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      For my Family

      To my boys, thank you for allowing me to type and create, including driving you all mad with the world of Alexia and Drake, all things in the world of romance – love you guys. P.S - Heads up. Sorry, there will be more.

      This journey has been a long one, but one I am glad to have travelled.

      Just think, thanks to a fantastic song by Shakespears Sister, a haunting ballad - named - STAY. My imagination soon created the characters Alexia and Drake and their battle to remain together and a far away kingdom named Darshia. All this drama materialised in my head and here we are, with my first book - THE GUY NEXT DOOR.

      Friends, family and loved ones, you all know who you are, without the generous words of wisdom, encouragement and sounding boards, I would still be typing away and not be publish today. Thank you, for your ears and your reading abilities.

      And for you the reader - For anyone contemplating, writing for enjoyment, I would encourage you to try it. Grab that pen and paper or computer and have a go. Once you start, you never know where your imagination might take you. You can do anything you put your mind to. Travel to places only you can see, until you introduce them to everyone in your fantastic and creative words. Never allow someone to dictate, ‘you can never do something you enjoy.’

      Your little typist with a wicked imagination of fiction paranormal fantasy romance

      - - M. L. Tompsett.
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      Dark Ones, assassins and fighting to survive, become Alexia’s new way of life. In this new series of Sex, Lies And Family Secrets: The Guy Next Door.

      Alexia Steele is about to face the hardest challenge in her young life. The love of her life - Drake, is gone and Alexia’s mother just revealed a massive family secret, changing her life forever.

      Arriving with her mother in a mysterious new world where Dark Ones roam, Alexia is on a mission to protect the people she loves at the same time fighting to stay alive and discover who is trying to kill her.

      Alexia starts her search for her next-door neighbour, the absent love of her life - Drake. Will their love be strong enough to reunite them, or is Alexia already too late?

      It soon becomes clear not all family can be trusted and will the person who wants Alexia dead succeed in their evil plans for power.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        You’re never too old to create the world to escape in,

        The world to fight for what you want,

        Learn to love and be loved

        And succeed in what you do.

      
        The world only you can conquer and rule.

        M. L. TOMPSETT

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Remember, baby. I will always love you.”

      Romantic declaration number one, straight out of my soap opera of a life.

      Does he mean it?

      For now, I’ll go with the flow and stare up at Drake’s annoyingly perfect face — chiselled jaw, soulful eyes that I love, and that smug little smile that says, Yes, I know I’m irresistible.

      My body trembles like it’s auditioning for a dramatic action scene, ready to explode into glittery confetti of ecstasy. And yet, somewhere in the back of my lust-fogged brain, I’m irritated. I’m certain I’m mad at him. I just can’t remember why. Something about betrayal? Blood? Abandonment? Ugh. Whatever. Right now, he’s hot, I’m melting, and my subconscious clearly has no boundaries.

      “I love you, Drake,” I whisper, breathless, like I’m starring in my own steamy novella.

      He moves — masterfully, of course. Because why wouldn’t he be a master of everything? His heated flesh glides between my thighs like a sensual ballet, and I’m seconds away from shattering into a thousand sparkly pieces or exploding like my own NYE fireworks display.

      I shift my hips, desperate for more. So close. Just a little more. Come on, universe, don’t be stingy.

      His lips graze my shoulder — warm, possessive, and just the right amount of sinful. I tilt my head like a willing sacrifice, and bam — teeth. Sharp teeth pierce my flesh. Goosebumps erupt like popcorn along my body.

      Yes. Bite me. Love me. Worship me. Take what you need.

      The pull at my neck heightens my sensations; I’m on the edge of utopia — a blissful, mind-blowing state where two lovers understand each other’s every need.

      Time slows, part of me wants to explode and shatter, soak in my impeding life changing orgasm, the other… Bugger… I can’t wait any longer and have to bite back. Because apparently, I’m not just a snack — I’m a connoisseur.

      My teeth pierce his succulent neck, like a hot knife slicing through butter. His blood tastes like heat, passion, love, and danger and something I shouldn’t crave, but do. Oh, I do. And I like it. A lot more than any sane person should.

      His hips thrust forward, hitting all the right places. Ahhhh — oh, yes. “More. More,” I chant.

      Yes. This is it. This is the moment. The stars align, the heavens sing, my toes tingle, and⁠—

      SCREEEEEECH.

      Wait. What the actual hell?

