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      Hello dear readers, 

      

      Eleyta is part of a fantasy world. I have included this pronunciation guide in case you find it useful. (But as always, please feel free to ignore me and pronounce the words as you see fit.) After all, the beauty of reading is that we all create worlds in our minds.

      

      Names: 

      Kinthani: Kin-tha-nee

      Marguerite: Mar-grr-ee-te

      Estrella: es-trey-uh

      Ciro: See-row

      Montquartier: Mon-kar-tee-yay

      Triboulet: Tree-boo-leh

      Rhain: rain

      Phyrra: Fie-rah

      Brollet: Bro-leh

      Mikael: Mee-kale

      

      Gods:

      Kydona: Key-doh-na

      Ithiar: Ih-thigh-ar

      Isvana: Iss-vah-nah

      

      Places: 

      Ithenmyr: Ih-thin-meer 

      Ipotha: Ih-poh-tha

      Eleyta: Ill-ee-tah
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      Welcome to Eleyta!

      Tethered takes place in a high fantasy setting that contains violence in several different forms.

      It also contains language, death, assault, sexism, and mature situations.
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LUNA

        

      

    

    
      “Happy twenty-first birthday to me,” I muttered under my breath as I stared at the ornate double doors hiding the Great Hall from view. I shifted from one foot to the other, the carpeted floor absorbing the sound of my footsteps as I waited in the empty hallway.

      Even the guards had made themselves scarce, giving me a moment of privacy before my life would forever change. As if that would help calm the nerves in my stomach. For all my preparation, all my research, nothing could have actually readied me for this moment. I was really being sold into marriage.

      Somehow, it hadn’t seemed real until now. I wasn’t sure why, because I could vividly remember standing shell-shocked, my hands running down the front of my favorite sky-blue gown, in front of the Council of Lords two weeks ago when they informed me I would marry the Prince of Darkness on the night of my twenty-first birthday.

      Apparently, the “auspicious circumstances” of my birth were a sign. According to them, since I had been born beneath an eclipse that only took place once every eight hundred and forty-six years, I was the perfect candidate for being sold into this marriage.

      Auspicious.

      As if the scientific movements of the sun and the moon were enough reason to send me to my probable death. Everyone knew that along with not being able to go into the sun, the vampires were especially cruel towards humans. It was fairly probable that I wouldn’t survive the week.

      Since receiving the news of my engagement, I read as many reports about the vampires as I could get my hands on. Not only that, but over the past two weeks, everyone I knew—and some people who were little more than acquaintances—had delighted in sharing every last terrible detail they ever heard about the people of the Northern Kingdom.

      I could sum up everything I had been told in two words: blood and death.

      Unfortunately for me, the word of the Council of Lords was law. Unlike the other three kingdoms on this continent, Ipotha had no ruler. The council was, for all intents and purposes, the ruling body. One did not argue with them, especially with something like this.

      Still, my marriage hadn’t felt real. Not when the Council of Lords had informed me of the union, and not a week later when I visited my younger brother Marius and promised to write to him as soon as I arrived in Eleyta. Not yesterday, when I supervised the packing of my trunks. Not even this morning, when I woke up and watched the sun crest the horizon for the last time.

      But it was real. All of it was real. The sun was setting, and tonight, I was marrying the vampire prince of Eleyta. This would be the last time in the foreseeable future I would see these stone walls, the worn carpets, the paintings of my family. The last time I would be with my family.

      Footsteps came from behind me, and I turned as Papa approached. Dressed in a white ruffled linen shirt and velvet breeches, he extended his arm.

      I slid my hand into the crook of his elbow. My lips brushed the stubble on his cheek and I whispered, “Hello, Papa.”

      “Lulu,” he said warmly, somehow managing to make me feel like a child again with that one word. Patting my hand where it rested on his arm, Papa smiled. “You look like a princess in that golden gown.”

      I glanced down at myself. He was right. Somehow, that made this even worse. After tonight, I would be a princess. But what good was being a princess when it meant you had to give up everything else?

      The moment those double doors swung open, I would lose everything. My home, my studies, and even my family. Other than my clothes—most of which I wouldn’t be able to wear in the snowy north—the only piece of Ipotha coming to Eleyta with me was my maid, Julieta. The Light Elf had been my constant companion since my first stepmother Kinthani died, and she was more like a best friend than a maid.

