and more fruit, which she handed to me, and I tucked them away in my bag. When she passed me a couple squares of chocolate, my eyebrows crept up in surprise.

      It was a delicacy and usually saved for special occasions. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d had some. Maybe my birthday two years ago?

      When she noticed my expression, she gave me a sheepish shrug. “Lady Marvina requested some for a meeting last week, but they barely ate half of it, so we stashed it in here.”

      I smiled as I pulled one square out and placed it in my pack with the rest of the food. “The three of you should enjoy it.” Rose tried to refuse, but I grabbed her hand and somewhat forcibly placed the chocolate in her palm. “You deserve it far more than me, and chocolate is one of those things that should be enjoyed whenever you have the chance.”

      Catrina and the other servant girl shyly smiled at me before breaking off a piece and popping it into their mouths. Then they both let out twin moans of pleasure before staring at each other and bursting into giggles. I huffed a laugh at their antics before I shifted the pack further onto my shoulder.

      “I need to get going,” I said. “I suspect my dear husband is crying in his mother’s lap right now, and I don’t want to be around for any further drama.”

      Rose barked out a laugh, and the other two girls covered their mouths while they tried to hold in their chuckles.

      I winked at Rose. “If you ever need help, don’t hesitate to reach out. I mean it, Rose.”

      “Do you think you’ll be coming back?” I felt a little guilty at the sadness that touched her eyes, but I didn’t want to lie.

      “I can’t say for sure, but I’d say it’s unlikely.”

      She nodded in understanding. “Safe travels, Lady Samara.”

      With that, I took my leave and headed towards the stables. I hoped that Rose would reach out to me if she or any of the other staff needed help, but I wasn’t holding my breath. If I ended up truly never returning here, I’d have to figure out a way to check in on them.

      Thankfully, I didn’t encounter anyone else on the way to the stables. I was a little surprised to find them empty but decided to count my blessings. I was perfectly capable of saddling my own horse.

      “Hello, my love,” I crooned at the dapple grey mare who stuck her head out at my arrival.

      Most of the horses were used by the rangers to patrol the surrounding area, but one of my only requests upon arriving at House Laurent was a horse of my own.

      Zosa had been a wedding gift to me from Demetri. At the time, I thought it was very sweet, and I gave him a very enthusiastic thank you that night, but now I knew that he’d likely had nothing to do with choosing Zosa. He’d just put in the request to someone else, and they’d done it.

      I set my bag by her stall and quickly went about collecting her tack and readying her for the journey. She snorted and nudged me in the shoulder as I led her out of the stall.

      “We’ll be out of here soon, sweetheart,” I murmured.

      I tied my bag to the back of the saddle and did a final check to make sure everything was secure.

      Zosa thought it was fun to hold her breath and puff up her belly so that the saddle came loose after someone climbed onto her, but I’d grown up riding far trickier mounts, so none of her shenanigans got by me.

      The sun shone brightly above us as I led her out of the stables. It was nearing noon, which meant I now had less than seven hours to make it to House Harker. The single guard on duty at the gate leading out of House Laurent spotted me from his perch, and his eyes widened. I chuckled under my breath as he desperately swung his head back and forth, probably looking for someone of higher rank than him to deal with this.

      Usually, when I went out for rides, I had at least two rangers with me, but there was currently not a ranger in sight.

      Somehow, I didn’t think asking Marvina to spare a couple rangers to escort me the hell out of her House would go over well. But I was more than capable of getting myself home, at least during daylight hours.

      “Open the gate, please,” I said in a pleasant tone that was still clearly an order.

      I’d been perfecting both the tone and facial expression over the years, and I found that it worked very well. When the guard saw no one else in the vicinity who could override me, he nodded in a jerky motion and pulled on the thick chain next to him.

      The portcullis rose, and I led Zosa underneath it.

      “HALT!” someone commanded from further behind us. I looked over my shoulder to see Demetri running towards me with half a dozen guards and Marvina striding out onto a balcony to overlook the scene playing out before her.

      My heartbeat picked up as I rapidly thought through my options.

      I could stay to hear them out and then politely decline whatever they offered before leaving. That was probably the more politically advantageous approach and would help reduce the fallout between House Harker and Laurent.

      Despite that, my head whipped towards the open road that beckoned to me beyond the gate.

      I didn’t want to wait.

      I didn’t want to hear Demetri’s false platitudes and Marvina’s thinly veiled threats.

      I wanted to get the fuck out of here.

      Before the guard who’d opened the gate could stop me, I vaulted onto Zosa and spurred her forward. She didn’t need any more encouragement as she leapt into a gallop, kicking up dirt in her wake.

      I laughed as we raced away from House Laurent, my raven-black hair intertwining with the cloak as they both whipped behind me.

      Demetri’s scream for me to return echoed through the trees, but I ignored it. I was done with him and his bloody House, and that thought felt just as freeing as the wind on my face.

      Excitement coursed through me as I crouched over Zosa and she only ran faster, her mane flying back to brush against my cheeks. After a few miles, I pulled her back into a ground-eating canter and glanced behind me.

      No one was following us, but I suspected they would soon. If we stayed on the main road, our only option was to outrun them.

      I looked to my right and left as Zosa continued her steady pace. She was in good shape thanks to our frequent rides, but I couldn’t ask her to keep this up forever.

      The right led to the coastline, and I knew from experience that the ground would turn sandy very quickly, which would be tiring for Zosa. To the left meant more forest-type setting, where the ground was firmer but uneven.

      Choices, choices.

      “A little further, girl,” I whispered over Zosa’s neck. “Then we’ll take our chances in the forest.”

      Once I was confident we’d put a decent amount of distance between us and House Laurent, I slowed Zosa and directed her off the trail.

      As long as we stayed close to the main road, we’d be fine. After some trial and error, I found a good path that wasn’t too far from the main road but also wasn’t overgrown so much that it hindered Zosa from continuing her steady jog. My thighs and core burned from maintaining my seat with the bumpier gait, but I promised myself that I would soak in a bath all night and possibly all day tomorrow.

      My bloodlust had all but disappeared now. The physical exertion of riding had helped, but it was mostly the distance between me and House Laurent. I should still feed soon because I was overdue, but at least I didn’t have to worry about showing up at House Harker’s gates with my fangs on display and a wild look in my eyes.

      Now that I had successfully escaped and my mind was more settled, my thoughts turned to the future… which for the first time in almost a decade looked drastically different. If not hopeful.

      My parents had jointly ruled House Harker until they died, and then my mother’s sister, Carmilla, took over because I was too young. She’d adopted me and I was officially named Heir, but as I grew older and became more involved with the runnings of our House, we’d discussed how I could benefit House Harker the most.

      Carmilla was a fourth-generation Moroi, and despite being only a few years away from turning a century old, she was showing no signs of slowing down. House Harker was in good hands with her
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