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      ISADORA

      The problem with starting over? It requires admitting you’ve failed in the first place.

      Not that I was admitting anything, of course.

      No, I was simply reinventing myself. Which any self-respecting vampire heiress would do after her entire world collapsed thanks to her cheating, egotistical ex-mate dragging her and her family into financial ruin.

      Some called my situation a scandal—okay, everyone called it that—but I preferred to think of it as an opportunity. A chance to remake myself. To learn who I was outside of a hundred-year-long mate bond that had utterly screwed me over.

      And that was how I’d ended up in this charming supernatural town called Eternity Falls, staring up at a building so run-down, I bet even the rats had abandoned it. I studied the building’s fading paint, the haggard shutters, the broken windows, and smiled. This place was far from perfect, but it was exactly what I needed. A new place to call home. A new beginning.

      A few feet away, an older vampire—sharp-eyed, gray at the temples, and clearly appalled by this entire situation—cleared his throat.

      “Miss Laurent…”

      Ah, I was already Miss Laurent again. Guess news had spread of my rapid separation from my mate.

      “…are you quite certain about this purchase?”

      I faced Claude Delacroix, the unfortunate solicitor tasked with overseeing this acquisition’s legalities. His expression had settled somewhere between mild concern and the dawning horror of a man realizing he was complicit in something profoundly foolish.

      I might have let it slip that my parents weren’t exactly supportive of this purchase—or even knowledgeable. Or hell, solvent. My ex-mate saw to that when his company went up in flames and took my family’s fortune—along with my trust fund—with it. But hey, that was what bank loans were for, right? Not that I had any experience in such things.

      “Yes,” I said, clasping my hands in front of me. “I believe I am.”

      Claude inhaled slowly, likely counting backward from ten. “It’s just…Eternity Falls is a rather peculiar place.”

      “So I’ve heard.” From what I’d learned, humans didn’t know about this town. They had a strictly paranormal rule. And I was A-OK with that.

      Claude continued, “And well, you’ve gained something of a reputation.”

      I arched a brow. “Have I?” I was well aware of the circulating rumors. One didn’t exist in society without hearing them. People—whether paranormal or human—weren’t exactly discreet.

      Claude coughed. “Your departure from New Orleans was…notable.”

      “Ah.” I offered him my most charming, not-at-all-unhinged smile. “You mean when my mate’s company collapsed, thereby destroying my family name? Or do you mean the subsequent spectacle when I announced, in front of several hundred guests, that I would rather drink swamp water than stay bonded to a cheating bastard who possesses the moral integrity of a sewer rat?”

      Claude winced, clearly pained. “It was a very public event.”

      “Was it? I hadn’t noticed.”

      He muttered something that sounded suspiciously like, “Gods help us all.”

      When I showed no inclination to change my mind, Claude sighed, then reached inside the folder he held and extracted a small stack of paperwork. “Shall we finalize the sale, then?”

      I faced my newest investment and said, “Yes. Let’s make it official.” And preferably before I started questioning my recent life decisions. Again.

      He handed me a sleek black pen, and then the papers.

      I frowned. “Shouldn’t we go inside? Surely, a table would make it easier to sign them?”

      “Oh.” He gave a frantic laugh. “Here is fine. You may use my back.”

      His…back? I blinked at the solicitor, then chuckled. Ah. Clearly, dear Claude would do anything not to step foot inside this bar. Curious.

      Taking the pen, I gestured for Claude to turn, then pressed the paper against his back and signed my name with a slight flourish.

      “Well,” Claude murmured after I handed him the signed contract. “Congratulations, Miss Laurent. You now own…” He hesitated and glanced up at the sad excuse for my bar. “…this.”

      I beamed. “Thank you, Claude. Your enthusiasm is overwhelming.”

      He winced but gave a polite nod. “You’ll need permits to reopen, of course. And an inspection. The council must also approve—standard for all new businesses,” he added quickly, like I might accuse him of targeting me specifically. “And you’ll want to deal with…the prior tenants.”

      I lifted a haughty brow and gave him the kind of look my father used to use when someone dared to serve him lukewarm blood. “Come again?”

      Claude shifted uncomfortably. “The unresolved occupants.”

      Ah. Understanding dawned.

      “Ghosts,” I said.

      Claude gave a tight smile. “Yes, well.” He cleared his throat.

      So, my new residence and business was haunted. Lovely. I supposed that explained the suspiciously low price tag attached to the building. And perhaps why the previous owner had been so eager to sell.