      Even with Julieta’s comforting presence, tonight was still changing everything. Twenty-one years of life in Ipotha, and all it took was one marriage agreement for none of it to matter. No one had asked me if I agreed to marry the prince. My opinion didn’t matter. Not about this.

      I was a female, born for this very purpose.

      Marriage had never been my dream. Especially not an arranged marriage to a vampire prince.

      But this was not the moment to say that to my father. After tonight, I did not know when I would see him again. If I would see him again. So I cast out all thoughts of doom and gloom and focused on the present. Leaning towards Papa, I whispered, “Thank you.”

      “Did you sleep well last night? I know you were having some trouble…”

      His voice trailed off, and he glanced at me.

      “I… not that well,” I said evasively, shaking my head and avoiding his gaze.

      Three, maybe four hours of rest a night did not count as sleep. The ticking of my clock had kept me company these past two weeks, ever since I found out about this match.

      How could one sleep when all their dreams were dead?

      Looking back on it, it had been fanciful of me to think that as my father’s last daughter, I would be safe from the call of “duty.” I should have known this would happen, but for some reason, it still took me by surprise.

      Foolishly, I used to think that if Papa forced me to marry, my husband would probably have been a kind, hopefully young, human lord. After bearing him a few children, I dreamed I would retire to academics where I could spend my days in sunny libraries and laboratories.

      But my dreams did not matter.

      Papa’s lips tilted down. “I’m sorry to hear that, pumpkin. Maybe tonight you’ll find some rest.”

      “Perhaps,” I said, chewing on my lip.

      I doubted it. Who could sleep well when they had been sold into marriage?

      Even as I thought it, I knew that technically, the term “sold” was too strong a word. The legal terms presented to the Council of Lords by Her Majesty Queen Marguerite’s representative were “being brought together under the unity of matrimony.”

      But no matter the terms, the reality was that I was chattel and being treated like a marketable good. The Prince of Darkness needed a wife, and Ipotha needed an alliance with Eleyta.

      A shudder ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the late hour. What kind of killer was I marrying?

      If the rumors whispered in the darkest corners of the castle held even a drop of truth, my future husband was the cruelest, black-hearted vampire to ever live in the Four Kingdoms. They said he drank the blood of infants to break his nightly fast and that no one, human or vampire, ever dared cross him and lived to tell the tale.

      I would find out soon enough what kind of male he was.

      “Do you remember the plan?” Papa asked, straightening the lapels on his shirt.

      “Yes,” I replied. A knot twisted in my stomach as I met my father’s brown eyes. Like me, his skin was perpetually tanned, and we both had dark brown hair. His was short, but mine reached my waist when it was down.

      Papa squeezed my hand. “Tonight, the vampires are taking you to Eleyta so you can marry the prince. Under the terms of the agreement, Queen Marguerite is sending an army of her strongest soldiers to help protect Ipotha from the coming war in the east.”

      “And the Council of Lords is shipping hundreds of pounds of grain to isolated human villages in the north of Eleyta, correct?”

      “Yes.” My father nodded. “The first shipment went out last week, and we will continue to be delivered on a monthly basis for the next five years.”

      That was my worth as determined by the Council of Lords: grain and an army.

      Somehow, it didn’t seem like enough.

      I said as much to my father, and he let go of my hand, wrapping me in a tight hug. “You never know, pumpkin. Perhaps, in time, you may learn to love the prince. It might not be so bad.”

      Was that all I could hope for? That my marriage would not be “so bad”? It felt like a low bar.

      I frowned. “Maybe.”

      Even as the word left my lips, I knew it to be a lie. I wouldn’t find it, because I already knew the truth about love. Three times in my twenty-one years, I had stood witness as my father married for “love”. All it had done was teach me that love wasn’t real. It wasn’t quantifiable, nor was it measurable. Every time he got married, Papa said he was “in love”. How could that be true?

      He was a good male, but he didn’t understand science as I did. If something couldn’t be measured or seen or touched or tasted, was it real? I didn’t think so.

      Like fairy tales told to young children at night, love was a fabrication created to make people feel better about their marriages.

      When I first arrived at this conclusion a few years ago, I tried to explain it to my current stepmother, Ysabel. She just laughed me off, patting me on the head and telling me to get my nose out of my books. Maybe then, she reasoned, I would see love for the beautiful thing it was.

      Ysabel didn’t understand the appeal of books. Literature was constant. It was always there to provide a comforting hug when needed. It never judged me, nor did it ever make me feel like I was less important because I was the youngest of four daughters.

