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        This book is dedicated to anyone who decided to play by society’s rules, but society failed you. Play by your own rules. Trust in your own unique path.
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        Dearest reader, this book contains instances of gaslighting, verbal and emotional abuse, as well as some mild but uncomfortable moments of non-consent.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Alexander

          

        

      

    

    
      What happens when you’ve been promised something all of your life, but it doesn’t materialize? When you’ve spent years and years waiting—believing in this event that everyone has assured you would come to pass if you played by the rules?

      But in the end, it just… dies. There’s nothing.

      The promise evaporates.

      Hope disappears.

      Doubt and suspicion take its place.

      Was the possibility ever truly there? Was it all an idiotic fantasy made up in my mind, or was there a moment—if only for a second—that what I wanted was real and tangible. Achievable but just outside of my reach. If I had given a little more effort or made a different choice, would I have everything that I wanted now?

      The answer? I don’t fucking know. It all feels like lies, though. A complete scam.

      “So, what’s going to happen now that Oliver has fled his estate and broken off this engagement to get the hell away from you?” Ashwin leers from behind her playing cards. One of her eyebrows is raised above the heavy flap of her blunt, ice-blonde bangs.

      I don’t say a word. I stare blankly at her and she goes on, snootily examining her two cards. “Since your formal arrangement fell through, your parents will want to sell you to the highest bidder as quickly as possible. That’s what happened to Lily Bridgeworth after Santiago ran away. I heard they shipped her off to Dubai. She’s expected to bond with some wealthy purebred there. New money. Call.” Ashwin tosses two red chips toward the center of the table. “Let’s see your flop.”

      With the elegance of a master conductor, the dealer turns over and reveals three cards. Queen of spades, four of spades and a four of clubs.

      “God, I would rather die.” Sebastian bristles, using his fingertips to slide two blue chips across the velvet surface. His flashy emerald ring glitters in the low light from the gesture. “I’ll bet twenty. All that hot weather and sand. Ugh. I hate sand. I had sex on the beach once. Did I tell you about that? On the western shore.”

      “That does not sound like something Piper would do,” Nadya comments, frowning.

      “Not with Piper. Before we mated. Anyway, ghastly. Sand soaks up any and all moisture and days later, I was still finding it in crevices that I didn’t even know I had.”

      “Gross. Over-sharer, stop oversharing. We’ve talked about this. Check.” After setting her chips down, Nadya sits back against the tufted chair and lifts her flavored cigar toward her plum-painted lips. The tip of the cigar burns and curls with a thick stream of smoke. It saturates the room in an intense haze of dark spices and smoked almonds. “They won’t ship the next King of Eden off to some foreign aristocracy. We can’t afford that kind of PR nightmare right now.”

      “Rumor has it, Golden Boy is going to have to pay out his entire dowry to evil Lord Blakeley.” Ashwin tilts her head, examining me. “No dowry, no power.”

      “Oh my God, is that true?” Sebastian draws back, shaking his dark curly head. His mesmeric reddish-brown eyes blink in bewilderment. “You gave up your entire dowry for Oliver? Even though he dumped you? Why the hell would you do that?”

      Nadya pulls from her cigar, then lazily blows it out in a wispy cloud. “For love.”

      Ashwin scoffs. “Or stupidity. Desperation? Did you think you’d win him back by making some kind of heroic sacrifice? Some grand gesture?”

      The room falls silent as everyone stares in my direction with their ethereal eyes. Time stands still. In my peripheral vision, brass lanterns warm the bookcases lining the walls. The flickering lights cast long shadows against weathered spines. It makes them shift and move, like ghostly silhouettes dancing across a haunted library.

      I don’t want to be here.

      I hate this.

      “Why aren’t you saying anything?” Sebastian leans forward and the elaborate chandelier situated above us illuminates his rich brown skin. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “It is your turn, Master Kendrick,” the dealer says politely. “May I have your choice?”

      I take two dark green chips, then toss them into the center pile. “Raise.”

      Silence ensues.

      Everyone except for the dealer gawks, open-mouthed.

      Nadya is the first to move, shaking her head and tossing her two cards toward the center of the table. “Oh hell no.”

      “Christ on a bike, Aleksey.” Frowning, Sebastian pushes his cards away as if they’re suddenly made of toxic materials. “Did we not all agree that tonight was low stakes? I fold. Piper will kill me if I lose fifty-thou on a frivolous game with you idiots. I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      Ashwin’s hazel eyes bore into me as she leans with her elbows on the table, her fingers entwined beneath her chin. The only thing keeping her from looking like a proper mob boss is the powder-blue satin of her ridiculously ruffled suit. “You’re too soft, Alexander. You have all this influence and status in Eden but you waste it. If Oliver had been mine—like he should have been in the first place—there’s no way in hell I would have let him go. You’re a fool.”

      I don’t move or respond. I say nothing, because in some ways, I agree with her. I am a fool. But not for the reasons that she thinks.

      “Master Griffins?” The dealer turns to Ashwin, breaking the tense silence plaguing the table. “Will you place a bet?”

      Ashwin lifts from her mob-boss pose, takes two dark green chips from the edge of the table and tosses them into the center. “Check. You probably don’t even have anything good. I think you’re at the end of your rope, babe. In more ways than one.”

      The dealer turns over the fourth card. Five of hearts.

      I take two more green chips, then toss them into the pile. “Raise.”

      “Holy hell.” Sebastian stretches his spine and places his hands on his hips as if something pains him. “Should I leave? I’m worried that this flagrant show of egotistical recklessness might be contagious.”

      “Alexander, are you serious?” Nadya asks sternly, her burning cigar teetering between her fingers. Always the pragmatist of the group. “If you’ve truly promised your entire dowry to Lord Blakeley, you shouldn’t be fucking around with large sums of money like this.”

      Never taking my eyes off Ashwin, I wait, because I have nothing to lose. I’ve already lost everything that matters.

      Ashwin inhales a discreet breath. Adjusts ever so slightly in her seat.

      She’s nervous.

      Insecure as always.

      Casually, she smooths the length of her platinum ponytail.

      “Pathetic,” she spits. An obvious attempt to conceal her unease. “Are you trying to prove some silly point?” She reaches for another pair of green chips, then adds them to the pile. “Check.”

      “This is insane,” Sebastian says. “You all are nuts. Out of your tutti fruity minds.”

      “Tutti fruity?” Nadya looks him over, scowling. “Such a strange creature you are.”

      Sebastian smirks. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      The dealer turns over the final card. Queen of hearts.

      Glancing down at the colorful array of chips lining the table’s edge along my side, I pull a light gray one from the end of the row and toss it into the center of the table. “Raise.”

      Sebastian turns and grabs Nadya’s shoulder as if to keep himself upright. Nadya ignores him, stiff as a board and with her irises darting between me and Ashwin.

      The latter visibly bristles from my action. “Listen—I did not come here to fuck around with two-hundred grand, Alexander. Have you lost your goddamned mind?”

      “What’s your choice, Ashwin?” I ask her.

      “Do I have one? You’ve trapped me!”

