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      This book is dedicated to me. Because it came to me at a time when I desperately needed it. I hope, dear reader, that it offers comfort to you as well.
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        This book contains instances of parental abuse, ideation about death, dying and murder, disordered eating, smoking, drinking and gaslighting.
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          FIVE YEARS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      Lord Cameron Dwight Ashford hated parties. Banquets, fêtes, traditional ceremonies or any other activity that required him to make trite and inevitably hollow conversation where everyone ignored the more meaningful and important aspects of life.

      He didn’t want to talk about the weather. Nor the food and the ambiance. Nor how splendid everyone looked. He did not think he was above this kind of banal conversation. He simply… didn’t want to be bothered. Fruitless words, wasted energy.

      Which was why he kept to himself as he moved briskly through the warmly lit corridors of the Havenwrath estate. The candelabra lining the decorated walls gleamed with firelight. Tiny flames flickered and danced above the heads of the high-bred vampires dressed in their finest attire. Long silks—dresses, coats and even capes—perfectly pressed, tailored and pleated in rich, dazzling colors.

      Cameron, too, was dressed to impress in a matte-black suit that sharply defined the lines of his broad shoulders, long legs and tall posture. A matching silk tie and classic white shirt kept the whole ordeal understated, which was what he had requested of his personal tailor and manservant, Lennon. That wily old coot, Cameron thought fondly. If he absolutely had to leave the house, he may as well do it with style.

      “Lord Ashford! What a pleasure to see you this evening,” Lord Bankroft called out cheerily, halting Cameron in his lap around the party rooms in an effort to find the least occupied and most unobtrusive corner.

      Cameron stopped, straightened and plastered on a warm smile. “Lord Bankroft—a pleasure to see you as well. How are you this evening?” The man was short and slight compared with Cameron’s hulking frame, and had skin the warm tan of butterscotch. Cameron’s own shade was a darker, tawny brown.

      “Mighty fine, thank you. It’s rare to have you in attendance at these aristocracy functions.”

      “I keep busy with the business of running the family estate,” Cameron said, relying on his go-to answer for open-ended comments about his lack of participation within the aristocracy. Not a lie, per se. Adequate as far as explanations went.

      The only reason he was attending this party was because occasionally, his parents—taking a brief pause in all their overseas travel and personal entertainment—deigned to notice his introverted and antisocial behavior, then proceeded to badger and harass him to “get out more” and “find a mate already.”

      So, here he was. An obligatory night out to shut them up until their next quarterly bombardment.

      At thirty-five, he should be deep in the trenches of securing a partner to bond with for the longevity and prosperity of his clan… which sounded like a pain in the ass. The possible end result being forever subjected to benign and trite conversation in his very own home. Every day.

      The thought made him dizzy with stress and exhaustion.

      “Ah yes, well, it’s very good to have you here—and on such a fine evening.” Lord Bankroft lifted his champagne glass. “Such lovely weather we’re having.”

      Cameron raised his whiskey in turn. “Indeed, my lord.”

      “Mm, and everyone looks splendid, do they not?”

      “Of course, my lord,” Cameron said, clenching his jaw in another grin. “If you’ll excuse me—please, enjoy your evening.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. You as well.”

      Find a corner, hide in it. An hour should be sufficient. Then, even his younger sister, Rachelle, could verify his being here and serve as a witness to their parents the next time they talked. He could practically hear her voice now.

      “Oh yes, Cam went to the Havenwrath party with me—I believe he stayed for a long while.”

      That would do it.

      When he picked an open doorway at random and stepped inside, the chandelier overhead glittered with white light. Joyous piano music floated through the air amidst laughter and clinking champagne flutes. A quartet of musicians was set in the far corner and some vampires danced near them. Others were standing in clustered groups, talking loudly and animatedly.

      This room was overwhelming. Too crowded and noisy.

      He skirted the perimeter, nodding and lifting his glass when a vampire noticed him and called out his name. Cameron made haste, as if he were very busy and had somewhere to be. No time for stopping and chatting.

      The next room over was some kind of study and thankfully, much less occupied. The air was warm and the walls were lined with glossy bookcases fashioned in dark wood. Above them, forest-green-and-golden art deco wallpaper stretched up to the ceiling in ornamental diamond shapes. A large fireplace burned brightly along the back wall and was surrounded by soft leather couches.

      Seated casually around an expensive-looking coffee table (tragically strewn with cocktail glasses and no coasters) were a group of vampires. Their number wasn’t intimidating enough so as to immediately ward Cameron off, but not too few that he felt odd walking up and casually observing their conversation.

      Or, you could carry on and secure your hiding spot, he thought. The cozy room and soft intimacy therein felt inviting, somehow, but the threat of tedious conversation remained.

      Ignoring the pull, he stepped forward, eyeing the open archway leading to another adjoining space. But when he heard a familiar name, he paused.

      “… by Aldous Huxley. It was a much different reading experience compared with Brave New World. Interesting what three decades and a plunge into psychedelics can do to a man.”

      The vampires seated around the coffee table laughed. Cameron blinked. With a magnet-like force, his curiosity drew him closer to the group so he could hear their conversation more clearly.

      “I enjoyed Point Counter Point and Brave New World,” one purebred woman commented as she swirled the amber liquid in her cocktail glass. Her braids were long and dark as they trailed down her back, ending in a series of elegant curls. Her skin was the color of mocha. “The Island felt rather… preachy, for me. A bit too pretentious in its messaging about enlightenment. Plus, the ending was dismal.”