      A screeching banshee noise invades my ears, murdering the mood with all the grace of a chainsaw. The soft moans and pants? Gone. Replaced by the spawn of Satan: my alarm clock.

      My eyelids crack open enough for me to realise darkness surrounds me. My heart gallops like it’s trying to escape my chest. I squeeze my eyes shut, desperately clawing at the dream like a toddler reaching for a stolen cookie.

      Noooo. Stay. Please stay. My hand flails through the air like a sleep-deprived lunatic, grasping nothing but cold, cruel reality.

      And just like that, the fantasy evaporates. Drake’s perfect face? Gone. His panty-melting smile? Gone. His very lickable lips? Also gone. I’m left with drool on my chin and a pillow that’s seen better days.

      I slap the alarm clock like it insulted my ancestors. Sweet silence. Finally.

      My hand slides across my mouth. Moist. Ew. Drool. Because apparently, I’m a romantic mess and a slob.

      I inhale the crisp morning air like I’m preparing for battle. Exhale. And boom — reality hits me like a truck full of emotional baggage.

      I’m single. Alone. Devastated. Confused. Sad. And now — angry. Because of course I am.

      He said he loved me. Said he’d always be there. Cue the dramatic chest ache. I rub the spot like it’ll fix the gaping hole where my heart used to be.

      We were peas in a pod. Childhood besties. Fourteen years of friendship, and now? Poof. Gone.

      Yesterday, Mum saw my tear-stained zombie face and didn’t even flinch. She wrapped me up in a warm, maternal burrito and let me ugly cry all over her.

      I cringe and shudder with embarrassment when I think about my gross, runny nose, and her clothing turning into my human-sized hanky.

      Drake left, and I am caught in the emotional rollercoaster of a love so intense it vanishes right before my eyes, breaking my soul.

      Instead of yelling at me like any sane parent might, Mum goes full Mother Teresa. She hugs me, listens to my sob story, and doesn’t even call me an idiot. Bless her.

      I relive the breakup. How Drake packs his bags, drops the “I’m out” bomb, and vanishes like a magician with commitment issues.

      And yes, I’m angry. Emotional. Possibly overdramatic. But let me explain.

      Drake Smithlyn. Six foot three. Muscles for days. Jawline sharp enough to cut glass. Scruffy golden brown hair. Smile that melts panties. Lips that deserve their own fan club.

      He’s been whispering sweet nothings in my ear since we were five. Always protecting me. Always by my side. Basically my emotional support beefcake.

      We finally level up from the friend zone. Two virgins, one bed, and a whole lot of awkward fumbling. Romantic, right? Until we practice, and practice some more. Each time better than the last.

      Then comes yesterday morning. The horror. The trauma. The moment that will haunt me forever.

      Drake’s guardians — Lucile and Michael — walk in on us mid-passion. And not just any passion. Oh no. They catch him drinking my blood. Like a vampire. Because apparently, that’s a thing now.

      With his bags packed by his feet — Cue banishment. Drama. Tears. And me threatening to kick his arse if I end up pregnant. Because he didn’t think to wear a condom.

      Drake’s response? “Sorry, baby, I come from a special family.” Oh, how convenient. Special family. No babies allowed. Thanks for the heads-up, Dracula.

      Turns out, he wasn’t using protection every time we made love. Surprise! And I’m left wondering if there’s even the slightest chance I could be carrying his child.

      I tell Mum everything. She mutters something about “Dark Ones.” I blink. She walks out. I panic. She returns — with a dusty, ancient book like she’s Gandalf revealing my destiny.

      “It’s time, Alexia,” she says. Dramatic much?

      Clearly not buying this epic fantasy talk, which even comes with its own book… Apparently, I’m part of a secret vampire lineage. Can you believe that? Because I don’t. Did I mention, this vampire family is from a long line of royalty? Yeah, just what I need to hear on top of everything else. Dark Ones. Born, not turned. No sunburns. Me — No fangs — yet. Just blood cravings and existential dread.

      Mum chose not to become one. Turns out that is also a thing. I, on the other hand, have apparently kick-started my transformation by letting Drake treat me like a blood smoothie — and yeah, I drank from him too. And liked it. A lot more than any sane person should. So now I’m apparently halfway to vampire royalty with a taste for drama and plasma.

      So instead of planning my epic eighteenth birthday bash, I’m packing for a road trip to a hidden kingdom called Darshia. Because why not throw in a secret vampire realm while my life implodes?