      After a brief contemplation, I shrugged. Ghosts hardly frightened me. In the paranormal hierarchy, they ranked closer to pests, whereas I, a vampire, sat at the top. It wasn’t like they could harm me.

      “One would assume Eternity Falls has specialists for such inconveniences?”

      Claude nodded. “The Ravenspells.”

      Of course. The local witch family. As this was my first night in Eternity Falls, I hadn’t yet met any of the Ravenspells, but their reputation preceded them. I’d heard a mixed combination of glowing praise, hushed warnings, and read one report about a local werewolf who had spontaneously lost all their fur. Most suspected a curse, but no one could confirm, because the wolf in question soon vanished from society.

      The Ravenspells were one of three legacy families within Eternity Falls. The kind with deep roots, deeper pockets, and absolutely no interest in sharing power.

      The other two families were the St. Germains, a vampire dynasty with old-money charm, and the Wolfes, a werewolf clan best described as equal parts scandal, brawl, and soap opera.

      Together, the three families owned the town. And according to Claude, who’d happily informed me of all the power dynamics at play here, the rest of us were simply the background characters in their ongoing, century-spanning drama.

      Not that I had any intention of playing along.

      My family name might be in tatters, my fortune reduced to a number the bank laughed at, and my love life currently starred a villain, but I refused to let anyone cow me. I was a Laurent, no matter the current state of things. My family may never reclaim their standing in society, but that hardly meant I couldn’t make something of myself.

      Starting here.

      With this…haunted, half-rotted bar.

      How hard could it be?

      I reached for the door, ready to step bravely into this bold new chapter of my life, when a strange sound stopped me. Had Claude just…squeaked?

      I paused, hand on the door, and glanced over my shoulder. Claude stood behind me, the poor thing’s hands tugging at his tie and smoothing his lapels—all nervous tics, I presumed.

      “Is there a problem, Claude?” I asked.

      Claude blinked rapidly. “I thought, perhaps, Miss Laurent, that it might be best if you waited until morning to—ah—enter.”

      “The morning,” I repeated drolly.

      He eagerly nodded.

      “Mm-hmm. And where exactly do you suggest I stay until then?” I lifted my wrist up just enough for the soft moonlight to catch my watch. It was a vintage Cartier. A limited-edition Tank Louis with black sapphires and a blood-red leather strap. My mother had gifted me this beauty for my bicentennial birthday. Sadly, it was the only valuable possession I had left.

      “Sunrise isn’t for another ten hours,” I said. Vampires weren’t affected by sunlight, but I certainly needed somewhere to sleep. “Where do you expect me to stay in the meantime?”

      “Oh, I—I’m certain one of the inns might have space—though they normally don’t. With the Harvest Moon approaching, the wolves have probably booked it all—but⁠—”

      “Claude.”

      He stopped mid-ramble.

      I smiled again. “Sleeping on the sidewalk in front of my newly purchased, questionably haunted property is not an option. So, I’m going inside. However, if you wish to flee in terror, please just do so with dignity.”

      His shoulders sagged. “Very good, Miss Laurent. Enjoy your new home.”

      With that, he delivered a polite but jerky bow, then turned on his heel and fled. So fast, in fact, the poor dear nearly tripped over the cracked cobblestone.

      “Men,” I muttered, before pushing open the bar door and revealing my new domain.

      And oh. The inside was a damn catastrophe. I supposed I deserved it. I had bought the place sight-unseen, after all. Some spontaneity was nice after two hundred years of life. But perhaps I’d gone a little overboard this time.

      The smell was the first thing I noticed. The entire place reeked of musty wood, expired alcohol, and was that…? Yup, the distinct tang of something long-dead. A lovely aroma. Truly.

      I drew a deep breath of clean air before stepping inside, grateful vampires didn’t have to breathe. We could go hours without, if the need presented itself. Which it just had. Extensively.

      Braving a few steps, I slowly took stock. Across from me, running the back length of the wall, was a battered bar, likely from many years of pouring drinks. Behind that was a series of shelves, each lined with cracked bottles and broken glasses. Booths lined the other three walls, their cushions looking like something with claws had eviscerated them. Overturned tables, scattered seating, broken flooring, cracked walls… And on top of all that lay a blanket of dust that had my nose twitching.

      I ventured behind the bar and started rifling through the drawers. One creaked ominously, another resisted my efforts entirely, and a third contained a mouse skeleton.

      “Oh, lovely,” I muttered to myself.