      “Ah, I disagree,” said a man seated in the solo armchair nearest to the fire. Another man sat on the wide arm beside him, casually drinking, like the second rider of a horse but seated sidesaddle. “The Island is a story of a broken man slowly finding redemption. It challenges the widespread, systemic acceptance of unanalyzed words—usually those derived from religious figures and philosophy. The book encourages one to question and think for themselves apart from ‘society at large,’ which is… generally not encouraged. Least of all in Eden?”

      This final statement, delivered from the man with a wry smirk of his thin lips before taking a sip from his glass, was met with genuine laughter from the group. As if to say, “Yes, do tell us about it.”

      Cameron’s attention was suddenly drawn to the man, his focus intensifying like a narrow beam of light. The stranger was pale of both skin and eyes. The latter were gray, light in color, like an overcast sky. His hair was a very dark shade of brown and stylishly swept back. His features were inoffensive if not unremarkable—a straight nose and jawline with high cheekbones. He was well dressed, a chic light gray suit fitted to his lanky frame.

      He wasn’t Cameron’s type. If Cameron had a type, anyway. Taking him in, he was reminded of a greyhound, stately and lean. Cold at first glance. But the wry smile added a disarming element to his visage. Looking upon him was like taking a bite of some new confection that seemed bland at first but then left you with a surprising kick of spice or citrus, just at the end.

      Cameron noted how young everyone seated here was. He quickly estimated that they were all likely in their early twenties. University purebreds, brimming with energy and a boundless thirst for knowledge and discovery.

      Vampire Socialites, these lot were often called. Dabbling in human literature and culture, dressing in the latest fashion trends and attending the most affluent parties of the season before their parents likely forced them into a loveless bond and all that verve and excitement died. Snuffed out from the weight and oppression of Eden purebred responsibility.

      When the man with light eyes glanced up and caught Cameron’s gaze, the latter straightened stiffly. He hadn’t realized he’d been staring.

      “What do you think, Lord Ashford? Have you read anything by Aldous Huxley?”

      Have we met before? Faltering, Cameron took a breath. This vampire knew his name, but he had no idea who he was, which… was fairly typical. His sister had once told him that he was, quote, “absolutely shit” at aristocracy politics and keeping up with who was whom. Honestly, he just couldn’t be bothered.

      “I have,” Cameron said to the man and the group. “The Island was my favorite.”

      The lanky vampire’s dark brows lifted in sincere interest. His eyelashes were absurdly thick. “Oh really? Do tell.”

      “I found it provocative—particularly the use of drugs being permitted according to the needs and careful consent of each individual, and therefore for the betterment of society as a whole. I enjoyed the ending, as well,” Cameron said, politely glancing at the woman with braids before going on. “It was a reminder that no matter what measures you take to preserve something precious, there are always factors outside of your control. The forces of the world can always press in and destroy whatever you’ve painstakingly built.”

      The Vampire Socialites sat staring at him, some open-mouthed. I should have kept walking. Cameron cringed internally. Did he sound boring and snobbish? He was terrible at this.

      “See?” The woman with the braids lifted a palm toward Cameron as evidence. “Dismal.”

      “But not untrue,” the greyhound man countered, lifting a finger. “This is an unpleasant but fundamental fact of life. These challenging truths should not be coated in sugar and roses. We’re not children anymore and should not go about the world viewing it as such.”

      The sidesaddle man on the arm of the chair leaned in and flirtatiously bumped the greyhound. “I’ll coat you in sugar and roses.”

      Greyhound shook his head, scoffing as he lifted his drink to his lips. “You’re insufferable.”

      The young Socialites tittered. Cameron took the opportunity to casually turn and slink away. He was too old to be around this group. Although, he appreciated their conversation being centered in something more interesting than the weather.

      He checked his wristwatch as he moved.

      Good, only twenty more minutes left.
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      The silver morning light streaming in from the large window burned Thomas’s flesh. Not enough for him to move or care, but it stung like a colony of fire ants was crawling and biting across his hands and wrists. His face, neck and scalp.

      He didn’t mind, of course, because he had felt worse. Much, much worse.

      “Your grace!”

      Thomas didn’t turn his head, but his gray eyes shifted at the sound of Mira’s voice. She’d come into his room and he hadn’t heard her. He’d been submerged in the cold white space that occupied his head of late.

      She set a silver breakfast tray down on the bistro table, carefully pushing aside the untouched plates and glasses from yesterday evening, then rushed over to him. Her pale blue skirt rustled around her ankles as she walked.

      “Your grace, you shouldn’t sit there—look at your hands!” Flustered, she whirled around and went back toward the table as Thomas slowly glanced down. The tops of his hands were bleeding, the ugly scabs there having burned and split open because of the rays of overcast sunlight.

      Huh. He marveled. It hadn’t felt like it was quite that bad.

      After making some ruckus at the table and sweeping past Thomas to draw the heavy curtains over the window closed, Mira returned to his side with a dampened napkin. She knelt, then placed the cool compress atop his hands as they rested against his thighs.

      Thomas sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. Mira hesitated, glancing up at him with apologetic and concerned brown eyes, then gently pressed the cloth more firmly over his hands to stop the bleeding.

      They were silent as she cleaned the newly formed wounds. Diligently, Mira went back and forth between Thomas and the old-fashioned wash basin in the corner of the room, rinsing and wringing out the napkin to clear the remnants of his blood and flesh.