      This will be no family road trip. No. Dad stays behind. “For his own safety.” While Mum and I drive off into the unknown, I feel like I’m starring in my own supernatural soap opera, and I didn’t even get a script.

      I place my hand on my belly. It’s puffy. Tender. As for my bladder it’s full — I squeeze my pelvic floor and shake and wiggle my hips. Yep — Time to pee before I wet myself. Next, on what could be my last day alive — Brush teeth. Shower. Dress into comfortable clothing. While pretending I’m normal.

      I run my tongue over my teeth. No fangs. Still human-ish. I’ll play along until I see actual proof. Because right now, Mum’s story sounds like a rejected Twilight fanfic.

      Oh no. Something is not right. My throat’s doing weird things. Saliva overload. I swallow. It doesn’t help.

      I slap a hand over my mouth. Pressure builds. Yep. I’m going to hurl.

      Because nothing says “welcome to your new vampire life” like morning nausea and emotional trauma.
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      Are we there yet?

      No, seriously. Are we? Because if I have to spend one more minute in this car, I’m going to throw myself out the window and let the forest deal with me. I’m sleep-deprived, nauseated, and possibly dying of some roadside plague. Meanwhile, Mum’s over there looking fresh as a daisy, like she’s on a scenic drive to a spa retreat. Thanks for the solidarity, Mother.

      She finally pulls the car onto a dirt driveway that looks like it was designed specifically for horror movie jump scares. I squint through the windshield and — oh, you have got to be kidding me.

      This place? This is where we’re going? It’s the perfect setup for a murder scene. Thick forest. Creepy bushland. A decrepit building that screams serial killer hideout. And an open car park that’s basically begging for a chalk outline.

      I turn to Mum, eyebrows raised to full sarcasm mode. “So… this is the place, huh?”

      She nods, hesitates, bites her lip like she’s trying not to say, I was expecting Hogwarts. “Well, according to the directions, we’ve arrived,” she says, sounding about as convinced as I am that this isn’t a setup for a vampire-themed prank show.

      I glance back at the building. It’s dark, weird, and looks like it was built by someone with a grudge against architecture. Creepy doesn’t even begin to cover it. If this isn’t our destination, I’m staging a mutiny.

      Mum checks the dashboard again, rereading the directions from her ancient family journal. Yes, the infamous journal — currently lying open like it’s waiting for a dramatic gust of wind to flip its pages. Apparently, this sacred relic has been passed down through generations of vampire queens. Because of course it has.

      Turns out, the Royal Blue Dark Ones mostly birth girls. Royal vampire girls. Because patriarchy? Not in this bloodline.

      Mum’s been apologising nonstop for hiding this whole vampire soap opera from me. She keeps reminding me I was supposed to get the journal on my eighteenth birthday, like it’s some kind of cursed tiara. Surprise! You’re royalty. Also, you might crave blood. Happy birthday.

      She lifts her chin like she’s about to deliver a speech to the United Nations. Her gaze sweeps across the car park, then back to the building. The car hums like it’s trying to fill the awkward silence. We roll forward, slowly, like we’re approaching a crime scene.

      The building — if you can call it that — looks like a timber hunting lodge that gave up on life. I’m filled with a delightful cocktail of dread, nausea, and “please let this be a prank.”

      Mum kills the engine. I sit there, unsure if I’m relieved or just too tired to care. My legs are cramped, my back is screaming, and I’m pretty sure my soul is trying to escape through my eyeballs.

      I scan the area. No signs of life. But my skin prickles like someone’s watching us. Fantastic.

      I glance at Mum. She’s already out of the car, looking around like she’s arrived at Disneyland. Her face lights up with excitement. This is real to her. Dark Ones. Vampire family reunion. She’s practically vibrating.

      She whips out her phone and starts texting with a grin that screams “update time.” I bet it’s Dad. Probably sending him a play-by-play of our descent into vampire territory. Her way of keeping him safe and far, far away from the bloodsucking drama.

      On the road here, she even sent him a pic of me mid-puke. Classy. I’m convinced they’ve got a bet going — how many times will Alexia hurl before reaching the gates of doom? Honestly, I wouldn’t put it past them.

      Dry biscuits and ginger ale have become my lifeline. I’m basically surviving on grandma snacks and spite.