      No one moves. Ashwin’s eyes shift nervously. First, toward Nadya and Sebastian. Then, toward the dealer, as if one of them has an answer. Or maybe someone will bail her out.

      Ashwin stands abruptly, rocking her chair back as she glares in my direction, then down at her two cards on the table. In a hostile motion, she flips one of them over, revealing its face. A queen of clubs. Three of a kind. A very good hand. “This is what I’ve got.”

      “Ash,” Nadya chuckles, one palm pressed against her forehead in second-hand embarrassment. “Are you kidding me? You’ve totally lost the plot.”

      “What do you have?” Ashwin demands. “A flush? A full house? How can you sit there and bet all this money without batting an eye⁠—”

      “Tell me your choice,” I repeat calmly, sighing. “I don’t need this theatrical bullshit.”

      Sebastian cowers into Nadya’s shoulder. “Aleksey is being scary tonight.”

      Ashwin straightens, pulls the hem of her jacket and rolls her shoulders. “I hate you.” She reaches down, grabs her cards and flicks them toward the center with a dramatic flourish. “I fold. Happy?”

      The tension in the room is thick, as if I’m a gunman holding everyone hostage and making ludicrous demands. Slowly, I turn over one card. Then the other.

      “An ace and a jack?” Nadya gawks, awestruck. “You’ve got nothing. Bloody nothing!”

      “You bluffed me out of two-hundred grand for kicks?” Ashwin exclaims, her eyes wild with disbelief.

      “No,” I say, pushing myself up from the table. An intense swirl of anger, fatigue and dejection fills my chest. I can’t stay here anymore. “I don’t want your money. Keep it. But don’t ever mistake empathy for being ‘soft,’ you mouthy and insecure little snake.”

      I step away from the table, but then pause because I can’t help myself as I look her over. “And that suit is hideous. Like something you stole off a corpse from the nineteen-fifties.”

      Sebastian chuckles, sitting upright. “Honestly, I was thinking something similar. It reminds me of Beetlejuice. Remember that movie?”

      Ashwin balks, turning as I stalk past her and toward the door. “Y-you asshole! This suit came straight off the runway in Paris.”

      “It’s trash. Fuck all of you.”

      “Not fuck me?” Sebastian pleads. “Why fuck me? I agreed with you—Beetlejuice. Aleksey, wait!”

      Pulling the heavy oak door open, I step through and into the carpeted corridor, then slam it shut. The lighting out here is the same. Gauzy yellow and casting ghostly shadows. It creates that distinctly old-fashioned vampiric mood that I hate. Antique sconces mounted on charcoal and golden damask wallpaper. Gilded frames holding prestigious oil paintings of emotionless purebreds long dead. Polished oak surfaces with fanciful ornate moldings.

      Same old same old.

      “Your highness?” Raphael bows, pushes off the wall and is behind me in a flash as I move down the hallway and toward the main sitting room. He was waiting outside the games room along with the other handlers. Servants aren’t allowed inside anymore when we play poker because Ashwin and her handler cheat.

      As we move, the corridor gently curves, cutting us off from the group of servants stationed outside of the games room. The second we’re alone, Raphael reaches and grips my shoulder. “Hey—Is everything alright? What’s the matter with you?” His eyes bore into me, warm and brown like cedar wood in the low chandelier light.

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I didn’t want to come to this stupid dinner—I’ve shown my face. It’s enough.” Breaking free from his palm, I step forward.

      “Alright, alright…” Raphael keeps pace at my side. “So, I’m assuming it was as bad as we thought?”

      “Worse.” After the official announcement was made that my engagement was off, I kept to myself at home. Not wanting to face the public at large. Not ready. But my mother strongly encouraged me to attend this dinner tonight. She’d had enough of me, quote, “Sulking like a weak little baby.” Yet another un-princely behavior.

      “Hm…” Raphael sighs, sympathizing. “But why was Ashwin shouting? We could hear her outside.”

      “Because she’s an insecure twit.”

      “Sure, everyone knows that.”

      “And I bluffed her out of two-hundred grand.”

      Suddenly, I’m walking alone. As if an invisible wall was extended just far enough outward to impede Raphael but not me. The sensation is jarring so I stop and turn. His mouth is agape and his freckled face is utterly stupefied. My eyebrow lifts in confusion. “What?”

      “Two-hundred grand? Have you lost your mind?”

      I shrug, indifferent. “I won the bluff.”

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “I’m not taking Ashwin’s money.”

      “That isn’t the issue here. You do not have capital to play around with right now⁠—”

      “I know that,” I say, guarded. “Don’t lecture me. I just needed to shut her up because she’s a coward. Can we go, please?”

      Visibly stressed, Raphael rubs both palms against his face but steps forward.

      “Did you shut her up, at least?” he asks as we approach our destination.

      “For tonight. But you know her nasty attitude is everlasting. Like a bad roach infestation.”

      “You’ve just aptly described about three-quarters of the vampires in Eden.”

      I reach for the door handle, but Raphael grabs my wrist, making me pause. “Formalities,” he says. “This is a staunchly traditional house.”

      “Right.” I step back and give him access to the door.

      Raphael reaches but stops. He glances at me with a quick lift of his chin. “Breathe.”

      Rolling my shoulders, I inhale deeply with my eyes closed, then blow it out.

      Lately, I’m cracking.

      Putting on a polite, smiling façade is extremely difficult when my mind and emotions are in chaos.

      I need answers. For someone to explain why everything has gone wrong in my life. Why—even though I did everything they told me to—has the situation fallen apart?

      How do I let go of this… what is it? Grief? I don’t know how to deal with this at all.

      With his knuckles, Raphael gently knocks against one of the thick wooden doors. When we’re beckoned inside, he straightens his posture and steps across the threshold with a handsome dignity I’ve watched him exude a million times—like an elegant costume he seamlessly slips in and out of. His diction softens. His vowels lengthen and his tone becomes more ceremonial.

      “Please excuse the interruption,” he says quietly to the primary butler in his most velvety and posh accent. “Prince Alexander would like a word with Lady Kendrick.”

      “Yes, of course. This way, your highness.” The tall, portly butler bows, then gestures for me to follow. Raphael and me exchange a glance, but the transition is smooth as I step forward and he returns to the hallway before closing the door behind him. He’ll wait in the corridor.

      Formalities. This is a traditional house where every vampire has their place.

      The hazy smoke of expensive cigars is more permeated here. It hangs in the air like a veil amidst the opulence. More velvet tufted armchairs in rich and moody colors—deep plum and maroon. Impeccably polished surfaces recast the subtle lighting like strategically placed mirrors, lending a sparkly glamor to the atmosphere. Crystal glasses clink and artificial laughter bubbles from every darkened corner.

      I hear my mother’s distinct giggle as we approach a set of sofas facing each other near the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the outside terrace. The view showcases the nighttime lights of Central Eden twinkling below us and amongst the rolling hills. The estate we’re visiting is high up along the mountain ridge, like we’re floating above the clouds.