      When the gnarled blisters atop his hands were no longer leaking out, Mira sat back against her haunches and sighed. “You refuse to drink the blood you’re given, so your skin burns—even from indirect light.” She raised her chin to meet his eyes. “Are you… trying to die?”

      Thomas didn’t think he was intentionally trying to die. He wasn’t intentionally trying to live either. The indifferent white space that filled him was like an empty void where he felt and thought nothing. Because nothing mattered anymore.

      Ideally, he would erode into a cloud of dust. Or turn into a pillar of sand that suddenly dispersed and was carried away on the wind, as if he’d never existed. An inconsequential life.

      Mira’s fist gripped the material of her skirt as she dropped her head. “Lord Blakeley is becoming impatient with your lack of feeding and eating. The decline in your bodily health is obviously worsening with each passing day. If you don’t feed of your own will, your father will order another injection.”

      This was a peculiar thought for Thomas, because for months, his elder father had been intent on killing him. At least, he’d thought that was the ultimate goal.

      He’d been kept isolated within the dark depths of the castle’s underbelly among the rats and parasites, then given blood that was inadequate for his vampiric nature. He’d been sick so many times that he’d eventually stopped feeding altogether, forced to live in his own filth and without any medical attention when his skin began to dry out, split and crack from starvation.

      His elongated fangs became a permanent fixture within his mouth, throbbing angrily and giving him an unfathomable headache—like a jackhammer wreaking havoc and pounding inside his skull.

      The darkness had become an impermeable and constant thing as he drifted in and out of consciousness, like existing in a poisonous and toxic womb. Across every inch of his skin, all he registered was pain. An itching, burning fire.

      At the exact precipice when his demise seemed imminent, Thomas had been abruptly pulled out of the dungeon. He didn’t remember much about that day, except that the light had been too bright and he couldn’t hold himself upright. His limbs were deadweight and his head felt as if it weighed a thousand kilos.

      He’d been bathed, forcibly injected with blood that didn’t immediately make him ill, then laid to rest in his bedroom.

      That was a week ago. At least, he thought it was. Time felt slippery now.

      “Sir Thomas?”

      His eyes flickered down to Mira in the dim light of the room. That title felt peculiar, too. “Sir.” A formality bestowed upon a vampire of honor. The eldest son of a purebred family with a long and illustrious history in one of the oldest vampire aristocracies in the world.

      “Will you speak to me?” she asked.

      Thomas blinked slowly. He hadn’t spoken to anyone in so long. Well, aside from “Yes, father” and “No, father” that day he’d been dragged to the breakfast table to eat with his clan. That morning was another blurry memory. He’d barely been able to keep himself from falling out of his chair and onto the floor, let alone lift a fork or take hold of a glass.

      So, he’d sat there, silent and detached. Again, the light of the room had been too bright, and his younger brother, Oliver, had openly stared at him in abject horror the entire time, as if he were dining with a monster.

      Thomas swallowed. The subtle movement felt uncomfortable now that he was focused on it. The walls of his throat had become the same texture as sandpaper. “What… would you have me say?” His voice was raspy and quiet. He didn’t recognize it.

      Mira straightened. “Will you feed of your own volition? Or should I request another injection?”

      He glanced away and toward the heavy burgundy drapery covering the window. Neither, he thought. The tone of her voice was soft, but the words themselves felt like a threat. He wanted to be left alone in silence.

      “He won’t let you die,” she went on when he didn’t respond. “He… Lord Blakeley didn’t want you to die. His intent was never that simple. I—Well, we think he wanted to teach us all a lesson of his control. Of what would happen should any of us disobey his command. If he would do this to his eldest son, how much worse would it be for the rest of us?”

      Quietly, Thomas took that in before shifting his gaze to her. “We?”

      “The serving staff,” Mira clarified. “We had no idea… We never imagined that he would take things this far.”

      A bitterness that had nothing to do with his lack of feeding materialized in the back of Thomas’s throat.

      In those early days, disbelief and upset over being caught had overwhelmed his emotions while he sat in the dungeon. How had his eldest father found them? He and Dawn had been so careful with their plans to elope and escape. They hadn’t told anyone about their intentions.

      How had his fathers even known?

      Thomas’s shock and suspicions were cast aside when the hunger had set in. The need to feed and blatant lack of resources had swelled like an opaque and ferocious balloon within his entire being, taking up every rational thought.

      When he’d finally been given blood, he’d gulped it down, only to realize it was like poison to his purebred nature.

      It dawned on him now. The truth that they had all stood by, compliant and sedentary, as he sat rotting, sick and starved beneath the castle. The serving staff, his younger father and his siblings. Even Mira, his maidservant since he was a boy. No one had come for him. No one had rescued him nor put a stop to the torture.

      The white emptiness in his mind shifted sinisterly as he inhaled a deep breath. Not looking at her, he croaked, “Where were you?”

      Mira’s confusion was obvious. “Excuse me, your grace?”

      “Where were you? When I was down in the dungeon for God knows how long, decaying. What were you doing?”

      “I…” Mira paused for so long that Thomas looked at her. She was still kneeling at his side, her head bowed. “I was assigned other duties, in addition to keeping your quarters clean and free of dust, my lord.”

      Free of dust. He nearly barked in a nonsensical laugh. Thomas watched her in the silence, hating her with every fiber of his being. He hated every one of them for doing nothing to help him.

      His younger father, who’d always doted on him and encouraged him in his literary and philosophical studies. Oliver and Sasha, his siblings, whom he’d been intentionally kind and thoughtful toward as their elder brother. All of the serving staff who had smiled in his face for years. He’d smiled right back and made it a point to treat them with dignity and respect, a trait that his elder father had severely lacked.