      I shake my head at their twisted little conspiracy and glance back at the building. Then I notice the gate. Oh, the gate. Twenty feet high, double cast-iron monstrosity, held up by columns that look like they were designed by someone with a flair for intimidation.

      A cyclone fence stretches out from the columns, disappearing into the trees like it’s guarding the secrets of Area 51. And yes, I bet it’s electric. Because why not?

      I listen. Yep. There’s a hum. The fence is definitely electric. And the razor barbs on top? Just in case the message wasn’t clear: “Go away or get impaled.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up. A buzz starts in my head. Pressure builds. Someone’s coming.

      I casually turn my head toward Mum, pretending I’m not ready to throw hands. Footsteps crunch on gravel. We both freeze, then turn toward the sound.

      I plant my feet on the same little stones, body tense, ready for action. Dad’s voice echoes in my head: “Look after your mother, Alexia. You know how to fight. Protect. And don’t play by the rules if you’re ever in trouble.”

      Gotta love Dad. He raised me on street fighting, kickboxing, and martial arts. Plus a few extra moves he swore I should never use unless absolutely necessary. Secret weapons. I’m basically a walking combat manual.

      So yeah. Let them come. I’m ready.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I shake my head at Mum and Dad’s little puke-tracking conspiracy, then glance back at the gate — because apparently, we’re starring in a supernatural prison break. The thing is massive. Double cast-iron, held up by columns that look like they were designed by someone with a flair for intimidation and zero chill. A cyclone fence stretches out from either side, disappearing into the trees like it’s guarding the secrets of Area 51.

      And yeah, I bet it’s electric. Because why not?

      I listen. Yep. There’s a hum. The fence is definitely electric. And the razor barbs on top? Just in case the message wasn’t clear: “Go away or get impaled.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up. A buzz starts in my head. Pressure builds. Someone’s coming.

      I casually turn my head toward Mum, pretending I’m not ready to throw hands. We lock eyes, then turn toward the sound of approaching footsteps.

      Feet shoulder-width apart. Body tense. Ready. Dad’s voice echoes in my head: Look after your mother, Alexia. You know how to fight. Protect. And don’t play by the rules if you’re ever in trouble.

      Classic Dad. He trained me in street fighting, kickboxing, martial arts — and a few moves that probably aren’t legal in most countries. I’m basically a walking combat manual with a side of teenage angst.

      So yeah. Let them come. I’m ready.

      The footsteps get louder. Two men appear, dressed like they just stepped out of a luxury catalog for supernatural bodyguards. Dark suits. Sunglasses. Polished shoes that probably double as weapons. I bet they’re steel-capped. Because of course they are.

      I eye them casually. Okay, fine — a little less casually. Their suits are tailored within an inch of their lives, hugging hard-muscled bodies like they were born in Armani. On any other day, I’d be drooling. Today? I’m too nauseated to care. Sad, really.

      Mentally slapping myself, I force my brain to stop ogling and start assessing. Focus, Alexia. These guys could be friendly — or they could be the type who shoot first and monologue later. The guy on the left has a suspicious bulge under his jacket. Spoiler alert: not the fun kind. Definitely packing heat.

      Hand-to-hand combat? I’m your girl. Guns? Not so much. A bead of sweat slides down my spine. Cute. Time to channel my inner ninja and not die.

      Mum’s patience runs out before mine. She taps her foot like she’s waiting for a waiter to bring her the bill. Our eyes meet. Her brow arches. I bite my lip to keep from laughing. Now is not the time for sarcasm-induced giggles.

      She squares her shoulders and unleashes her full “I’m-a-lawyer-and-you-will-listen” voice. “Gentlemen, I take it you work for the Queen — Queen Alexettia? We require a meeting with her as soon as possible. Can you arrange that?”

      The men blink. Literally just stand there, dumbfounded. I almost applaud. “Well?” Mum presses. “Can you assist us?”

      Their expressions shift — just slightly. Like they’re listening to someone we can’t hear. Mind interference, Mum called it. Apparently, some Dark Ones can communicate telepathically. Because of course they can. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that I might be one of them. Yay me.

      They stare into space for a few beats, then snap back to reality. The guy on the left gives us a smirk that makes my skin crawl. He’s totally undressing us with his eyes. Gross. I glare at him like I’m about to kick him in the shin. He doesn’t flinch. Typical.

      The one on the right finally speaks, voice deep enough to rattle the car windows. “We have confirmation from our Queen. You may enter Darshia and drive straight to the royal castle. Someone will be there to greet you and escort you both to where you need to go.”