      I quickly closed the drawers and deemed that a problem for another day. I pressed onward. The ad had listed an upstairs loft, which was where I planned to live. But if it was anything like the downstairs, perhaps I would find a park bench to sleep on. Surely, that would be better than sleeping next to skeletons.

      I guess there was only one way to find out.

      I climbed the creaky stairs and was dismayed to find the loft was, in fact, worse than downstairs. The whole place was smaller than my old suite in the French Quarter. Then there was the ceiling. It slanted downward at the back and forced me to duck to peer out the drab, dingy window.

      On the floor, right in front of the window, sat a sunken, narrow mattress—sans bedframe. I’d never personally slept on anything twin-sized before, but it looked like that was about to change.

      Next to all that sat an old vanity with a mirror so thickly covered in grease and grime, it couldn’t reflect an image. Thankfully, that didn’t matter since I was a vampire and had no reflection to speak of.

      All in all, the room had potential. Maybe. Hopefully. If you squinted. Or had a head injury.

      At the end of the day, all that really mattered was this place was mine, and no one could ever take it away from me.

      First thing tomorrow, I’d replace the mattress⁠—

      I stopped, then sighed. I couldn’t replace the mattress. Because I had no money. I’d sunk every last cent I had into this purchase. Because while I was technically a vampire heiress, I now had to add the word former onto that title.

      Hell, I didn’t even have enough funds to replace the wardrobe I’d lost or buy myself blood. Things were looking…bleak. I’d used the last of my credit to secure this building—through a disreputable bank with chokingly high interest rates, no less. The indignity. I hadn’t so much as glanced at an interest rate in my entire life until this month, and now I’d shackled myself to one like a debtor in a cautionary tale.

      Thanks to Trystan.

      The vampire I’d trusted with my heart, my future, and, apparently, the key to my family’s financial ruin.

      He wasn’t just unfaithful. He was a liar with a gift for numbers and an appetite for fraud.

      He’d used my family’s name—our legacy—to court high-profile investors and pad his books. Opened half a dozen shell companies, rerouted funds through shady holding accounts, and spun it all into a gleaming blood-distribution empire that never actually existed beyond the glossy pitch deck.

      My parents hadn’t invested everything, but they’d put in enough—along with public endorsements, connections, and reputational capital—to go down with the ship when the truth came out.

      Then, to make matters worse, Trystan vanished two days after the investigation began.

      The rest was a blur of lawsuits, frozen assets, auctioned estates, and social invitations that stopped arriving overnight.

      I was radioactive.

      And broke.

      So, I’d taken a leap. I’d walked into a bank and signed my life away on a loan to buy a bar sight unseen in a town far, far away from my society, Trystan, and even from my family.

      I’d desperately needed a fresh start.

      I couldn’t buy a new mattress, not until the bar started making profit. So, it was time to triage and come up with a plan that eventually earned me a new bed, new furniture, and a new life.

      First, I needed to sanitize the bar. Possibly with bleach. Maybe with a little fire. Then I needed to convince the town council that I was a serious business owner and not a walking scandal in stilettos. Hopefully, that led to me making money, preferably before the loan interest started strangling me. And lastly, do not cry.

      Thirst hit me, so I made my way back downstairs, in search of something to drink before retiring for the night. I didn’t expect much, but maybe I’d get lucky.

      As I crossed the floor, the chandelier above suddenly jerked and swayed, even though there wasn’t any breeze. I paused, then glared up at the dusty light fixture. My first ghost, perhaps? It’d sure taken them long enough to make an appearance if so.

      “If you drop on me, I will melt you down and turn you into earrings.”

      The chandelier instantly froze, confirming my suspicion.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I muttered.

      Eyeing the chandelier, I tucked behind the bar and searched the shelves. Miraculously, I found a single bottle of dark red liquid, and when I popped the cork, I was relieved to find it smelled more like bloodwine than poison. Thank goodness.

      We vampires were an interesting breed that way. We didn’t require food, but we could enjoy a drink now and then, so long as it was paired with blood. Without that key ingredient, any form of liquid sustenance we put in our mouth was little more than ash on our tongues.

      I poured a generous glass, lifted it in a silent toast to the empty room, and took a sip.

      It wasn’t bad. A little sharp, a little aged. Like me.

      “To fresh starts,” I muttered. “And questionable decisions.”

      Somewhere upstairs, the plumbing creaked and groaned like a disgruntled monster.

      I smiled into my glass.

      The ghosts could complain all they wanted.