      Thomas closed his eyes. The pain and bitterness in his chest were overwhelming, as if what remained of his already corroded and broken heart was crumbling to ashes.

      “How long was I down there?” he asked.

      Another long pause. Mira spoke quietly. “Nearly three months.”

      Everything within him stilled and stiffened. He couldn’t believe it. How had he even survived that long? Why had he⁠—

      “Sir Thomas⁠—”

      “Do not call me that.” Thomas clenched his eyes shut tighter as the words came out rough and sharp. How dare she feign respect toward him when they’d all left him for dead beneath the castle? Wasting away in his own filth and surrounded by rats and cockroaches. This entire charade was utterly ridiculous.

      Mira took a breath. “My lord… if you don’t feed of your own volition, I’m afraid that Lord Blakeley will punish you further. He could easily switch out the quality of your blood supply again and keep you half alive in this room. I think… I believe strongly that you should cooperate. Please drink the blood?”

      She stood, hastily dusted her skirt and walked back to the bistro table. The sound of flatware clicking and dishes being settled littered the silence as she set up his breakfast and removed the untouched plates of food from the prior evening.

      Thomas couldn’t escape. How could he possibly manage it in his weakened and emaciated state? He could barely tolerate the reflected rays from the overcast sun. And where would he go?

      He did not wish to be physically abused any further. The thought of being given malnutritious blood made him shiver within his core.

      It seemed the question wasn’t whether Thomas wanted to live or die. Rather, it was whether he wanted to live with a potential modicum of dignity or be forcibly kept conscious and tortured.

      Steeling himself, he attempted to stand. He’d been sitting in the tufted chair for hours, awake since the middle of the night and unable to sleep. His legs were numb. When he attempted to push himself upright, he faltered. Mira took a hurried step toward him as he caught himself on the arm of the chair and hissed, “Don’t touch me.”

      She froze mid-step, eyeing him wearily and with pity.

      Taking a deep breath, he straightened. His entire body ached and his head swam, but slowly, he made it over to the table. He allowed Mira to pull out the chair for him before he sat down in an exhausted heap.

      “May I assist you, my lord?” she asked, hovering.

      “No,” he said. “Go away.”

      She dipped in a polite bow, then grabbed the tray stacked with yesterday’s food. “Yes, your grace… I—I’ll be just outside the door. Please call for me if you need help.”

      Ignoring her as she left, he looked over the colorful arrangement before him. Fresh fruit—strawberries and diced honeydew melon—a hard-boiled egg, almonds, a wedge of buttery cheese, toast, jam and a pot of tea with a single cup. Beside the empty teacup, a tall glass of blood.

      He didn’t think he could keep any of this down aside from the blood. Thomas couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten a meal this full and rich.

      With a trembling hand, he reached for the glass of blood, willing himself not to knock it over. He lifted it, then licked his dry and cracked lips before bringing the rim to his mouth.

      Hesitating, he tasted. He’d never drunk blood from a glass before, and something in it was unsettling. Still, if he ignored the utter strangeness of that, the first sip was surprisingly palatable, so he drank more. The liquid was warm, peppery and sweet as it coursed down his sandpaper throat and into his body. It soothed him fundamentally and was oddly… comforting?

      Purebred blood. So, Mira wasn’t lying. The torture was truly over. For now.

      Thomas drank to his satisfaction, then stood and made his way back across the room toward his large four-poster bed. He climbed atop the duvet and lay down across the bottom of the mattress, exhausted. He needed sleep.

      As the dizzying haze of unconsciousness gradually overtook him, Thomas decided that yes, he would live. Not to thrive or dream as he had in his university days. Nor to experience the world and all its offerings, seek knowledge, find camaraderie or fall in love.

      No. He’d live to see the day when his elder father suffered as he had. He’d live to witness him broken, starved and rotting on a cold stone floor with no one around to help him. Thomas wanted to see him abandoned and decaying.

      Whether this fate would happen by Thomas’s hands or not, he was uncertain. Regardless, the thought soothed him like the darkest lullaby as he drifted into a deep and dreamless sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Across the span of a few months, Thomas’s body grew stronger. Along with it, his rage and disdain. The violence inside of him sat low and deep like a feral animal waiting for the most opportune moment to strike and tear its prey apart.

      The dreary day swept past the windows of the town car as he sat in the back seat with his fathers. Thomas stared through the glass, not seeing the heavy fog draping the naked tree branches as the car ascended the hills of Upper Avalon. The late-morning air was cold. Frigid and damp.

      When Thomas and Dawn had been excitedly making their plans to elope, it had been warm. The magnolias had just started to bloom.

      It seemed like a lifetime ago. And what had become of Dawn? The not knowing created a crippling, tearing sensation in his chest cavity every time he thought of her. Thomas had not heard a single piece of information about Dawn since they’d been dragged apart at the cabin along the coast. In his heart of hearts, he hoped that she was safe, at the very least.

      “Try not to be so surly and… taciturn when we arrive at Lord Ashford’s estate,” Thomas’s elder father spat into the stiff silence of the back seat. “He has gifted our clan a generous dowry for this arrangement, and I would not like to see him dissatisfied and asking for his money back.”

      Thomas neither moved nor spoke in response to this, but kept his empty gaze fixed beyond the window. He had no idea why Lord Cameron Dwight Ashford had suddenly proposed a bonding arrangement to his family for Thomas’s hand. Inevitably, though, he would find out.