      Cool. Vague instructions and zero enthusiasm. Do we follow the yellow brick road or what? I glance at Mum and give her the universal “let’s bounce” look. She nods. We’re done here.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” Mum says, all polite and professional, before turning back to the car. I monitor the Men in Black through the window reflections like I’m in a spy movie until we’re safely inside.

      The gate creaks open behind us like it’s been waiting for this moment all century. Security cameras swivel toward us like robotic vultures. So that’s how they saw us coming. Creepy surveillance level: expert.

      Mum starts the car. “Here goes nothing,” she murmurs, pressing down on the accelerator.

      I nod as the car drives through the open gates, and the atmosphere instantly shifts as I watch silently in the side mirror while they close behind us. We continue forward onto what I now call the “not-so-yellow brick road.” It’s dark blue, narrow, winding, and flanked by trees that look like they’re plotting something.

      Then it happens.

      The car jolts. The air shifts. Something changes.

      Without looking at Mum, I mutter, “Did you feel that? I think something just happened.” My hand flies to my stomach. Please, ginger ale, don’t fail me now.

      Mum’s voice is quiet, but loaded. “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”

      Oh, great. We’ve officially crossed into metaphor territory. I nod, not sure if I want to laugh or cry. Probably both.

      Whatever just happened, we’re not in the creepy carpark anymore.

      We’re in Darshia.

      And I’m not ready.
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        * * *

      

      The deeper we drive, the darker it gets. The trees overhead knit together like they’re trying to block out reality, creating a tunnel that feels less enchanted forest and more “you’re about to get eaten.” I glance at Mum. The dashboard light casts dramatic shadows across her face, and I give her the classic “how much longer?” look.

      She responds with her patented “we’ll be there soon” expression. No words needed. We’re fluent in silent sarcasm.

      The engine hum shifts — yep, she’s speeding up. Apparently, Mum’s decided that if we’re going to get murdered by supernatural royalty, we might as well arrive early.

      Minutes pass. The trees thin. Civilisation — or something like it — emerges. Elegant townhouses pop up like they’ve been waiting for us. No slums. No graffiti. Just pristine buildings that look like they were built by immortal architects with a flair for drama.

      These houses are sturdy, flawless, and suspiciously timeless. Like they were plucked from a historical drama and dropped here for aesthetic purposes. No expense spared. No people visible. Just vibes.

      And then Mum breaks the silence. “Alexia, before we reach the castle, I need to explain a few things.”

      Oh, great. Serious Mum voice. I turn in my seat. Her face shifts from excited to grim. This is not a drill.

      “Since we pulled up at the front gate… has your head felt funny?”

      Uh-oh. We’re officially in mind invasion territory. I remember her saying something about vampires — sorry, Dark Ones — being able to read minds. And apparently, I’m a natural blocker. Yay me. Let’s hope that superpower hasn’t expired.

      Note to self: Read the damn family journal. Preferably before someone tries to mentally hack me again.

      I think back. Yeah, I felt pressure. Buzzing. Like someone trying to pick the lock on my brain. But then I did… something. Instinct, maybe. And it stopped. Mostly. It keeps trying, though. Like a nosy neighbour peeking through the curtains.

      “Mum, just say it. Yes, I’ve felt pressure in my head. Since the gate. It comes and goes. Is this that vampire mind invasion thing you mentioned?”

      She peeks at me, smiles faintly, then focuses on the road. Her brows do a little dance of concern.

      “Yes, Alexia. That’s exactly what I meant. Someone’s trying to get into our heads. I hope you’re blocking them. We can’t let anyone know who we are. It might not be safe. And remember — Dark Ones. Not vampires.”

      Oops. Right. Dark Ones. Eye roll activated.

      I take a deep breath. Slowly exhale. This is officially the weirdest day of my life. And that includes the time I accidentally dyed my hair green.

      I nod. “Yeah, I figured we were keeping our identities on the down-low. Those two guards didn’t know who we were. Didn’t use our names. So I’ve been blocking. A lot.”

      I rub my temple. “Whoever it is, they’re persistent. And when those two guys kept zoning out? I swear they were talking to someone. In their heads.”

      Mum’s eyes widen. Her mouth opens slightly. Bingo. I’ve hit a nerve.