      Another reason that books were better than people was because they never hurt anyone. I had never heard of anyone being murdered by a book, but I couldn’t say the same thing about my future husband. People said the Prince of Darkness left dead bodies in his wake.

      His power was unrivaled, and his heart was as black as the shadows he wielded. That was the male I was marrying.

      “I love you, Lulu,” Papa murmured. “Kinthani, gods be with her soul, would be proud of you.”

      “I miss her, Papa.” Blinking furiously as a tear came to my eye, I straightened. Catching it on the tip of my finger—the servants had spent hours doing my makeup earlier, and I did not want their efforts to go to waste—I sniffled. “I miss her so much.”

      For the first eleven years of my life, Kinthani was the only mother I knew. It didn’t matter that she was a Fortune Elf, and I was a human. Her arms were the ones that I found refuge in when my sisters excluded me on a nearly daily basis. Her lips were the ones that kissed me when I got hurt. It didn’t matter that we didn’t share blood. I loved her, and she loved me.

      When she died giving birth to Marius a decade ago, I mourned her death like I would have any blood relatives. Even now, ten years later, my brother was a sickly child. He had little of his mother’s magic, and he needed near-constant care. He remained in our summer home, being cared for by some of the best witches in Ipotha.

      It was for Marius’s sake that I spent countless hours in the university libraries and laboratories, searching for information on the wasting illness that had plagued him since birth. No matter how much he ate, he was always weak.

      Papa had spoken to countless physicians and witches from all over Ipotha, and none of them knew what was wrong with Marius. They tried everything they could think of, from bleeding him to various diets and exercise, but nothing worked.

      Last week, when I visited my little brother, Syndra, one of the witches assigned to his care, pulled me aside and told me that things were getting worse. Marius was barely eating, and he wasn’t keeping anything down.

      She knew someone, she mentioned, who might be able to help Marius. A researcher who specialized in strange illnesses. Syndra promised she would contact me if she received any information that might help.

      Papa leaned forward, his lips brushing my cheek as he squeezed my hand. “Remember who you are,” he whispered.

      I knew who I was. Luna Brielle Wisethorn, fourth daughter of the Human Lord, lover of books and all things academic. And now, the bride of the vampire prince.

      A heartbeat later, the doors to the Great Hall banged open with a reverberation that echoed through my entire body.

      This was it.

      I stared into the hall, my heart beating a rapid rhythm in my chest as I took in the darkened space. I had been here hundreds of times before and I’d spent countless hours dancing and playing with my sisters in the Great Hall. It should have been comforting, saying goodbye in this place I knew like the back of my hand.

      But it wasn’t.

      This was the end of my life as I had known it.

      Darkness shrouded the Great Hall. Even on the day of Kinthani’s funeral, natural light had been allowed to shine through the windows.

      Not tonight.

      Thick ebony drapes hung heavily upon the large rectangular windows, blocking any hope I might have had of seeing the last rays of sunlight dancing across the sky. Tall white candles in golden tapers lined the thick red carpet running down the center of the stone floor. The candlelight flickered ominously, casting dark shadows on the waiting crowd. There wasn’t even a drop of natural light. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      Vampires were not welcome in the presence of the sun.

      Servants lined the walls, their backs rigid as they stood at attention. The Council of Lords and their families were present, and further down the hall, I spotted my three sisters and their husbands. They stood with my stepmother, Ysabel, and as expected, Marius was not present.

      The air was thick with tension, as though everyone was afraid to breathe. Even Papa seemed to still, his back ramrod straight as he murmured, “You can do this, Lulu.”

      Dipping my head in the slightest nod, I squeezed his hand and gathered all my courage. “I can.” Raising my head, I straightened and pushed back my shoulders. “I will.”

      It was my duty.

      Holding my head up high, I stared into the Great Hall. And then I saw them.

      A trio stood at the far end of the hall, surrounded by an aura of power and strength. Positioned as far from the flickering candles as they could get, their very presence seemed to suck up any remnants of light that dared make its way toward them. Each of their three faces was as hard as the stone beneath their feet; as if they were incapable of feeling emotions. Perhaps they were.

      Three sets of deadly black eyes stared straight ahead, their heavy gazes seeming to look right into my soul.

      Even with the expanse of the Great Hall separating us, the trio’s collective beauty was so striking that it took my breath away. Their faces were so perfect, it almost hurt to look at them.

      Almost.