      “I would hate to think that the expensive education that we provided for you has gone to waste given your present, strangely muted state,” his elder father went on. “I have heard that Lord Ashford is an intellectual man in his own right. Do try to dredge up some verbal stimulation for him? If not physical.”

      At this, Thomas turned from the window to stare directly into his elder father’s face. A face that, to his great misfortune and detriment, mirrored his own much too closely for his fragile emotional stability. Even down to the eyes. Thomas’s were the exact same shade of pale and icy gray.

      “You auction me off like your prized pony,” Thomas said, “then lecture me on how I should perform for my new master?”

      “A pony would be more pleasant and much easier to wrangle than you,” his elder father returned, sneering.

      Thomas did not speak. Only sat motionless, taking in those cold eyes and angular features. Despising him. Wanting to launch across the small space and gouge those eyes clean out of their sockets.

      His elder father chuckled, amused. “You do despise me, don’t you?”

      Thomas tilted his head, considering. “More than you could ever fathom. I wish that you would suffer every violence and misfortune that you have bestowed upon me. That you would be left to slowly rot and die in your own filth.”

      The man grinned. “Good. Use that passion to make something of yourself for Lord Ashford—something other than a mute and scrawny cynic.”

      “That’s enough—from both of you.” Thomas’s younger father, the viscount, sat forward, admonishing them. He turned toward his husband. “Why do you provoke him? It doesn’t help anything. We’ve talked about this.”

      “Because he provokes me first! And Winston, my dear, with a little provocation, we can be certain that he’s as sharp as ever—look at how expressive he is! Such colorful sentiments. Rest assured, I have not broken him as you feared. He is our offspring, after all. Of course he’s strong.”

      Thomas closed his eyes and shifted his head back toward the window, wishing with every fiber of his being that he could tear this man apart with his fangs and blunt fingernails. The rage and injustice coursed hot through his veins.

      What cruel fate had cursed him with these two monsters as his parents? Had he done something so vile, so incomprehensible, in a former life that he deserved this?

      “You’re antagonizing him,” Thomas’s younger father chided. “Please don’t. We’re nearly there.”

      A brush of fingertips atop his knee made Thomas jump from surprise and shift closer into the corner. He whipped his head around and saw his younger father was leaning with his hand outstretched toward his leg. Seeing Thomas’s reaction, he quickly drew it back.

      Once upon a time, Thomas had reveled in the affection and attention he received from his younger father. The doting assurance of Thomas’s intellectual prowess and his loving embraces. The casual, playful fluff of Thomas’s hair with his fingers for no other reason aside from their mutual physical nearness.

      When Thomas was little, his younger father used to tell him, “You were formed from the very best parts of Charles and I.” Thomas had genuinely believed him, then. He’d carried that confidence with him, always.

      “I’ve heard good things about Lord Ashford,” his younger father said softly as he sat up straight once more. “I think this pairing will be comfortable for you.” His blue eyes were glossy and sincere, radiant despite the overcast light from the abysmal day outside.

      Turning his head, Thomas ignored him. As if he cared about this pairing. As if he cared about anything other than seeing his elder father suffer.

      When it came to his younger father, Thomas’s feelings were… complicated. The man had been acquiescent in all the brutal acts committed toward Thomas, without question. Inactive and never once lifting a finger to aid him when he needed it most. This in and of itself was a form of criminality. Like watching someone who was incapacitated slowly die of thirst, never attempting to bring them water.

      Discreetly, Thomas glanced over at his face and those ridiculous blue eyes. There was an inherent innocence there. Thomas’s little brother, Oliver, held the same odd, beguiling quality in his visage. If Thomas had inherited all of his severe and pale physical traits from their elder father, Oliver had gotten everything softer and more appealing from the younger. Even their skin tone had that same warm, sun-kissed quality. They both seemed to glow with blamelessness or some indiscernible humility.

      Thomas’s elder father had always been distant and cold. Hawkish in his dealings with the serving staff. Plain-spoken and curt to Thomas and his siblings. Thomas hadn’t seen the cruelty coming, but now that it had happened, he found he wasn’t surprised by it. In hindsight, it was a short leap across a chasm that Thomas hadn’t thought his elder father was capable of making.

      As for his younger father… was he some sort of hostage? Aside from passivity, what was his part in the strange bedlam that was their household?

      “Lord Ashford has also distinctly rejected any traditional or celebratory practices as part of the terms within your bonding contract,” Thomas’s elder father explained. “Thus, no supervised mating attempts, banquets or wedding ceremony. A waste, in my opinion. But I imagine this gives you some modicum of comfort.”

      Still looking out the window, Thomas declared, “The only thing I’d find comforting is your untimely demise⁠—”

      Thomas jolted as the muscles and tendons in his throat suddenly constricted and burned. His hand flew up to his neck and his eyes widened. He couldn’t breathe.

      “Charles, stop!”

      At the sound of his younger father’s voice, the tension burning in his throat ceased. Thomas bent, coughing and with his eyes watering, desperate to draw in breath. When he glanced up in the midst of hacking his lungs out, his elder father’s eyes were glowing bright silver.

      “He needs reminding of his place,” the man said, staring down at him with an emotionless expression. “I will not tolerate his continued impudence.”

      Thomas sat up and back against the seat. He rested his head there with his eyes closed and concentrated on slowing his breathing. The ache in his throat was dry and throbbing and he felt weak all over, as if his body had suddenly remembered its former trauma and reverted back to that time.

      They rode the rest of the way in silence. As the motor of the engine quietly hummed in the backdrop, Thomas fought off the urge to pity himself.