      I’d survived far worse.
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      LUCIEN

      Some called The Crimson Veil a lounge. I called it leverage.

      Everyone who stepped through its doors owed me something—status, loyalty, secrets. Sometimes all three. Entry wasn’t a right here. It was a privilege, and one I never granted lightly.

      The desperate climbed over each other for a chance to be seen here. The powerful came to remind themselves—and everyone else—why they mattered.

      As for me? I watched it all unfold from the upper terrace with a drink in my hand and a smile on my face.

      Because I was a St. Germain. The eldest son of the oldest vampiric bloodline in town. The heir to a legacy so long-standing, even the witches whispered our name with care. My reputation was the sort that didn’t just open doors. It built them.

      The Veil thrummed tonight. My staff moved like clockwork, polishing every glass, setting in place every velvet rope, wiping every surface. They were my worker ants, if ants wore black silk waistcoats and cufflinks worth more than the average rent in town.

      I demanded—and exacted—perfection.

      I leaned on the railing and watched, my gaze sweeping the floor. Everything had to be perfect. That was the deal here. I didn’t cater to tourists or casual drop-ins. This was where everyone came to make something of themselves.

      My assistant, Elias, hovered by the entry podium, double-checking names on the list I’d curated myself. No one entered without my approval. Not the mayor’s latest fling. Not the werewolf socialite still clawing her way back from last week’s scandal. And certainly not the gossipmonger who dared call my lounge “depressingly pretentious” at last week’s brunch.

      I’d crossed her name off with a stroke of my pen so sharp it’d practically cut through the paper.

      One of the newer servers passed beneath my gaze, tray balanced, posture impeccable. She didn’t look up. None of them ever did. Not out of fear—though I wasn’t above cultivating that emotion—but because they knew better. Distraction was for patrons. Precision was for staff.

      Elias shuffled the papers back into order, then tapped them once against the podium to straighten their edges. Once he had them nice and neat, he slid the list into a leather folio and headed up the stairs toward me. He passed everything over without a word.

      I took the folio but didn’t open it. “How are we looking tonight?”

      “We’ll reach capacity,” he told me. “The waitlist is already spilling into next week. The James family sent word—they want to hold their annual masquerade next week. I told them to reconsider so that they avoid competing with your Thursday showcase.”

      “They’ll reschedule,” I said flatly. “They always do.”

      “I made a few changes to the list, based on recent events,” Elias told me.

      I opened the folio and quickly scanned the pages. Names, titles, affiliations. Some underlined, some circled, a few neatly scratched out in red ink. Nothing surprising.

      “The witch twins?” I asked.

      “Confirmed. Arriving at ten sharp. They’ve requested the left booth near the fireplace.”

      I clicked my tongue. “They can have the booth. But no summoning during service hours. Last time, the scent lingered for days.”

      Elias nodded, already making a note. “The shifter envoy has also returned. Apparently, he wishes to extend an olive branch after last month’s…disagreement.”

      I arched a brow. “Is that what we’re calling it? Disagreement? I recall broken bones and blood on the floor.”

      “He’s very sorry.”

      “I’m sure he is,” I said. “Tell him The Veil accepts his apology. And remind him what happens to those who mistake my forgiveness for weakness.”

      Another nod.

      I closed the folio with a soft snap. “Anything else?”

      “One more matter, sir. From your father.”

      I finally turned, just enough to meet his eyes.

      Elias hesitated. “He’s requested your presence at the estate. Tonight.”

      Of course he had.

      “When?” I asked.

      “Immediately, sir.”

      I exhaled, then dragged my hand down my jaw. “Very well. Summon the driver.”

      “I already have.”

      “What would I do without you, Elias?”

      He didn’t answer. Just inclined his head and retreated, leaving me alone once more at the railing, my gaze sweeping across the floor.

      My father ruled with the quiet, unflinching authority of a vampire who’d spent centuries shaping this town into something worthy of our name. Where others scraped and clawed for power, he cultivated it. Ignoring a summons from Ambrose St. Germain wasn’t something one did. Not even his sons.

      I rapped my knuckles against the railing, then straightened to leave. I’d barely taken a step when a tall woman dressed in an expensive midnight-blue suit appeared at my side, her stride instantly matching mine.

      Juliette St. Germain. My younger sister and second in-command. Once The Veil’s floor manager, now its backbone, she was the only person I trusted to keep it running in my absence. She didn’t smile, didn’t fawn, didn’t pretend to like people she loathed—traits she’d learned from me. And traits that made her both efficient and thoroughly entertaining to watch.