      “My lady, Prince Alexander is here to speak with you,” the butler announces, bowing. My mother’s head lolls to the side as she casually lies back against the plum couch. Her hair spills like a glossy river of honey. Not quite blonde, not quite brown, but impeccably rich in its indecisive color against her olive skin tone.

      “Hello, my darling.” Her well-practiced accent is perfectly light and bouncy as she lifts her head and adjusts her position. As she moves, the fabric of her pale, aqua-colored dress shimmers with a polychromatic spectrum. She looks like an affluent mermaid. “Are you enjoying yourself with your friends in the game room?”

      Am I twelve? “With your permission, may I be excused for the evening? Since Father came after us and on his own, I could take the car with Raphael and return to the estate.”

      The slightest pause rests between us. As far as moments go, it is brief. Minutia.

      However, I know my mother and the intensity of this slight pause speaks volumes.

      Effortlessly, she smiles, gesturing toward the couch across from her. “But sweetheart, everyone is so thrilled to have you in attendance tonight. Lord Cherrington was just expressing that he sincerely wishes to speak with you following the game. Isn’t that right, your grace?”

      “Good evening, Prince Alexander.” Lord Cherrington offers a sly smile, then bows politely from his seated position, careful not to spill the amber liquid in his glass.

      Lord Cherrington is tall, broad and has a thick, wavy mane of silver hair. He is aging well, but he is also ten years older than my goddamned father.

      I nod in his direction. “Hello, Lord Cherrington.”

      “It is a pleasure to set my eyes upon you, young master. I would greatly appreciate some of your time tonight? I doubt we’ll have the opportunity to speak at the board meeting tomorrow. You always leave quickly once we’ve adjourned.” He swirls his drink with a casual twist of his wrist. The large sphere of ice clinks against the glass like a chime.

      “I apologize, my lord, but I’m not feeling well tonight. Perhaps another time.” Intentionally, I avoid posing this as a question because I don’t want to spend time with Lord Cherrington. What he wants from me is perfectly clear—like a wolf pouncing on a freshly wounded animal.

      “Shall we arrange something following the meeting tomorrow?” he persists. “If the prince’s schedule allows on such short notice, of course. With the dissolution of your engagement, I imagine you’re suddenly faced with much free time. I was just telling your mother that I’d love to finally settle down soon. And, well, since we both find ourselves available…”

      With one of his eyebrows raised, he takes a sip from his glass. His heated gaze never leaves my face.

      The insinuation is heavy. Even worse, the intense vivid irises of my mother and every other vampire within earshot has zeroed in on me, awaiting my response.

      I swallow hard and straighten my spine, knowing what I should say, but unable to bring myself to utter the words. “Unfortunately, my schedule is full tomorrow. I don’t think I’ll be available⁠—”

      “Lord Cherrington,” my mother’s voice sings, charming and unaffected. “Will you please excuse us for a moment?” Like the most elegant of swans, she unfolds her body from the couch, stands, then walks around to link my arm in hers. “I need a moment with his highness. Regarding your request, I’m certain that something can be arranged. Perhaps evening cocktails?”

      “That would be lovely,” he grins, pleased. “I will certainly look forward to it.”

      She flashes a winsome smile while scrunching her nose, then urges me away and through the vaporous den. By the time we reach the door, I’m so damn nervous that I can barely swallow. It feels like my throat is stuffed with sand.

      God… not Lord Cherrington.

      Haven’t I suffered enough?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Alexander

          

        

      

    

    
      The butler swings the door open. In the hallway, Raphael starts and stands at attention, blinking and perplexed as his eyes dart between me and my mother.

      When the door to the study shuts and we’re shrouded in the muffled silence of the corridor, I steel myself and take a deep breath.

      “Mother, I⁠—”

      “¿Por qué te quieres ir? ¿Que te pasa?” She whisper shouts as she unlinks our arms and sets her hands on her hips, scrutinizing. Waiting.

      Why are you trying to leave? What’s the problem? When she drops the snobbish Eden dialect and switches to her native tongue, it’s never a good sign. I take a breath and respond in earnest. “No me siento bien, quiero irme a casa.”

      “What do you mean you don’t feel well?” she asks, incredulous. “You’re a purebred vampire, Alejandro. Where could you possibly be sick?” Exasperated, she scans my body in a melodramatic fashion.

      Raphael chimes in. “Es una expresión común que se utilizan los humanos en las películas. It’s a generalized expression.” He didn’t speak Spanish when he first joined our household, but he’s studied his ass off over the years. “You know Alexander watches a lot of movies and⁠—”

      “Raphael.” My mother frowns. “Cállate.”

      “Perdón.”

      Where am I sick… in my chest, maybe? In my heart and head? Her question is rhetorical, so I keep my mouth shut.

      “What has gotten into you lately? You think you’re too busy for Lord Cherrington?” She shakes her head. “Ay, que vergüenza. This is how you treat a prominent member of our society who’s taken interest in you?”

      “Madre,” I plead. “Lord Cherrington is more than a hundred-and-fifty-years older than me.”

      She shrugs. “So what? He’s a long-standing member of the Royal Order and he’s an appropriate choice given your pedigree. He has excellent connections and is willing to make a very generous offer to recoup the loss of your dowry. If he decides to pursue you seriously, I would strongly advise you to accept his advances. You’re not in a position to have strict preferences anymore. Not after this… this disaster with the Blakeley arrangement. You’ve done this to yourself.”

      Rubbing my forehead, it feels like my soul is oozing out of my body. Like my chest is collapsing in on itself from this suffocating environment. The weight of antagonistic and insensitive sneers from alleged friends. Now, I’m expected to sit and play nice with a vampire that’s old enough to be my father?

      “Llévalo a casa.”

      I lift my head, blinking in surprise. The words were directed at Raphael behind me. I glance over my shoulder.

      Take him home.

      “Sí, mi señora,” Raphael confirms, smiling.

      Mother addresses me with a stony expression. “I’ll tell Lord Cherrington that you want to meet him next week, somewhere private. Choose a place in town and communicate the details with his primary manservant. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Mother,” I say, sighing.

      “Don’t forget, you also have a lunch date at the house tomorrow with Lady Batista. Despite everything, vampires are falling over themselves to arrange marriage meetings with you, so your reputation is still intact, thank God. It’s a wonderful thing, Alejandro. Don’t ruin this.”

      They want me because securing a prince from a Royal House of Eden as a mate elevates their status and gives them indirect access to the Governing Board. Like a parrot on my shoulder or a fly buzzing near my ear.

      Is that wonderful?

      It doesn’t feel like it.

      She turns, then pauses at the door as she glances over her shoulder. “Stop saying you don’t feel well. It’s unacceptable. Move on. With Oliver gone and the arrangement annulled, Lord Cherrington is right. You have lots of free time. Let’s use it wisely.” Annoyed, she yanks the door open and glides back into the room, much to the butler’s visible dismay at not having held the door for her.

      “Let’s go home.” Raphael pats me on the back. He guides me forward and out of this wretched estate.