      He couldn’t wield his vampiric nature the way his elder father did. That kind of power and manipulative control took years and a great level of discipline to master, if one ever achieved it. The sad truth was, physically, magically, he was powerless. Yes, he had morbid insults and cutting observations, but that only served as an annoyance to his elder father. Like being bitten again and again by a mosquito before slapping and crushing it.

      His elder father would always win.

      

      The land belonging to the Ashford Clan was sweeping and vast. They passed through an imposing gate that served as the main entrance to the estate, then across a stone bridge situated over a sprawling and reflective lake.

      The estate sat in the open fields, mirrored beautifully in the placid waterfront. It reminded Thomas of a sculpture positioned at the center of a natural gallery. The front portico was Grecian in its architecture, but the building’s façade was the color of golden sandstone. Warm, bright and impenetrable to the dreary weather.

      Their two cars pulled up to the front door, whereupon they were hastily greeted by several Ashford House servants. They shuffled about, helping to unload and bring Thomas’s luggage into the main foyer, then on to his room, he supposed. Mine and Lord Ashford’s, he thought grimly as he stepped out of the car and into the frosty air.

      When he’d been informed that he had been essentially sold to Lord Ashford for marriage, Thomas had felt indifferent to the news. Even now, he had no idea what he was walking into. It didn’t matter. After being kept in total darkness, starved and abused for three months by his own fathers, he figured that whatever this new circumstance brought, it couldn’t possibly be as bad as that.

      He decided to approach the situation with apathy until there was distinct cause for him to feel otherwise.

      At the very least, the arrangement had put an end to Thomas’s elder father dragging him around to aristocracy parties in a weak attempt to pawn him off on some unsuspecting purebred for a bonding contract. Thomas had shrunk even further into himself from the shame and humiliation. As if anyone would have voluntarily chosen to be mated with a pale, silent and withdrawn husk of a vampire man with a sour disposition.

      Or so he’d thought, anyway.

      There hadn’t been any traditional formalities nor anticipatory meetings between himself and Lord Ashford. The unorthodox nature of the arrangement made Thomas feel like he was an item sitting on the final sale rack. Last chance to buy—no exchanges, returns or refunds.

      As Thomas slowly rounded the car and moved toward the main double doors of Ashford House, he adjusted his overcoat. It hung limply on his tall frame, like most of his clothing post-imprisonment. He’d never been a particularly hefty purebred, but he’d at least been sturdy and finely muscled in a vaguely appealing way. That was gone now. The blood bags had helped to recover his basic strength, but he had little appetite for food these days.

      Mira appeared in front of him and bowed courteously, making him pause. “My lord, shall I accompany you with your fathers, or would you like me to⁠—”

      “Go and help with settling his things,” Thomas’s elder father commanded, rudely flicking his fingers. “Leave him be.”

      Mira nodded, then hurried off to follow the other servants. She would live here with him, apparently. After Thomas had been told the news of his arrangement, Mira had burst into his room, excited to tell him that she would be moving with him.

      Thomas hadn’t cared.

      They walked through the misting rain, beyond the portico with its towering pillars and into the warmth of the foyer. The walls inside were creamy and golden as well, and the floors gleamed beneath their feet, marbled and tiled with elegant, swirling designs in rich earth tones. An electric crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling and cast flecks of light across the room.

      Thomas inhaled, then started, blinking. This scent… The air within the estate felt familiar, somehow. Inherently comforting and disarming.

      “Welcome to Ashford House, my lords. I am Lennon, primary manservant of the estate. Please follow me?” The grayed, not so tall and somewhat gangly first-gen man bowed politely, then lifted a hand toward a corridor as he walked forward.

      He guided the three of them into an intimate sitting room with windows overlooking the expansive lake. Before Thomas could take in any further details, his attention zeroed in on the purebred already seated within the room.

      Lord Cameron Dwight Ashford stood smoothly from his tufted armchair and bowed slightly at the waist. “Gentlemen, welcome to Ashford House. Please make yourselves comfortable.”

      Distracted, Thomas jumped slightly when another servant appeared behind him to take his coat, which he relinquished, then sat at the end of the short couch across from Lord Ashford’s position.

      Thomas openly took the man in. Lord Cameron exuded health and vitality as he sat calmly in his chair. He was well dressed in a rust-colored blazer, white dress shirt and dark slacks fitted perfectly to his broad and tall form. His warm brown skin almost glowed in the silver light from the windows, and his eyes were bright and round, the color like hazelnuts with flecks of something else.

      Thomas’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. What the hell does a man like this want with me? It made no sense to his logical mind. Thomas’s family, the Blakeley Clan, were prolific throughout Eden’s history, but they offered no royal title like the clans of Central Eden.

      On the surface, they appeared wealthy in land and real estate. However, because of his ancestors’ misrule, there were fewer and fewer vampires available to make use of the farmland surrounding their estate. The castle they called home was hastily creeping toward derelict status with each passing year.

      From Thomas’s perspective, the purebred across from him had a beautiful estate, an undeniably attractive visage and enough money to likely bid for any mate he wanted.

      So, why Thomas?

      “Thank you for inviting us to your estate home,” Thomas’s elder father crooned. Suddenly, the man had the elegance of an alligator in a swan costume. “May I present to you Sir Thomas Antony Blakeley, the eldest son of Blakeley Clan.”

      Lord Ashford dipped his head, then met Thomas head on with those bright hazel eyes. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sir Thomas. Thank you for accepting my humble proposal.”