      “Heading out?” she asked.

      I offered her the folio. She took it without comment, then flipped it open and scanned the contents. A moment later, she shut it with a snap. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anyone die here tonight. Unless they deserve it, of course.”

      “Try not to let the shifter envoy bleed on the marble again. It’s vintage.”

      Juliette smirked. “Then maybe he should stop trying to growl his way up the social ladder.”

      “See?” I said, already turning to leave. “This is why I keep you around.”

      She gave a mock bow. “Because I’m terrifying and have impeccable taste? Or because you love me?”

      “Because you don’t bore me.”

      Her laugh chased me down the stairs, but she didn’t follow, her mind likely already on her many tasks for the night.

      Out back, my town car already sat next to the curb, engine idling. Elias stood by the rear passenger door, eyes on his phone, the screen casting a cold light over his pale vampiric features.

      He didn’t glance up, but he did open the door as I approached.

      “I’ve informed your mother of your impending arrival.”

      Ah. Messaging my mother, was he? Brave man.

      “Thank you, Elias,” I said as I slid inside the car. The interior was all smooth leather and a quiet calm. A bottle of bloodwine waited in the chilled holder by the armrest, untouched. I didn’t reach for it, suspecting I’d need to maintain a clear head tonight.

      As the car pulled away from the curb, I leaned back in the seat and released a slow breath.

      Outside, the streets of Eternity Falls flew past. I barely noticed the late-night cafés and potion shops, nor the shopping district, now closed for the evening. The only thing that caught my attention was the Luminara Clock Tower, which sat in the very center of town. The tower was a sort of magical barometer that allowed us to gauge the town’s overall wellbeing. It changed color based on quite a few factors, but few understood how or why.

      Tonight, though, the clock face pulsed a deep violet purple. A color we didn’t often see.

      There was no manual for understanding this thing, but at least purple didn’t scream danger. In fact, the last time we’d seen this particular shade, the Ravenspell sisters had botched a town-wide séance and accidentally summoned their great-great-aunt—who’d been dead for a couple hundred years.

      Had someone new arrived in town? Or were the witches causing trouble again?

      We pressed onward, leaving the town square behind. We drove past the nearby glowing waterfalls and up into the hills where unending forest and a good deal of old magic surrounded the edges of town.

      From there, we followed the winding road that led through the trees, toward my family estate. Thick foliage mostly hid the manor from sight, but now and then, I caught a flash of its silhouette through the long-reaching branches.

      Eventually, we pulled up to a wrought iron gate, and my driver braked for a brief moment until the gate’s enchantments responded to my bloodline and opened. We drove onto the grounds, then parked beneath the arched portico.

      I stared at the estate through the window and took a few moments to compose myself. Speaking with my parents always devolved into a battle of wills. I loved them, but they also exhausted me. I couldn’t hide in the car all night, though, so I stepped out, adjusted my cuffs, then headed for the front door. Before I could knock, it swung open, revealing Henrik, the estate butler.

      “Master Lucien,” he intoned, bowing his head respectfully. “Your mother awaits you in the west salon.”

      “Not the parlor?” I asked, already moving past him.

      “She said the lighting was better in the salon, sir.”

      I nodded and began the trek through the foyer and into the hallway that would eventually lead to the west salon. Along the way, I passed every ancestral painting. Every St. Germain since our founding, all the way down to me, my brother, and my two sisters.

      Evangeline’s frame, slightly askew from the last time she threw a dagger at it, still hung off-kilter. Astounding that no one had fixed it yet. Or perhaps, and this seemed more likely, my sister kept it purposely off-center, just to annoy our mother. That was her style, after all.

      Sebastian’s likeness hung straight, likely purposefully so. He was the calmest of the four of us. His portrait was also the only one that contained a book, held loosely in his hand at his side. His expression, serene and thoughtful, mirrored his life exactly. My mother had always called him the calm to our chaos. He preferred to study tomes and magical books, and even now was cataloging texts in some dusty old university’s archive.

      Juliette’s portrait hung next to mine, at her utmost request. It made sense, seeing as she idolized me. Before my mother had commissioned my sweet baby sister’s portrait, she would sit and study them for hours at a time, noting every imperfection, pointing out flaws with a smirk that only the youngest sibling could wear. Hers and mine were nearly identical in composition—same tilt of the jaw, same disdainful glint in the eyes. She’d always claimed it was the family resemblance, though I suspected she’d requested the painter mimic mine, just to irritate me.