      Their beauty was unnatural and yet it was entirely captivating. I couldn’t pull my eyes away, even if I tried. I didn’t recognize two of the vampires, but the third…

      I knew that face. Queen Marguerite’s representative had given me a portrait of my future husband, and over the past two weeks, I memorized every single line of his face.

      My hand tightened around my father’s arm. “Is that… Why is he here?”

      Papa seemed just as surprised to see him. “Maybe he wanted to see you before the wedding?”

      My mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out. In the end, I settled for continuing to stare at them. They stood with little regard for the rest of the crowd, and their postures spoke of their desire to leave this place.

      A male with skin as dark as the night sky stood on the right, and a pale female with long blonde, almost white hair, was on his left. Wearing a tight-fitting tunic and trousers just like the two males, she picked something from beneath her fingernails as she tapped her foot on the ground impatiently.

      I barely paid them any attention.

      My entire being was focused on the male in the middle. I thought that perhaps knowing what the Prince of Darkness looked like might have made doing my duty easier. Maybe by staring at his portrait long enough, I could have prepared myself for my fate.

      An arranged marriage with a vampire prince.

      I was wrong.

      Nothing could have ever equipped me for this moment. No portrait could ever do this male justice. No artist could accurately depict the aura of absolute strength that surrounded this imposing male. Every single line of his face, every inch of his body, was the definition of perfection.

      Two enormous, jet-black wings extended from his back, curved like those of a bat, filling the dark space behind him. He was a head taller than the other two, his skin a shade paler than my perpetual tan, and his black hair hung ruggedly around his face. An obsidian crown was perched on his head, slightly askew.

      He didn’t need the marker of royalty. Power emanated from him.

      I inhaled sharply as his black, storm-filled eyes—a marker of his kind—met mine. For a moment, nothing else mattered. Entire worlds were made and destroyed as we stared at each other. My heart ceased beating. My lungs forgot how to breathe. Moving was impossible.

      The winged male I was going to marry raised a brow, tilting his head ever so slightly.

      And then he…

      Frowned.
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      The vampire prince turned. Breaking my gaze, he gestured wildly in the air as he spoke with his companions. Their voices were low, and I couldn’t hear them.

      I didn’t need to. He was angry. Why was he angry?

      The air thickened impossibly further as the tension in the Great Hall increased, and my heart thundered in my chest. After a moment, the other two vampires nodded, and the prince crossed his arms. Shadowy wisps curled around his feet, and he scowled.

      I stared at him. Half of me was hoping he never looked at me again, while the other half wished he would return my gaze.

      He never did.

      A plume of shadows as dark as the blackest night enveloped the winged male, hiding him from sight. When they cleared, he was gone. Something bitter surged through me, and I clenched my fists at my side.

      Papa cleared his throat, shifting uncomfortably beside me. “Well, your future husband definitely knows how to make an exit, that’s for sure.”

      I nodded, words escaping me. My fiancé was gone, and I felt like I could breathe again. Focusing on remaining upright—something which I hadn’t expected to be a problem—my gaze swept the room once more.

      It was only then that I realized someone was missing.

      My brows furrowed, and I frowned. “Where is Julieta?”

      Papa ushered me into the hall. “She’s already in the Northern Kingdom.”

      I mulled over that information as we walked down the red carpet. I knew the vampires were capable of some strange form of transportation—after all, I just witnessed it—but none of my research had ever explained how it worked.

      We were halfway down the hall when a flicker of movement caught my eye. The blonde female disappeared from beside her companion, only to appear a few feet in front of me a heartbeat later. I stumbled back, releasing my grip on my father’s arm as my eyes widened.

      “We can move through the shadows,” the blonde female said, answering my unasked question.

      I stared at her. “I—“

      The vampire smirked. “I heard your question.” Clucking her tongue, she tapped the side of her head. “You should probably work on keeping your thoughts to yourself, mortal. They’re very loud.”

      My eyes widened, both from the implication that she could read my mind and also from the black, lifeless pits that were the vampire’s eyes. She spoke in the Common Tongue, but her accent was strange. Her words were a little longer than I was used to, as though she was drawing out all the vowels.

      “I didn’t know you could—”

      “Read minds?” The vampire moved through the shadows again, coming to stand mere inches from my face.

      My heart pounded and I gasped.

      “Not all of us can. It’s a… gift given to a few of my kind.” A wolfish smile crossed her face, and she pulled back her lips to display a pair of razor-sharp fangs. “I think you’ll find that there are many things you don’t know about us, human.”