      

      After I’ve showered and changed into my pajamas, the sight of my four-poster bed sends a rush of relief through my entire being. I plop down on my stomach along the bottom like a man that’s been stranded at sea for an eternity and has finally reached dry land. My body sinks into the plush comforter with every deep breath as I lie with my head to the side. I close my eyes, welcoming the silence. Wishing I could drown in it.

      My reprieve is short-lived, though, when there’s a soft knock at my bedroom door.

      “Yes?”

      The door cracks open and Raphael peeks his gingery head through the gap. “You’re already in bed? It’s eight thirty.”

      “Your point?” I say, my voice muffled by the material.

      He steps inside and my fluffy calico feline is tucked underneath his right arm. “Look who I found.”

      The sight of her brightens my spirit. “Buff Buff.”

      Raphael sets her down and she pads in a happy trot toward the bed, then hops up. I stroke the top of her head. Buffy’s purr resonates like a tiny motorbike as she nudges her face into my palm. She opens her mouth, indulging in the affection and it sounds like she’s snoring. I love it so much.

      “You young vamps these days. I’d be out partying half the night when I was your age.” Raphael sits along the edge of the bed, leaning casually with his palms resting behind him.

      I scowl. “One, you didn’t have an entire, painfully conservative aristocracy breathing down your neck and watching your every move. Two, you’re only eight years older than me. Don’t give me that bullshit.”

      “The world looks different once you turn thirty, my friend. Like Old Man Wisdom opens up his trench coat and flashes you with all that he has.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “Speaking of old men, Lord Cherrington? Is your madre serious?”

      Exhaling, I flip over onto my back and plunge my fingers into the damp length of my hair. “My one complaint my whole life is how we always fix up younger vamps with the eldest, crustiest creatures in our society. Why the fuck do we do that? I do not want to be Lord Cherrington’s nimble and virile plaything.”

      “Well,” Raphael considers, “the eldest and crustiest among us have usually acquired the most wealth, so they have the power to choose who they want, which, unfortunately, is never someone their own age. They desire a young and… pliable vampire that they can mold.”

      I scoff. “Am I pliable?” Buffy climbs onto my chest and meows, demanding more affection as she sits down. I oblige and rub my palm along the ridge of her back.

      “He sees you as a challenge—an exciting reward?” Raphael muses. “A wild stately horse that he wants to break and claim as his trophy. Having the future King of Eden on his arm would be the ultimate status symbol.”

      “Again, disgusting. And I won’t be ‘king.’ Father has been lobbying to do away with that title for decades now. The responsibilities of the Royal Order are split. There’s no reigning sovereign.”

      Raphael folds his arms. “Well, your father is a much more discreet vampire than you are. He downplays his influence on the board and spends almost all of his time and energy at the opera house and abroad. That’s left your madre and, even more so, you to be the prominent faces of Eden’s political scene. Whether you like it or not, people see you as the next king.”

      Staring up at the ceiling, I exhale a heavy sigh. Everything he’s saying is true. I know this much, but… I don’t mind it. Eden needs to change, drastically, and I’m comfortable with helping to usher it into the modern era. I’m excited about it.

      What I’m not comfortable with is doing it alone—or with a much older vampire that’s an arrogant pervert.

      For so long, I’ve imagined that Oliver and I would do this together. Yes, we had real hurdles to overcome in our relationship, but I really believed that we could do it. That, given some time, we’d eventually meet in the middle and help change Eden for the better, hand-in-hand.

      “You know that I’ve never liked Oliver for you,” Raphael declares, as if he’s capable of reading my thoughts. His ordinarily warm, cedar-wood eyes ice over the way they always do whenever he voices his opinion on this topic. “This mess is his fault.”

      “It’s not,” I dispute, calmly scratching Buffy’s neck. Contented, she lifts her chin to give me better access. “We’ve been through this already.”

      “We have, and I think you’re wrong. Oliver has always been self-centered. Even when you were kids, he was in his own little make-believe world and keeping to himself. He never paid attention to or meaningfully interacted with you during your arranged meetings. And I’ll never forgive him for the way he responded when your eyes first alighted when you were teenagers.”

      Raphael casts a sharp glance down at me with his mouth pursed, waiting for me to argue. I stay silent because I don’t want to acknowledge that particularly awkward memory. It’s been a rough day as it is.

      “He’s never once tried to understand you,” Raphael goes on, “and now where are we? He’s run off to explore the world without a single consequence, and you’re left alone to deal with the fallout.”

      Raphael shakes his head, grimacing as if some true personal offense has been committed.

      “Breathe,” I say. He rolls his shoulders. I go on. “Ollie’s situation at home was bad—worse than I could have imagined. I should have paid closer attention to what was going on, then I would have understood the animosity he harbored toward our arrangement. It’s on me.”

      I am a fool. Ashwin is right about this point.

      The way I behaved toward Oliver leading up to our wedding… thinking about it now makes me recoil. How thoughtless I was. Arrogant. I figured if I was just myself—the way I am with Raphael when I’m comfortable at home—Oliver would relax and we’d have fun. I assumed he’d get used to me. Everything would be alright, eventually.

      Somehow, though, my every action served to push him further away and our relationship deteriorated.

      By the time I realized what was happening, it was too late. The sensation was like a switch being flicked in my head. Click. I understood Oliver’s feelings. His blatant fixation on the designer wasn’t an unrequited and harmless crush. It was very real. And very not unrequited.

      Humiliation flooded my heart in a way that I’ve never experienced. Shame and painful regret. These heavy emotions squat like a slimy toad inside my chest. At times, the cringe overtakes every inch of my being. Crippling me.

      “Welp, Lexie, we’ll just always disagree on this topic. I hear what you’re saying, but I still think Oliver is a selfish prat and that you can do much, much better.”

      “Lord Cherrington is better?” I say, staring up at him. “And not ‘Lexie.’ That was fine when we were little, but it doesn’t fit anymore. How about ‘Zander,’ like in Buffy.” My cat tilts her head and flickers her ears in attention. “Not you,” I tell her.

      Raphael’s face falls flat. “No and no. Zander is the worst, you’re nothing like⁠—”

      My phone buzzes loudly against the nightstand. Like two well-trained animals, Raphael and me both pause, glance toward it, then look at each other.

      “Leave it,” I say.

      “Speak of the narcissistic little devil. I’ll bet that’s him.”

      “That’s enough.” Trying to play it cool, I adjust my spine against the comforter.

      Raphael scowls. “You want to check it, so go ahead. He’s leaving for Thailand tomorrow night, right? I’m surprised you haven’t chartered a private jet to take him there.”

      “Enough.” My chest tightens and the rush of emotion colors my face. Frustration and shame. Disappointment churning silently but densely in my heart. I’ve been stifling and wrestling with these feelings for weeks, but today? I can’t deal.

      “Go,” I say, gently lifting and easing Buffy from my chest. I crawl toward the top of my bed and collapse onto my stomach. Buffy follows, but curls up near the pillow behind me.