      Mine, of course, hung next to our father’s. A symbol of legacy and expectation. Personally, I loathed my image. My aristocratic nose and sharp jawline looked…fake. Juliette disagreed. She claimed I looked just as pompous in oil as I did in person.

      Lovely little vampiress, my sister. It was her hobby to irk people.

      I stepped inside the salon and immediately spotted my mother. Seraphina sat in a high-backed armchair, one she’d recently upholstered in blood-red velvet. She wore her typical affair—a smoke gray gown streaked with white high heels, and more jewelry than most people owned. Her golden-blonde hair was impeccable and her makeup flawless.

      Appearances matter, Lucien, she would say to me when I was a child. It was her favorite mantra, and one she never let me forget.

      “Ah, Lucien,” she said. “Finally.”

      “Don’t sound so thrilled, Mother,” I said drolly. “People might think you missed me.”

      Her ice-blue eyes flicked over me, assessing. Always assessing. “You look tired. Have you been feeding and sleeping properly?”

      I sighed. “If I had a thorn for every time you’ve asked me that⁠—”

      “You’d have a crown by now,” she cut in, finishing my father’s favorite sentence. “Which you should, by the way. You’re the face of the St. Germain legacy. Try to look the part, dear.”

      “I don’t need to look the part. I am the part,” I said, slipping my hands into my pockets.

      “Appearances—”

      “Matter,” I said, finishing her sentence. “Yes, I know.” Time to change the topic. “The Veil is thriving, in case you were wondering.”

      She hummed appreciatively. “Yes, that lounge of yours has become quite the proving ground. I hope you aren’t letting just anyone in, dear. We mustn’t mingle with commoners.”

      “I’ve carefully cultivated my customer base,” I assured her. “My lounge sees more business deals than the council chambers these days. The witches send their daughters to be seen. Even the wolves have demanded entrance. I’ve allowed in a few, to show that I am a benevolent owner. But I’m careful about who I permit past my doors.”

      “I trained you well,” my mother said, pride warming her voice. She swirled the bloodwine in her glass, then took another sip, careful not to spill so much as a drop. “But you need to tread carefully, too. The Veil is power, yes. But power attracts attention. Jealousy. Envy. Rivals.”

      Yes, I remembered my childhood sermons well.

      I grinned, flashing my fangs. “I welcome competition, if only so I can crush it. Gives me something to do.”

      Seraphina chuckled. “You’ve certainly inherited your father’s ruthlessness.”

      “And speaking of ruthlessness…” The voice drifted in from the doorway—cool, composed, and unmistakably my father’s.

      Ambrose St. Germain strode into the room at his own pace, the way only men with absolute authority ever could. He wore a simple, unembellished black suit. Understated. Perfectly tailored. No lapel pin or cufflinks that sparkled. The stark opposite of my mother who tried to outshine herself every day.

      Seraphina didn’t rise. She didn’t have to. Instead, she reached out a hand and simply waited for her husband to take it, which he did. He gave her fingers a squeeze, then continued to the sideboard across the room and poured himself a measure of bloodwine.

      Glass in hand, he turned and faced me. “We have a new arrival in town.”

      I quirked a brow. A new arrival? Seemed the clock tower was glowing purple for good reason.

      “A Laurent,” my mother said, her expectant gaze landing on me.

      Laurent… Why did I know that name? I scanned my memory, sifting through all the lineages my mother had made me memorize during my studies. Finally, awareness dawned. “As in the New Orleans Laurents?”

      Seraphina’s smile sharpened. “Mmm. The very same. And not just any Laurent—Isadora. The daughter.”

      “Didn’t she just—” I paused, the rest of the gossip slotting into place. “Ah. That Laurent.”

      Ambrose sipped his bloodwine. “Word is she arrived alone. Bought that rotting bar off Hank Corvus.”

      “She bought that place?” I laughed, short and sharp. “She won’t last long there.”

      “She has nothing and nowhere else to go,” my mother commented while inspecting her lethally sharp black nails. “She broke her mate bond in front of half of New Orleans after catching the degenerate with his pants around his ankles and fangs buried in some debutante’s inner thigh⁠—”

      “Thank you for that image, Mother,” I muttered, pinching my brow. But secretly, I was impressed.

      Few, if any, broke a mate bond. Doing so was dangerous and quite painful from what I’d heard. It also took a great deal of courage to sever such an intimate bond, let alone in front of society. Most wouldn’t risk humiliation. Even when betrayed, they clung to the bond—out of pride, fear, or some misguided sense of destiny. But she’d severed hers, and in front of witnesses, no less. It spoke to her character and sense of self-worth.