      She eyed my neck, and I gulped. Dark amusement flitted through the vampire’s eyes, and she chuckled, showing off those fangs once more.

      “Don’t worry.” She gestured towards her companion, who was walking down the carpet with the ease of someone who did not have any compunctions about tardiness. “We already ate.”

      I gulped. All the research in the world could not have prepared me for the sight of those fangs in real life. My stomach twisted and bile rose in my throat as I imagined the painful sensation of having them puncture my throat.

      I was certain that being bitten by a vampire would not be a pleasant experience. Hopefully, it was one thing I would never have to find out. I was coming as a bride, not a blood donor. Certainly, they wouldn’t make me… provide for my husband in that way.

      Right?

      “Are you ready?” the vampire asked, her tone dripping with obvious disdain.

      She moved out of my personal space, standing a few feet away as she glared at me. I stared at the intricate embroidery on her strange outfit, trying to tamp down the knot of fear making itself known in my stomach. The blonde’s black form-fitting tunic and trousers made my golden dress seem even more out of place than it already did.

      Could one ever truly be ready for a life-changing moment? One that would rip them away from everything they knew and thrust them into a new world? I didn’t even know if I would be alive tomorrow. If the tales I’d heard about my new husband held even an iota of truth, then he was the most blood-thirsty, vengeful creature to roam the Four Kingdoms.

      Ready was the wrong word. I was not ready. I would never be ready. But I would go. I would do my duty and forge the alliance my people needed because war was on the horizon. I would be strong, even when my insides felt as though they were about to fall out of my body.

      If there was one thing I had learned over the course of my life, it was that while the romantic love of ballads did not exist, bravery certainly did. People were brave every day, even when they felt like their lives couldn’t go on.

      Marius was brave when he woke up every morning, battling the mysterious illness that meant he couldn’t play or run like other children his age. The soldiers fighting at the border of Ipotha were brave. Just last week, there was an attack by Death Elves at a fort near the Ithenmyrian border. The soldiers held strong, but Ipotha had suffered heavy losses in keeping the Ithenmyrians out.

      My country needed me to be brave. My sisters, their husbands, and their children needed me to do this. All the Fortune Elves the Council of Lords consulted agreed on one thing—a storm the likes of which they had never seen before was brewing in Ithenmyr. No one in the Four Kingdoms or the lands beyond was going to be able to avoid it. If my marriage would help keep people safe, then it was worth it.

      Tonight, I would be brave.

      Maybe in time, readiness would come.

      “I asked you a question, mortal.” The blonde vampire interrupted my thoughts. “It’s time to go. Are you ready?”

      Meeting her black gaze, I held my head up high. “My name is Luna, not ‘mortal’.”

      The vampire laughed, and the sound was so similar to rocks grating against glass that it sent shivers down my spine.

      “To me, you are a mortal.” Her voice was as hard as ice. “Nothing more, nothing less. Just a mere human. That is all.”

      Turning to my father, she bowed. Her middle bent just enough to show she knew she was being insulting by not lowering herself any further. “Eleyta thanks you for the gift of your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

      Papa’s hold on my arm tightened. His voice was rough as he replied, “All of Ipotha is grateful for this union.”

      Everyone except for me.

      Thank the gods, if the female vampire heard my thoughts, she didn’t react. I had enough sense not to say them out loud. The last thing I wanted to know was how those fangs felt in my neck.

      The dark-skinned male sauntered up behind the vampire, tapping her on the shoulder. “Let’s go, Estrella,” he said, his voice a low timbre. “The moon is rising, and it’s time.”

      “Finally.” A predatory smile danced on Estrella’s lips, her fangs glinting in the candlelight as she raised a brow. “Eleyta looks forward to many years of peace with Ipotha.”

      My father nodded, placing his fist over his heart before bowing. “To peace and prosperity for both our countries.”

      Estrella returned the gesture, an air of mockery still about her, and I frowned. If she was any indication, my time with the vampires would not be enjoyable.

      Too soon, Papa rose from his bow and pulled me in for a hug. “Happy birthday, Lulu. I love you.” His lips brushed my cheek, and he whispered, “Make us proud.”

      The moment the last word was out of his lips, sharp nails grabbed my arm. A yelp rose within me. Estrella’s talon-like nails scored into my forearms and she pulled me away from my father. My golden dress rustled as the vampire pressed me against her body. Her arm wrapped wrapped around mine like a band of iron as shadows swirled around her feet.