      So yeah. Trust level with the Dark Ones? Currently at ‘nope.’ If they want to know something, they can ask me to my face. Preferably without the creepy mental peeping.

      Mum’s voice cuts through my internal rant. “Whoever it is, we need to stay alert. Always.”

      Agreed. Because if this is the welcome wagon, I can’t wait to see what the royal family’s like.

      “Anyway, enough of that. How are you feeling?” Her tone softens. “Still nauseated? Want more dry crackers?”

      She glances down at the empty box I’ve been munching like it’s gourmet cuisine. Her smile is sympathetic as my stomach lets out a dramatic growl that echoes through the car like a demon trying to escape.

      “Don’t worry, Alexia. We’re almost there. I think that’s the castle up ahead.”

      I shift my gaze to match hers. Something looms behind the trees and buildings. The closer we get, the clearer it becomes.

      And yep — there it is. A massive, old, dark stone castle with high outer walls and tall, narrow windows that scream “we don’t do sunlight here.”

      I lean forward, forehead nearly smacking the windshield, just to get a better look. Multi-level towers rise inside the walls like they’re auditioning for a historical drama. It’s the kind of place you expect to see knights brooding on balconies and ghosts pacing the halls.

      Wow. Just… wow. At least it doesn’t look like Dracula’s vacation home, but it’s still giving major “I drink blood and judge peasants” energy.

      And weirdly? It doesn’t look out of place. Towering over the surrounding buildings like it owns the block. Darshia isn’t just a town — it’s a full-blown supernatural city. From what I can see, it’s bigger than my hometown, which is saying something. I can’t wait to explore, meet people my age, and maybe find someone who doesn’t want to bite me. Fingers crossed.

      I stare up at the castle in awe and immediately pity the poor souls who have to clean it. That thing would take a team of twenty and a week just to dust the chandeliers. It must be worth a fortune. Are Dark Ones rich? Is there a vampire stock market I should know about?

      Goosebumps crawl up my arms. Reality check: I’m about to walk into a castle full of blood-drinking royalty. This is fine. Everything’s fine.

      Okay, Alexia. Suck it up. You’re smart. You’re strong. You’ve survived worse. Probably. I take a slow, deep breath and glance at Mum, trying to read her face.

      “Yep,” I say, voice miraculously calm. “Pretty sure that qualifies as a castle.”
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        * * *

      

      Mum turns her head, catches my eye, and flashes a smile that’s way too excited for someone about to walk into a vampire — sorry, Dark One — castle. She’s practically glowing. Great. She’s in full “I’m about to meet my long-lost supernatural family” mode.

      “Alexia,” she says, voice low and serious, “don’t be surprised if the Queen already knows who we are. But remember — do not tell anyone. We hide our identities until we know who to trust. Even with Grandma Ma. Keep your shields up. Be prepared for anything.”

      Oh, fantastic. So now we’re in a royal soap opera with secret identities and telepathic espionage. Who needs TV when my life is basically Game of Thrones: Vampire Edition?

      And then — oh… ow. What the hell was that?

      A weird tapping sensation hits from inside my belly, followed by a jab that makes me wince. I rub the spot, eyes wide, and glance at Mum. Her gaze drops to my hand, then back to the road, then back to my belly. She’s officially concerned.

      “What’s wrong, Alexia? Are you okay?”

      I look from my belly to her face, trying to decide if I’m about to cry, laugh, or throw up. Probably all three.

      Her eyes flick between me and the road like she’s calculating how fast she can get me to a supernatural ER. “Ah, Alexia… when we reach the castle — assuming Grandma Ma lets us stay — I think it’s time you see a doctor.”

      Butterflies. Not the cute kind. The kind that feel like they’re trying to claw their way out of my stomach. I stare down, waiting for the next sensation. Please don’t let this be another puke moment.

      Thank the gods I packed stretchy pants. They’re the only thing standing between me and a full-blown wardrobe malfunction. My belly’s swollen, bloated, and officially rebelling. I need a shower. I need food. And — oh no. No, no, no.

      I’m craving Drake’s blood.

      What. The. Hell.

      Seriously, brain? That’s your idea of a snack? Blood? From the guy who ghosted me after turning my life into a supernatural circus?

      I cover my mouth and yawn, trying to shake the exhaustion. This trip has drained me. I want a bed. A hot shower. A meal that doesn’t come in cracker form. I want to not feel like I’m turning into something I don’t understand.