      Ambrose made a low sound—almost a laugh, though he rarely wasted breath on anything as common as amusement. “The fallout made quite the ripple. The social houses in New Orleans are still talking about it.”

      Seraphina nodded, swirling her glass. “And now their precious little exile has landed here. Alone. Disgraced. And, if the whispers are true, determined to rebuild that horrendous business.”

      Ambrose took another measured sip, then set his glass down with a quiet click.

      “And that,” he said, “we cannot allow to happen.”

      I straightened slightly. “You’re worried about a disgraced heiress with a bankrupt surname and a haunted bar?”

      “I’m concerned,” he said, voice low and precise, “about the spectacle she brings with her. The scandal. The whispers. The attention. We’ve worked centuries to cultivate our place in this town. One Laurent chasing redemption could undo it all.”

      I highly doubted that.

      Seraphina nodded. “Our town works because it’s balanced and comfortable. The status quo never changes. The townspeople know what to expect. But this girl?”

      “She’ll draw attention,” Ambrose butted in. “And more than that—she’ll draw sympathy. Pity. If she manages to get that bar up and running, people will flock to her. Because she’s a sad case with a moving cause.”

      Ah, there it was. The real reason they were bringing this to my attention.

      “If people flock to her, she’ll become competition for The Veil,” I finished, mouth curving without humor. “And we can’t have that.”

      “No,” Ambrose agreed, his tone final. “We can’t.”

      He crossed the room slowly and stopped in front of me. “She has a difficult road to traverse. It isn’t as simple as buying a business and opening the doors, as you’re well aware. She’ll need permits, licensing, renovations. All that requires clearance from the council.” My father sighed. “It will come down to a vote, and when it does, I can assure the St. Germains vote against her.”

      “But the Ravenspells?” Seraphina murmured, arching a brow. “They have a fondness for lost causes. They might find her…charming.”

      “And the Wolfes would vote in her favor simply to piss us off,” I muttered.

      Ambrose gave a single nod. “Exactly. Which means we cannot assume the vote will fall in our favor. If she rallies support, if she plays the underdog well enough, she might win. And if she does⁠—”

      “She opens that bar,” I said, jaw tightening. “And every social climber, misfit, and novelty-seeker goes running to her instead of The Veil.” And I lose my leverage. My power.

      Seraphina studied me over the rim of her glass. “Are you prepared to let that happen?”

      Never. It’d taken me years to cultivate The Crimson Veil into what it now was. I refused to risk my power base, all because of a disgraced heiress.

      I stared into the flames a moment longer, then smiled—slow, sharp, and full of teeth. “Perhaps it’s time I meet this Miss Laurent. And explain to her in great detail why it might be better if she leaves town.”
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      ISADORA

      Eternity Falls looked quite different in the daylight—or rather, what passed for daylight here. A thin mist clung to the surrounding hills, draping the town in a soft gray shroud. It was miserable. And cold. But you know what? It suited my mood after the hellish night I’d had.

      I’d never before suffered anything quite so bad as that wretched thing. Coiled springs and lumps poked and prodded me all night.

      Of course, that hadn’t compared to the ghosts. The freaking ghosts.

      They’d been deceptively quiet for the first half of the night, but the second I’d foolishly settled in for the evening, they’d decided to stage a damn midnight opera, complete with footsteps, howling voices, and flickering lights.

      But the true pièce de résistance had come at two in the morning, when my resident toilet demon made its presence known. It hadn’t physically manifested, but it sure had enjoyed chanting at me in what sounded like an ancient language. Eventually, it’d switched to English, and from there it’d told me things. Things I would never repeat to a living soul.

      Hell, I hadn’t even known toilet demons were a thing until last night. Two hundred years old and I was still learning.

      Thankfully, my roommates had finally settled down around dawn, after successfully wearing themselves out like toddlers collapsing after a sugar crash. I, however, hadn’t slept a wink. Because who could after all that? I’d spent the rest of the night curled up in the farthest corner of my room, eyeing the bathroom like the toilet might grow legs and eat me.

      I was a vampire. I didn’t even use human facilities! But that demon terrified me more than anything I’d experienced in my eternal existence. And I’d met tax collectors.

      Eventually, I’d braved leaving the safety of my corner and decided to take a walk. At the time, that’d seemed like a better use of my time than cowering like a child, since I hadn’t seen the town yet. I’d arrived so late last night, then jumped straight into the meeting with Claude. So far, the only residents I’d met were my ghostly roommates, and they hadn’t exactly rolled out the welcome mat.