      The bed shifts as Raphael stands. The carpet muffles his steps as he moves. When he speaks, his voice calls out from the door. “Do not offer to take him to the airport. You’re really busy tomorrow anyway with the quarterly Governing Board meeting and lunch with⁠—”

      “Leave.”

      The door clicks open. Raphael sighs. “Listen, I know… Please don’t be heartbroken over this. Yes, it was a long engagement, and I do understand how you felt about him. You don’t like hearing it, but Oliver was never right for you, Lexie. We’ll find someone who sees you, alright? Who pays attention. And not Lord Cherrington, for God’s sake. Goodnight...”

      When the door closes, I curl into myself and close my eyes. There is no “someone.” Because what is there to see? I’m an idiot that’s fucked everything up.

      Everything.

      I’ve promised my entire dowry to Lord Blakeley in exchange for Oliver’s freedom.

      In this aristocracy, that alone was my bargaining tool. Aside from my royal title and our family’s legacy as being one of the original clans to sign the Eden Peace Treaty to end the war, having an impressive dowry is what granted me autonomy in this antiquated system. It allowed me to have some agency in choosing a mate.

      When I turned eighteen, the money was signed over for me to manage. The sum was exceptionally large compared with most Eden dowries, because both of my parents come from vampire clans that have hoarded generational wealth and managed prosperous business investments for centuries.

      All of this makes me attractive among Eden’s elite purebred families. But for all these years, I’ve only ever focused on one vampire. He alone held my heart in the palm of his hand… whether he wanted it or not.

      In my parents’ eyes—particularly my mother’s—I’ve recklessly thrown away my share of our wealth. Now, I’m cut off. I’m an irresponsible vampire because I’ve swiftly failed in helping our ridiculously wealthy empire prosper.

      My phone buzzes again. A new message? Or a reminder of the last one, impatiently waiting to be seen. Still huddled in the fetal position, I stretch my arm out and haphazardly grab the device from the nightstand. When I drag and flip it up toward my face, it glows to life with three messages.

      All from Ollie.

      
        
        [Hi, I just wanted to remind you that I leave tomorrow.]

        [Can we please talk before I go?]

        [Are you alright?]

      

      

      Tomorrow, he’ll really be gone. I won’t be able to casually glance at his profile or lose myself in the pools of his gemstone-blue irises. The messy tussle of his cinnamon-brown hair and the quiet warmth of his awkward smile. I can’t be near him, feel the flowery radiance of his presence or inhale his sweet scent.

      He doesn’t want me.

      He never did and deep down, I knew as much. Still, I had hope.

      It’s officially over now, though. There is no hope.

      Dropping the phone, I flip and turn my back to it, wishing I could curl in even tighter and make myself as physically small as I feel. My throat constricts and I can barely breathe as the tears gather in my eyes.

      I hate crying. It feels as if it’s not my conscious choice to do it. Like a heavy blanket of pain and sorrow overwhelms and suffocates me. Forcing the tears out.

      When it takes over, I do it quietly, at least, because I don’t know if Raphael is outside my door. He’s always close by and I don’t want him or anyone to hear me sobbing in my room like a pathetic loser. That’s the last thing I need. To display yet another “un-princely behavior.”

      I’m not alright. Whatever the opposite of “alright” is, that’s what I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Alexander

          

        

      

    

    
      The gavel clacks loudly as it strikes the polished wood, echoing across the large hall and reverberating off the dome ceiling. The artwork overhead is a light baby-blue color interspersed with cream and gold swirls. Like clouds, sunlight and angels.

      In the past, I’d happily lift my head during council meetings to take it in because it reminded me of Oliver’s eyes. His innocent, dreamy presence.

      At the moment, though, I’m focusing my attention anywhere and everywhere else.

      “The motion has passed to grant Hollywick municipal with planning next year’s Summer Fête.” Governor Audrey Ellis sets the gavel down, then smiles kindly across the table. “Congratulations, Mayor Hart.”

      Mayor Hart smiles as she stands with her assistant. “Thank you, prestigious council, for this great honor. We will not disappoint you.”

      “You’re very welcome.” Governor Ellis lifts her red-brown gaze to address the general audience of vampires seated on benches elevated above the council-room floor. “This concludes all public hearings. The Royal Governing Board will now attend to private aristocracy matters. The general quarterly meeting is hereby adjourned.”

      Clack, clack. The gavel resonates within the hall. Mayor Hart, her assistant and all the other vampires on the wooden benches stand and gather their belongings.

      Slowly, everyone leaves except for the primary board members. Only Governor Ellis, my father, me, Lord Cherrington and Lady Bhaduri remain.

      I sit in my designated chair with my arms folded. Knee bouncing. Restless and annoyed. I don’t want to be here, either. Yesterday at the dinner party, my mother asked what’s gotten into me lately. I’m just… sick of all of this.

      Meetings, dinner parties and fêtes. Engagements and arranged contracts.

      Broken promises.

      Lies.

      What’s the point of it?

      After the oak doors slam shut, Governor Ellis addresses the council. “We only have one issue to discuss today—regarding the steady decline in our labor force. Lord Cherrington, you wish to make a proposal on this matter?”

      “Indeed, I do, your grace.” Lord Cherrington stands confidently as he arranges a stack of papers. He’s dressed in an opulent tweed suit with a monochromatic herringbone pattern. His silver hair is swept back. He reminds me of a tenured professor at an ivy-league university. Someone “upstanding” who also sits on the alumni board, but probably embezzles the funds… and also sacrifices virgins in secret satanic rituals behind closed doors.

      It's just the vibe I get.

      “You have the floor,” Governor Ellis says.

      Our table is curved in a wide arc. He walks along the outer edge. The heels of his wingtips echo noisily against the marble as he moves, handing each member a packet of papers.

      I’m situated at the opposite end of the table from his designated space, so when he’s in front of me, his back is to the others.

      He winks and speaks in a low voice. “I’m looking forward to spending time with you next week, my handsome golden prince.”

      No.

      Just, no.

      I don’t unfold my arms as I stare at him blankly. What the fuck is he on? This can’t be happening to me. This can’t be real.

      Unperturbed by my silence, he turns away, grinning. “Esteemed purebreds of the Royal Order, as you well know, our labor force has declined drastically over the past decade—and the situation is rapidly worsening. In front of you is a detailed proposal of edicts to help combat this pressing matter. The document is broken up into five subsegments—access to higher education, wages, taxes, land ownership and border patrol. Let’s begin with higher education…”

      For the next hour and a half, Lord Cherrington guides us through an extensive proposal of what is essentially restrictions geared toward ensnaring ranked vampires. He wants to impose more rules so that the few servants and working-class vamps that we have left on this island won’t be able to leave. They’ll either be too uneducated and poor to offer anything of value outside of Eden, or they’ll be barred from leaving at the border. Outright.

      “These statutes and others like them have been the essence and framework for the success of our society for centuries,” he says, having returned to his seat at the opposite end of the table. “I am of the opinion that we’ve become too lenient, and this is why we have great houses without adequate staff. Empty fields, discarded wineries and abandoned factories. It’s time that we tighten the reigns and do what needs to be done for the future prosperity of Eden.”