      “It—” Thomas’s voice came out scratchy and choked. He cleared it, audibly, much to his eldest father’s dismay. From the corners of his eyes, Thomas saw his face screw up in irritation.

      Well, fuck you, it’s your fault, Thomas thought, before trying again. He took a deep breath and swallowed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, Lord Cameron. Thank you.”

      His voice was still wrong. Too quiet and scratchy. He contemplated adding, “Very sorry, my father choked me in the car on the way here, as fathers are known to do.” He swiftly decided that the satisfaction of openly delivering such a barb wouldn’t be worth the potential trouble afterward.

      “Lord Ashford, are you absolutely certain that we cannot convince you to at least participate in a proper banquet to celebrate this union?” Thomas’s younger father offered, prettily batting his dark lashes as if to sweeten the offer. “We could hold it at our castle and take care of all the arrangements. You would only need to arrive in a timely fashion.”

      Thomas wondered if the elder parent had intentionally put the younger up to this, considering they’d just told him in the car that Lord Ashford had rejected all celebratory practices commonly associated with Eden marriage rituals. The thought being, if the more charming and prettier one asked, perhaps Lord Ashford would concede?

      Lord Ashford lifted a palm. “As stated in the contract I proposed, I have no desire to participate in any ritualistic activities.” The man said this firmly, but then hesitated as his gaze shifted toward Thomas. “Unless… unless Sir Thomas strongly wishes to participate in such an event?”

      Everyone’s attention shifted to Thomas. Thomas himself stifled his surprise at suddenly being given a foothold in the conversation. His elder father looked on in warning, his gaze sharp. The younger was imploring. Both, in their own, unique ways silently willing him to say yes to Lord Ashford’s question. To give them the opportunity to show off this most favorable mating arrangement in front of their peers. To throw a glamorous party at their grandiose castle.

      Thomas held back the sudden urge to smile. To hell with the both of you. “I do not.”

      “Then that settles it,” Lord Ashford said.

      

      They had an early lunch together in another warm and comfortable banquet room just down the hall from the sitting room. Thomas picked over his food, eating a forkful or two of buttery mashed potatoes and seasoned vegetables. He didn’t touch the meat.

      His elder father commandeered the stiff conversation throughout the meal, and Lord Ashford graciously fielded his many, many questions about the history of the property, his parents—traveling in Australia, indefinitely, it seemed—and the ins and outs of running his small realm of Upper Avalon.

      Thomas listened without contributing, generally embarrassed by his elder father’s barrage of questions. The man absolutely lacked a certain finesse and charm in his communication, and it made him come across as rude and dogged. Which he absolutely was.

      Despite the uncomfortable discourse playing out before him, Thomas was oddly comforted by the permeating scent wafting through the estate. It was like a warm hug embracing his cold skin and aching body. His dry, sandpapery throat still throbbed from the assault in the car, but the oxygen here seemed almost higher in its quality.

      By the time they were all standing in the foyer once more, it was obvious to Thomas that Lord Ashford was on edge. He’d been composed and relaxed when they’d first met him in the sitting room. Now, his energy felt taut. A stretched rubber band about to snap.

      “Congratulations to you both—and thank you again for having us, Lord Ashford.” Thomas’s younger father dipped his head politely.

      “My pleasure,” Lord Ashford replied. “Safe travels on your return home.”

      “Thomas—remember our conversation in the car,” his elder father said, grinning toothily. “Be most accommodating to his lordship. He has compensated us generously for your hand and we do not want him to be disappointed.”

      Thomas’s entire body stiffened with humiliation as he inhaled sharply. He should not be surprised, but the vulgarity of the statement—the crude truth of his situation—being splayed so openly felt like a hard slap to his face. A final act of violence against him from this relentlessly insidious creature.

      Thomas opened his mouth, but his younger father abruptly took the elder by the arm and pulled him toward the double doors. “Take care, the two of you!” he said, pulling his husband away and out onto the portico. A group of servants followed them, seeing them to their car.

      The silence between Thomas and Lord Ashford felt like a wet, cold blanket. Thomas didn’t dare look at him. He was furious and embarrassed. He wanted to die, right there on the fanciful marble floor, and be done with all this misery.

      “You must be tired,” Lord Ashford offered. “May I show you to your rooms? You can rest for a while, and I… We’ll give you a tour of the estate when you’re ready?”

      Thomas sighed and dropped his shoulders. “Yes, please. Thank you.”

      Lord Ashford turned, and Thomas followed him down the long hallway. As they moved through narrow corridors and up a gently winding staircase, Thomas was grateful for Lord Ashford’s steadfast silence. That he could be left alone in his misery to wonder how in the world he’d fallen so far off course from the life he’d envisioned for himself.
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      Thomas had his own rooms.

      A small, comfortable sitting room just outside his bedchamber—for what purpose, he did not know. A sizable bedroom with a beautiful four-poster bed, and an attached bathroom with both a standing claw-footed tub and separate shower area.

      It was luxurious and he was beside himself. Even as the eldest child, his personal room at the castle hadn’t been nearly as generous. Best of all, that warm, curiously comforting sensation flowed in the air here as well. Not as powerfully as in the sitting and banquet rooms downstairs but still faintly present.

      This is Lord Ashford’s essence, Thomas contemplated, sitting on the tufted sofa in his antechamber and absently caressing the velvety material with his palm as if it were a beloved cat. There had been other vampires around them, but an enticing scent had radiated brightly from the lord of the manor, like the fragrant center of a freshly bloomed rose.