      I’m trying to go with the flow here, but my brain is still stuck on the whole “Dark One” thing. At least now I know Darshia is real. I’ve seen the name on shop fronts, signposts, and enough signage to confirm this isn’t some elaborate prank.

      Oh gods. My heart races, thumping against my ribs like it’s trying to escape. We’re really in Darshia. Mum’s little bedtime story? Not so fictional after all.

      This is happening.

      And I’m not ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mum flashes me a quick smile, eyes sparkling like she’s about to meet her long-lost vampire — sorry, Dark One — family and not walk into a supernatural identity crisis. She looks like she belongs in this castle, perched in a royal wingback chair like she’s auditioning for Queen of the Realm.

      Meanwhile, my stomach decides to make its presence known. Loudly.

      Not again.

      It groans like a dying whale, echoing through the fancy gold-accented room like a hunger anthem. Mum gives me a sympathetic look. “Soon, Alexia. We’ll grab something to eat soon.”

      Soon? I need food now. Or blood. Or both. Honestly, I’m not even sure anymore. My cravings are multiplying like rabbits, and my stomach is staging a full-blown rebellion. Great. First impressions: starving, possibly feral girl with a growling belly and questionable bloodlust.

      I shift in my seat, trying to look composed while my insides scream for sustenance. The room is grand — high ceilings, gold trim, expensive everything. And here I am, bloated, nauseated, and seconds away from either vomiting or biting someone.

      Then the pressure starts again. That lovely Dark One mind trick buzz. Fantastic. Just as I’m about to mentally scream, the door creaks open.

      And my jaw drops.

      Standing there is a young woman who looks like she could be my sister. Or my clone. Or my evil twin. She’s a little older, but the resemblance is freaky. I glance at Mum, whose face is doing mental gymnastics trying to figure out who this mystery woman is.

      I keep my expression neutral — barely — until Mum stands. I scramble up too, because apparently we’re doing the formal thing now. But seriously, this woman cannot be Grandma Ma. She’s way too young. Where’s the ancient, wrinkled matriarch I was expecting? Did she get a supernatural facelift? Or is this her daughter? Granddaughter? Clone?

      The woman walks toward us, and the hairs on my arms stand up like they’ve just sensed a power surge. Yep. That’s Dark One energy. And it’s strong. Stronger than anyone we’ve met today. Okay, maybe this chick really is Alexettia. And if so — damn, she looks good for her age.

      “Hello, ladies. Thank you for waiting.” Her voice is smooth, posh, and very I-own-this-room. She gestures to the chairs. “Please, sit. There’s no need to stand. After all, we’re family, are we not?”

      Family? Oh, we’re diving straight into the drama, huh?

      I glance at Mum, shrug, and sit. My stomach immediately betrays me again with a loud, angry growl.

      “Great. Just great. Not now,” I mutter under my breath.

      I look up — and she’s staring at me. Fabulous. Can the floor just swallow me whole?

      She steps closer, graceful and intense, eyes scanning me like she’s trying to read my soul. Good luck with that, love. I activate my mental firewall and smile sweetly.

      “You’re good. Actually, you’re both impressive,” she murmurs, eyes flicking between Mum and me. “I’m having trouble reading either of you.”

      Wait — did she just say that out loud? Or did I hear it in my head? Either way, she’s confused. And I’m thrilled. Because if she can’t read us, we might actually survive this visit.

      Mum catches my eye and smiles. Yep, we’re thinking the same thing. Our thoughts are locked down. Score one for Team Steele.

      But I’m done playing polite. I want answers. And food. Preferably both.

      I stand, extend my hand. “Hi, I’m Alexia. This is my mother, Amelia. Amelia Steele. Pleasure to meet you. And you are…?”

      She takes my hand. Her grip tightens. I match it. Oops. Maybe too much. I do have manners. Somewhere.

      She doesn’t let go. Okay, weird. A buzz starts in our joined hands, then vanishes. I stare at her face, trying to decode her eerily familiar features. Same big dark brown eyes with a blue ring. Same bone structure. Same everything, minus a slightly broader nose and longer hair.

      She could be my twin. And I do not like it.

      Finally, she releases my hand and glides behind the massive desk like she owns the planet. She settles into the throne-like chair and smiles at Mum.

      Pressure hits my head again. I shut it down. Fast.

      She tilts her head, watching me like I’m a puzzle she’s dying to solve. I’m officially unnerved. Darshia is starting
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