      No one speaks. The silence that hangs in the room is cold and stiff until Governor Ellis clears her throat. “Thank you, Lord Cherrington, for your ambitious proposal. There is… a lot to consider here.”

      “It is my pleasure, Madame Governor. This matter has weighed heavily on all of our minds—and the consciousness of the aristocracy at large—for far too long. We should discuss the proposal at length so that we’re all in agreement. However, I have given this much thought, and I do sincerely believe that this is the best possible path for our society. It’s time to take a firm stance. Drastic measures will create drastic results.”

      Governor Ellis nods, then shifts in her seat. “Lady Bhaduri, what are your initial thoughts?”

      Scanning the page, Lady Bhaduri shrugs. “The proposed edicts are indeed aligned with Eden’s traditions. It certainly needs some adjustments… here and there. It’s something to work with, at least?”

      “It is a starting point,” Governor Ellis admits. She taps her cherry red fingernails against the proposal, making the diamond ring on her finger glisten. She’s not nearly as flashy as her son and my alleged friend, Sebastian. But it’s obvious that the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree. She looks to my father. “Your thoughts, Lord Kendrick?”

      “I wish to defer my opinion to Prince Alexander. He will speak on my behalf.” With that proclamation, all eyes focus on me.

      My arms are still folded as I inhale deeply, then blow out a breath. “This proposal and the thought processes behind it are exactly the reasons why we’re in this circumstance. If we pass and enforce these rules, Eden’s fate is sealed. We’re ruined.”

      Governor Ellis sits straighter in her seat and Lady Bhaduri is wide eyed. Lord Cherrington chuckles as if I’ve told a joke that he doesn’t find funny, but he’s trying to be polite.

      “Forgive me, your highness,” he says, leaning forward with his hand plastered to his chest, “but that assessment feels somewhat… dramatic?”

      “Maybe,” I go on. “But ranked vampires are already leaving Eden in droves because of the lack of opportunities. Because of antiquated restrictions and zero potential for upward mobility. This proposal will only make our society spiral faster. Or cause an uprising.”

      “An uprising?” Lord Cherrington parrots, drawing back. “You honestly think my proposal could ignite a new war?”

      “Not war,” I clarify. “But deeper civil unrest. We’ve seen these situations over and over again throughout history and across multiple cultures. You can’t oppress people into contented submission. The narrative never plays out the way the overseers think it will.”

      “If you reject this proposal,” Governor Ellis begins, meeting my gaze, “then what would you suggest in its place?”

      I take another deep breath, considering. Out of habit, I lift my gaze to the ceiling. The annoyance and profound sadness flare in my chest and I close my eyes. “The opposite.”

      “What does that mean?” Lady Bhaduri’s voice floats from across the table, along with the melodic tinkering of the bangles lining her wrist.

      “We need better wages,” I say, addressing everyone at the table. “Higher quality education, housing and more opportunities for upward mobility. It’s one thing to treat our resident vamps well to keep them local, but we should take it a step further. Create a stronger society so that other vamps come here, to Eden, because the benefits outweigh that of any other aristocracy across the continent. That’s how we change. That’s how we thrive.”

      All around, I’m met with blank stares except for my father, who wears a subtle smile.

      Lady Bhaduri speaks first. “That sounds… ambitious. How would we accomplish such drastic enhancements across multiple sectors. And with what capital?”

      “We’d go slowly, sector by sector with a detailed and strategic plan,” I explain. “And with our capital. The combined wealth held by the royal families is more than enough to finance these endeavors. If we viewed it as a long-term investment, the return would be ten-fold considering the increased populace, industry and business opportunities—maybe even tourism.”

      Presently, any foreign vampire that visits Eden only comes because of the arts (my father’s accomplishment), a specific job they’ve been hired for, or out of morbid curiosity. To bear witness to a falling vampire society. Like gawking at a historically relevant building as it slowly decays and crumbles.

      “Our capital?” Lord Cherrington scoffs. “Forgive me, your highness, for the inelegant declaration, but have you not recently forfeited your capital to the Blakeley Clan for the purpose of young Oliver’s freedom? You speak of grandiose, utopian ideals, but how could you possibly contribute to such an extensive project, given your current financial situation?”

      His words are like a dagger plunging into my chest. I hate hearing Oliver’s name come out of his mouth like this. With contempt. “Suggesting fair housing laws and open boarders for ranked vampires is hardly ‘utopian.’ And my financial situation is temporary and not of the council’s concern at this time.”

      “Even still,” Lord Cherrington presses, “this fanciful idea is unquestionably expensive. And with the way you’ve misused the funds entrusted to you⁠—”

      “Lord Cherrington,” my father’s polite but stern voice makes the elder vampire pause. “We are here to discuss the ways in which we can better our aristocracy as its leaders. Not scrutinize Prince Alexander’s personal expenses. The initial proposal has been presented. Shall we take a vote?”

      “Agreed,” Governor Ellis says while swiftly taking hold of her gavel. She taps it once. “Esteemed council, please express your vote on the proposal in question. Pass or reject. Prince Alexander?”

      “Reject.”

      “Lady Bhaduri?”

      “It needs a bit more work, Lord Cherrington. Some editing? Reject.”

      “I also reject,” Governor Ellis states. Clack, clack, clack. “The proposal is denied. Prince Alexander, I request that you formalize your ideas in an official proposal for the council’s consideration, perhaps, by next quarter? The notion has merit, but I agree that it feels quite lofty in its ambitions. We need to see a detailed plan.”

      I have no idea how to execute this alone and in my current and mildly depressive state, but fake it until you make it, I guess. “Understood.”

      She nods. “This concludes today’s meeting.” Clack.

      Standing, I stretch my arms up and fail to stifle a yawn. God, I feel awful and heavy. When my father is at my side, instinctively, I turn to face him. He rests his palms on my shoulders and squeezes.

      “Kräusviin anch,” he says quietly in his native tongue. He cups my head, pulls me forward and kisses my forehead in the same way he’s always done since I was a child. Despite the fact that I’m taller than him now.

      Well done.

      “Gravvis, Papän.” He wants to retire, badly.

      He’s been on the Royal Governing Board for decades and is exhausted.

      Lord Ansväd Kendrick never wanted to be King of Eden. He would much rather immerse himself deeply into the world of music and arts. And so, he does. Attending shows both locally and abroad, rubbing elbows with esteemed conductors, producers and creatives. Discovering new talents and showcasing them in his Royal Eden Opera House, which serves as a veritable menagerie of his favorite musicians.

      I’m slated to take his position on the Governing Board. It would have naturally happened following my… my marriage to Oliver. Since that’s never happening and I’m broke, it’s up in the air. The elephant in the room that none of us openly acknowledges.

      Well, Lord Cherrington acknowledges it.

      Cheerfully.

      Can I still take my place on the board with no personal capital and without being mated? I’m not sure. At this point, only time will tell.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When my painful, dry and awkward as hell lunch date with Lady Batista is finished, I run back to my room, throw on my royal-blue wool trench coat with the high collar and copper accents and discreetly head toward the back of the estate where my car is parked. I check my watch as I move down the hallway. 3:45. I’m leaving a little later than I’d like, but I should still arrive on time.