      Lord Ashford had dropped Thomas off here and hastily dashed away a couple hours ago. After that, Mira had entered and helped him unpack and settle his things. She had babbled on and on about how nice everyone seemed thus far, and that the entire estate was charming, well lit and clean. The heavy insinuation being, “Much better than the antiquated, clammy and shitty cave we used to live in.”

      Thomas hadn’t responded to her at all, and she didn’t seem to care.

      It irritated him deeply—that she spoke to him with such alacrity and ease, as if the whole starvation and imprisonment thing had never happened. As if their relationship hadn’t been forever destroyed by the fact that she, along with his younger father, siblings and everyone else employed by their estate, had left him to rot in a dungeon beneath the castle for three months.

      Thomas had felt relieved when she finally left him alone. He’d kicked off his shoes and climbed atop the bed, which had felt to his achy muscles and bones like scaling a giant cloud. He’d slept for a short while, comfortably and peacefully.

      Now, he wondered what he was supposed to be doing with himself. With the days being shorter, the sky was already darkening beyond his windows. The expanse was still shrouded by an opaque gray murkiness, but much deeper now and swished with violet from the setting sun.

      A soft knock at the door snagged his attention. He brushed the thighs of his pants as he stood from the couch, the gesture useless in addressing the wrinkles acquired from his short nap. He briefly detested his overall shabby and pathetic state. “Yes? Come in.”

      The door opened and the manservant from earlier, Lennon, stepped inside. “Good evening, Sir Thomas. Are you feeling rested? I tried knocking earlier, but I believe you were asleep.”

      “I was,” Thomas confirmed. “I’m feeling better now, thank you.”

      “Better” being a relative term. He hadn’t been choked nor humiliated within the past few hours, so that was a marked improvement in his general state of being.

      “Wonderful. Would you like a brief tour of the estate before dinner?” The older man smiled. He was cleanly dressed in a gray blazer, white shirt and black slacks. His skin was bronzed and aged around the corners of his mouth and eyes. Permanent laugh and smile lines.

      Something about him mirrored the welcoming and gentle air of the home, and it made Thomas feel strangely at ease. “Yes, I’d like that, please.”

      “Follow me, your grace.”

      Lennon guided Thomas around the rooms of the upper floor first, which mostly consisted of tastefully decorated guest bedrooms with minimal clutter—a watercolor landscape portrait framed on a wall, a healthy potted plant set on a table nearest to the window. No coats of arms or suits of armor. No beheaded animals mounted on plaques—a favorite of Thomas’s elder father.

      Thank God, Thomas thought, pleased with the overall aesthetic of the home.

      “And… where are Lord Ashford’s chambers?” He should know, shouldn’t he? Thomas had no underlying objective in gleaning this information, but it was odd that Lennon hadn’t mentioned it.

      “On the lower floor, in the westernmost corner of the estate,” Lennon replied. “I’ll point them out to you when we pass by.”

      Thomas nodded. Strange, though, that they were set so far away from each other. Were they not supposed to be attempting to secure a mated bond at some point? What good would it be for Thomas to be tucked upstairs on one side of the estate while Lord Ashford resided downstairs on the opposite side? Like two boxers in their respective corners, refusing to fight.

      Not that he cared, anyway.

      Down the curved staircase and on the lower floors, Thomas was shown a new, larger banquet room for the purpose of hosting ten or more guests, the small sitting room where he and his fathers had sat earlier, Lord Ashford’s office (a closed door that Lennon made no attempt to open), the kitchen, a hallway of rooms for the estate’s serving staff and a quaint library.

      Here, Thomas paused the tour and lingered for a moment. The space was smaller than what he would have expected for an estate of this size and grandeur. When Thomas said as much, Lennon chuckled brightly.

      “Ah, yes, Lord Ashford much prefers these more intimate spaces and had this room redesigned when he became the administrator to the property,” Lennon said, watching as Thomas scanned the packed dark-wood shelves lining the walls. “I suppose you’ll learn more about his unique preferences as time goes on… and he will learn yours, of course.”

      “Of course,” Thomas said distractedly as he pulled a particularly old-looking tome from the shelf. It was a classic—leather-bound and well worn around the edges. “May I borrow this one?”

      “You are welcome to use this space as you please, my lord. The estate is your home from today onward. We do wish for you to be contented here.”

      Thomas tucked the book protectively underneath his arm. My home… The sentiment was nice, but truly, it would have been better coming from the lord of the manor himself. Thomas’s new environment largely depended upon what Lord Ashford had planned for him—whether he’d simply gone from one torture chamber to another, but this one dressed up nicer on the surface.

      Only time would tell.

      
      To his surprise, Thomas had dinner alone that night, in the smaller banquet room where he, Lord Ashford and his fathers had dined. When he casually inquired about Lord Ashford and whether or not he’d be joining him, Lennon bowed apologetically and told him that Lord Ashford was resting.

      As was the case the next morning at breakfast.

      And during lunch.

      And dinner.

      On his second morning at the estate, Thomas didn’t bother to ask. Instead, he opted to simply wait, lest he seem like a puppy eagerly anticipating the return of its master. He wasn’t even sure that he cared about this apparent cold-shouldering. Rather, it was peculiar. Lord Ashford had initiated this arrangement. He was the reason why Thomas was here, and now, he was nowhere to be found.

      After picking over his breakfast, Thomas spent the morning slumped in one of the tufted armchairs within the cozy library, reading. It was another dreary day, heavy with fog. Rain droplets showered
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