      I stepped off an uneven curb and onto the main street, hands buried in my coat pockets. My eyes and head throbbed, but thankfully, there was no glaring sun to make things worse. Sunlight might not be lethal to vampires, but it sure did give a girl a migraine after a night of no sleep.

      At least the town was quiet. Almost eerily so compared to New Orleans. The French Quarter was all loud music, street noise, drunk tourists, and parties galore. That was nothing like here, though. The town was so sleepy I was starting to wonder if I’d stumbled into a Hallmark movie with a heroine on the run from a failed relationship, trying to rebuild her life…

      …Oh, wait a second.

      I wandered down the street and took in all the closed-up shops. It was far too early for anything to be open, but that didn’t stop me from seeing things in the windows that I’d never seen before, not even in New Orleans. Floating teacups spinning lazily in the air, hovering jars that pulsed with magical blue light, and—unless sleep deprivation had finally rotted my brain—a boutique with pastel wigs that were straight-up dancing. Twirling and bopping along to some music I couldn’t hear.

      That was weird, right?

      New Orleans had strange things too, but this was stranger. Then again, I supposed that was one perk to living in a town with absolutely no humans in it. The locals didn’t have to hide what they were or what they could do. They could let out their inner magic without fear of exposing our existence.

      I shook my head and continued onward, passing a café where two women sat at a table outside the front doors. They were arguing over something, though I couldn’t tell what. Something pink and possibly dusted with sugar. Whatever it was, they both wanted it. Until something floated closer with a tray in hand. Something translucent and very clearly dead.

      Gods, another ghost. I wasn’t sure I could handle that so soon after my previous evening.

      The ghost gave a sweeping bow and presented a tray to the arguing ladies. They instantly shut up and both reached for what looked like two cinnamon buns. The ghost-barista smiled, then drifted back inside, clearly content he’d put out that fire.

      Okay… Moving on…

      The next shop I passed was a clothing store with mannequins dressed in floor-length gowns. They turned slowly on their little platforms, all elegant and serene—until the one on the left froze mid-spin, tilted its head, and shot me a full-on glare.

      I blinked.

      Pure, concentrated judgment emanated from the inanimate object. That was new.

      My attention dropped to my reflection in the window. Yeah, okay, I hardly looked my best in my wrinkled outfit and yesterday’s makeup.

      Well, screw you too, Miss Mannequin.

      I grinned, flipped her the bird, then continued down the street until I ended up in what had to be the town square.

      Since I’d arrived late last night, I hadn’t noticed the strange clock tower planted in the center. But I certainly noticed it now. The whole thing shone a deep violet color, and strange runes wound up its frame. Some caught the morning light and shimmered brightly. Others blinked out of focus the instant I tried to make sense of them. Almost as though the clock tower itself was forbidding me from seeing them.

      But that would suggest the clock tower was sentient. And that was ridiculous. Right?

      I glanced back at the store with the mannequins. I swear, the one on the left was still glaring at me.

      Okay, maybe not so ridiculous.

      But definitely strange.

      I lingered a little longer, taking in the sight, before venturing onward. I hadn’t made it far when the soft rhythm of nearby footsteps caught my attention. I turned to find a woman jogging toward me, dressed in black leggings and a cropped tank top with a full moon printed on the chest. Just beneath it, in cheeky white letters, were the words: Wanna Howl?

      Ah, a shifter. That made sense. They liked to do wild and crazy things—like run.

      She slowed the moment she reached me and pulled out an earbud. Then the other.

      “You’re new,” she said.

      I offered a small smile. “Is it that obvious?”

      She glanced down at my outfit, then back up with a grin. “Absolutely. But also, this is Eternity Falls, population five-hundred-and-sixty-two. New faces tend to stand out.”

      Aha.

      “Thorne,” she said, extending a hand without hesitation. “And no, I don’t do tarot readings, despite what everyone assumes.”

      All right then.

      I took her hand, shaking it briefly. “Isadora.”

      “Pretty name,” Thorne said. “Pretty outfit. Well, Izzy, welcome to the weirdest town you’ll ever learn to love.”

      I blinked at the nickname she instantly assigned me without even knowing me for five minutes.

      She grinned at my bewildered expression. “Are you all moved in?”

      I nodded. “Last night.”

      “And how are you settling in?”

      “As well as one can without caffeine or
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