      There’s a fancy cork board full of hooks that stores all the keys to every vehicle associated with the house, whether it be my car or my mother’s (Father doesn’t drive and prefers to be driven around), the chauffeur car or the riding lawnmowers for the landscapers. Standing in front of it, I lift my hand toward my designated hook, but my car keys aren’t there.

      “Are you looking for something?”

      “Goddammit Raph.” Clutching my fingers to my sweater at my chest, I take a deep breath. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      “You’re always so jumpy, little rabbit. Where are you going?”

      “Out. Have you seen my car keys?”

      “Out where?” He opens his palm and my keys are in the center. “I just had it washed for you. Why are you being sneaky?”

      “I’m not sneaking. I’m going for a drive.” I’m absolutely sneaking. I step forward to take the keys, but as I reach, he closes his hand into a fist and drops it to his side.

      His expression is serious. “You’re not taking Oliver to the airport, are you?”

      “No. Give me the keys.”

      “Do you promise? You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Lexie? I didn’t raise you to tell lies.”

      I pause, deflated at the mention of Oliver and the fact that he’s leaving tonight. The reality that I’m not going to see him. Maybe not ever again. I haven’t even responded to his text messages from last night.

      The familiar tightness constricts my chest and throat, but I force it down. I am not going to cry in this hallway.

      “I’m not lying,” I say tightly.

      Raphael makes doe eyes at me as he relinquishes the keys. “Just tell me where you’re going.”

      “I already did,” I repeat, turning and grabbing the handle to the garage door. “Out for a drive. I’ll be back shortly, alright? You don’t need to worry.”

      Stepping through and leaving Raphael behind, I check my watch again. 3:50. That conversation cost me five extra minutes.

      My destination is just outside of a little town called Nantshire, which is thirty-minutes away from the main city and toward the western shore. I’ve done this drive three times now, and I really enjoy it. Initially, I went to see Oliver just after he’d escaped from a literal dungeon. The second time was to have a preliminary meeting of sorts.

      The landscape of Eden is beautiful. I complain about the culture of my home aristocracy—like any native to anywhere does. But I can also appreciate and revel in its good points.

      We have spacious lavender fields and vineyards backdropped by craggy mountains. Summer brings an array of luscious green trees sprinkled all throughout our cities, towns and even into the rolling hills. Everywhere you look, whether it’s a humble cottage in the village or a stone building in the city, the scene is dotted with trees, flowers and plants. Ivy vines trailing ancient brick structures. Colorful bursts of hydrangea, lilies or geraniums lazily wafting in the breeze.

      As I navigate the winding road, the woodlands are barren and lightly dusted with snow because we’re in the final weeks of winter. There’s an austere beauty here. The exoskeleton of almost every tree is exposed, while the conifers are powdered with a soft layer of pure white frost blanketing their needles.

      Roland and Kathryn’s house sits alongside a narrow dirt road—the kind where only one car can traverse the lane at a time. The property is pretty far from the main road and village, and is encircled by towering trees. Like a secret hiding place deep within the forest.

      Pulling up just beside Roland’s car in the gravel driveway, I’m surprised to see a second vehicle. A white delivery van with no distinctive markings. Maybe they got a second car since our last meeting?

      I lean, then glance up through the windshield. The view of the two-story home is like something out of a child’s storybook. Mossy awnings hang from the enchanting river stone façade along the lower level, while the upper-level features multiple sets of framed, double-arched windows.

      For all this, the house could be in much better shape. The paint is visibly peeling from the white frames of the windows and doors. And despite its initial “earthen” charm, the river stones are in desperate need of a power wash.

      Curious, I crack my window. It’s nearly silent. The only sounds are the clear, cheerful echo of birdsong and the gentle white noise of a rushing stream somewhere nearby. Winter silence.

      This place feels like a slice of heaven. Tucked away from the ostentatious glamor of Central Eden. Immune from the pressures of mating, money and power struggles. Out here, it’s just nature. Peace and quiet.

      I check my watch again. 4:22. I have a little time, so I steel myself, take a deep breath of the damp, frosty air filtering through the cracked window, then grab my phone from the cupholder. With a few taps, the speaker is activated as the line rings.

      Once. Twice. Three times.

      “Hello?”

      My stupid heart skips from the mere sound of his voice. Practically leaps. Even after all this time and everything that’s happened.

      I’m such a fucking idiot.

      Swallowing, I shake my head to get it together. “Hey, sorry I didn’t respond yesterday. It’s been busy.”

      “That’s okay,” Oliver says too loudly. There’s a lot of rustling and commotion in the background. “I just thought—well, we hadn’t spoken at all since you connected me with Sylvie. I messaged you a couple times, but you didn’t respond.”

      Those familiar, disturbing emotions rise up and overcrowd my chest, throttling me. Guilt and shame. Failure, rejection and grief. It’s like they’re always there, ready to swallow me whole at a moment’s notice. Like a flash flood or a devastating avalanche.

      I don’t respond to his messages because it’s too hard.

      I have to let him go, right?

      I can’t keep holding on like this and… hoping. It’s idiotic and pointless.

      Smashing my palm against my forehead, I clench my eyes shut. Keep it together, Alexander. “You did. I’m sorry, Ollie. It’s… I’ve been busy. Are you at the airport now? Is everything all set?”

      “Yeah, I’ve gone through security and am heading to my gate, I think? I went through security, Alexander—at an airport! I’ve never been in an airport until today!”

      In a curious turn, I chuckle. The tumultuous flood inside my chest ebbs. “I think you’re probably the only creature throughout history to be excited about airport security.”

      “There were no issues, you know? Everything went smoothly and now I’m officially on the other side. It’s really happening.” His voice is so full of wonder and excitement—in a way that I’ve never heard him speak. Pure, unfiltered joy.

      Why wouldn’t I do everything in my power to help give him this moment? How could I ever regret my decisions?

      The only thing I regret is that I didn’t see this part of him sooner. That I failed to see this need from the start. Maybe, if I had noticed earlier—if I hadn’t been so arrogant, stupid and selfish, I could have…

      No.

      Stop it.

      “It’s really happening,” I repeat. I take a deep, silent breath and blow it out. “I’m excited for you. It’s going to be an amazing adventure.”

      “It’s incredible—and scary, but good,” he says. “Okay, I don’t know exactly where I’m going, so… I think I should hang up. I need to pay attention.”

      Again, I laugh. “That’s probably a good idea. Have a safe flight, Ollie. I… Just take care of yourself.”

      “You too. I’ll send you a message when I get to Bangkok, okay? We should keep in touch. I know you’re busy, but, still. Sometimes?”

      With my eyes closed, I rest my head against the seat. “I’ll respond. I promise. Goodbye, Oliver. Safe travels.”

      “Thanks—and thank you, for this. For everything, Alexander. I mean it.”

      Dropping the phone in my lap, I end the call and clamp my eyes shut. Fighting the rush of dark emotions threatening to overwhelm me.

      This moment feels like the closing ceremony to a vital era of my life—maybe the most important era? Truly, it is the end of something that I’ve tightly held onto for so long. And I… I don’t know how to carry on⁠—

      “Hey.”

      My eyes flash open and my heart pounds and races after a loud tap on the driver’s side window breaks my train of thought. On the other side of the glass, a pair of ghostly, lilac-hued eyes set in a pale face stare back at me. If it wasn’t for his bright orange parka, I’d assume that I was looking at a literal ghost.

      My voice is pitched embarrassingly high from shock. “D-Daniel Lim?”

      His eyes narrow. “Why do you say my first and last name every time you see me? Like we’re in the waiting room of a doctor’s office.”

      I blink, my heart still racing. “What?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Jesus, this vampire man rattles my nerves. Every goddamn time. I clear my throat and look straight through the windshield, trying to calm myself down. “I have a meeting with Roland.”

      “About?”

      I frown and glance back at his narrow face. “Well, that’s… not really any of your business, is it?” The better question is, what the hell is he doing here?

      Unbothered, without another word, Daniel stands straight to where my only view of him is the puffy chest of his ridiculous coat. He walks away and toward what looks like a worn path of treaded snow snaking into the barren woods.

      “Ah—fuck.” Panicking, I check my watch. 4:35. Swiftly, I unfasten my seatbelt, hop out of the car and brush and smooth my coat as I make my way toward the front door. Glancing toward the trees, I see Daniel’s gaudy jacket in the distance.

      The truth is, I admired him when I was younger. I thought he was exceptionally talented and… I don’t know. Poised? Cultured and elegant in a way that commanded the respect and attention of everyone in the room.

      Many Eden purebreds subscribe to the notion that ranked vampires are beneath purebreds, because their vampiric bloodlines are no longer pure.

      When I first saw him, it was as if Daniel was a direct challenge to that notion. This vampire? He isn’t “beneath” anything. I don’t know what the hell it was, but something inscrutable and heady sang through me that night, like a dark and glittery enchantment.

      He inspired me and I prattled on about him for weeks until my mother put a hard stop to it.

      Now, though? Daniel is just… a creepy ass vampire in an ugly coat, wandering around the woods in the dead of winter.

      Life. You never know.
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      Before I reach the front door to the house, it creaks open. Roland is there, smiling in a bright red sweater that pops against his golden-brown skin. “Hello, Prince Alexander. Thanks so much for coming.” He steps aside and gestures for me to enter.

      “Hey, I apologize for being late. I was here on time but got sidetracked with a phone call.”

      “No worries, no worries. Kathryn is in the kitchen. Coffee? Tea?”

      “Tea, please,” I say, following him down the chilly hallway. Here, too, the floorboards are worn with age and scuff marks. Groaning beneath our weight as we walk. The old wallpaper is yellowed and torn in some places, uncomfortably stained in others. This house has seen better days.

      We step into the kitchen, which is a large open space glowing with indirect, winter-white light because of the north-facing arch windows. Beyond the glass, there’s a direct view of the skeletal forest. With a brief glance, I catch sight of two bluebirds flittering from branch to branch. I imagine this space is gorgeous and filled with golden-green light in the summer.

      “Hello Alexander,” Kathryn stands from the table and walks over to shake my hand. I notice a professional-looking spread of papers and a notebook situated at her seat. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “You as well,” I say, shaking her hand firmly. I know what these two want from me. They didn’t say it outright the last time we met, but the implication was there. Oliver hinted at it, too.

      Unfortunately, my situation has changed drastically since then. The last time we talked, I asked them to do an inventory of everything the house needs and to present it to me today. It seems like they’ve held up their end of the arrangement. Whether or not I can hold up mine, I’m not sure.

      I’m not confident about anything anymore.

      “We have black tea—Earl Grey, Masala chai, Darjeeling and English breakfast,” Roland says, preparing a tray for the table. “Or green tea with jasmine?”

      “Darjeeling, please?” Awkwardly, I take the seat at the head of the table since Kathryn gestures to that place.

      “Cream or sugar?”

      “Neither. Straight is perfect.”

      “Can I take your coat, your grace?” Kathryn asks.

      “No, thank you—and like I said before, we really don’t need to do that here. I promise, I’m not offended if you just call me Alexander. No honorifics are necessary.”

      Kathryn smiles and there’s a friendly twinkle in her gaze. “You and Oliver are cut from the same cloth. He said something similar when he first came here.”

      I grin, ignoring the sadness coloring my heart. Like a dull blueish gray. “Did he really?”

      She takes the seat beside me. “He did. I’m sad that he’s leaving—hopefully he’ll be able to return, soon?”

      “Maybe…” The melancholy wafts and spreads across my chest. How can I let go of Oliver and move on when everyone keeps throwing him in my face?

      “We went through the house and conducted an inventory of repairs,” Kathryn goes on, getting down to business. “I’ve also gone a step further and collected some labor quotes from contractors and estimates for materials we’ll need. Hopefully this gives you the full financial scope of the project?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek as Roland joins us at the table with a tray of tea cups, a kettle and a small dish of sugar cubes. I’m not sure how this is going to land, but… “Thank you for taking care of that. I… Before we get into the details, I need to be honest with you both about some things. Some recent developments.”

      Having set a teacup down in front of me, Roland pauses with the kettle in midair. “Is everything alright?”

      “Well,” I consider, scratching the back of my head. “No. Not really.” He and Kathryn exchange a look, but he pours my tea, sets the kettle down, then goes and sits beside his mate. Calmly, they watch, waiting.

      I focus on the steam rising from my freshly poured tea. “Frankly, I’m broke. The larger sum of money I had is gone now, for various unforeseen reasons. So, I won’t be able to privately fund the entirety of this project, which I’m guessing is the expectation?” Nervous, I glance up. They blink, seemingly processing my announcement, so I go on.

      “I have some capital, but it’s like… I’m living on a fixed income. I believe in what you’re doing here and I’m still willing to help, but maybe… not as much financially as I originally thought. We’ll have to be discerning about which projects take priority.”

      I feel like an asshole and a fraud. I rushed into this because, well, Oliver said I should do it. I respect his opinion and I’m an idiot that wants to make him happy, so I contacted Roland and told him that I could help. But I didn’t know that Lord Blakeley would rob me for all I had in exchange for Oliver’s passport and birth certificate.

      Naively, I thought he’d ask for a percentage. Not the entire fucking sum.

      Kathryn eyes me in the silence. When she speaks, her tone is serious. “Why do you want to help us, Alexander? What’s your intention here?”

      The question catches me off guard. Thinking, I absently turn my tea cup in its saucer. “Truthfully, Oliver told me that I should help and I respect his opinion. Now that I’ve met and talked to you both, I find that I do like it here. The house needs a lot of renovation, but I can see this being a place of refuge for vampires who need it.”

      Vampires like me.

      Something about this house is good. The atmosphere of it and the surrounding woods are calming in a way that
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