      Everyone in the Great Hall froze. The only sound was that of my heart pounding in my chest.

      “Time to go,” Estrella said, before cackling in my ear.

      I met Papa’s gaze. “I love you!”

      There was no reply before the shadows swallowed us whole.
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        * * *

      

      Thick, inky blackness surrounded us on all sides.

      I gasped, my eyes opening wide as my too-tight lungs struggled to breathe in the all-consuming darkness.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      Estrella’s grip tightened on my arm, but she didn’t say anything.

      Somehow, the darkness worsened. It became more imposing, pushing on me to the point of pain. My lungs squeezed and my heart raced as I tried to see anything at all. Why did it have to be so dark?

      I hated the dark.

      My stomach twisted, and bile rose in my throat. My breaths came in short, shallow gasps as I sought a reprieve from the writhing black fog all around us.

      Beside me, the vampire didn’t say anything.

      “Please,” I begged. “Where are we?”

      I tried to yank myself out of her grip, but her nails tightened around my arm as she dragged me through air as thick as mud.

      “Stop struggling,” Estrella hissed a moment later. “This will be over in a minute.”

      The seconds dragged on as the shadows enveloped us, making it impossible to see or hear or do anything. My chest was tight, my throat constricted, and my head spun as I gasped for air. My free hand grasped my neck, the darkness feeling like it was crushing me as Estrella pulled me forward.

      It felt like an eternity passed before a tiny dot of light appeared in my vision. I exhaled, and relief flooded through me as cold stones materialized beneath my feet.

      “We’re here,” Estrella said, contempt dripping from her every word as she thrust me toward the ground, stepping away from me as the shadows receded. I stumbled, falling on all fours as I took in breath after gasping breath.

      Or at least, I tried to.

      Within moments, the crippling fear that had come over me in the darkness gave way to something else.

      Cold.

      Every single part of me was cold, from the hairs on the top of my head to my feet clad in flimsy golden slippers. I had never been so cold in my entire life. Frozen air tasting like ice slammed into me, stealing the breath from my lungs. Pinpricks of pain started in my hands and feet, and my teeth chattered as a brisk wind blew in through a crack in the stone wall.

      For a moment, I couldn’t do anything. It was as though my body forgot how to live. I froze as the frozen air of this northern land rammed into me.

      Then I took in a breath. The first inhale felt like I was pulling shards of ice into my lungs. Things did not improve from there.

      I thought I knew what it meant to be cold. I thought I understood what the wintery air felt like against my face. Nothing could have prepared me for the reality of being in this northern country where even breathing hurt.

      With every beat of my heart, the inhospitable air burrowed itself deeper inside me. The stones beneath my hands were ice cold, and my fingers numbed as I grappled at the ground.

      As soon as my body adjusted to the temperature, it rebelled against the horrible method of travel. My knees trembled and my head throbbed as my stomach churned.

      A moan left my lips, and Estrella tsk’d. “This is why we had to shadow up here. I just knew you would be a weakling.”

      I wished I could have said something snarky in reply, but I was too busy trying not to throw up. It wasn’t like I’d asked to be dragged through the shadows.

      When my stomach settled and I no longer felt like I was going to be sick, I lifted my gaze from the floor. A single purple sconce hung on the wall, the Light Elf magic casting dark, violet shadows all around me.

      That wasn’t a surprise.

      My research had been clear that the people of the Northern Kingdom had particular aversions to fire and sunlight.

      Once my eyes adjusted to the violet light, I took in my surroundings. The blonde vampire leaned against a crumbling, windowless wall, braiding her hair as though she hadn’t a care in the world.

      Even with the purple light, this small room was one of the most depressing places I’d ever been in my entire life. Gray stones filled the empty space as cold air seeped in through dozens of cracks. The wind howled, sounding like a screaming female as it ploughed into the outer walls.

      “Happy birthday to me,” I grumbled.

      My first few minutes in my new home were turning out to be just as delightful as I had predicted. That was to say, they were not delightful, nor were they enjoyable. Was there any pleasure to be found in this land of snow and ice? Any beauty? How did one entertain oneself when it snowed for ten months out of the year?

      The only positive I could see was that I was still breathing. Life still pulsed through me, despite the incredible cold.

      But the night was young.

      I pushed myself onto my knees, just as more shadows pooled on the ground near my feet. Shoving myself backward, I hit the nearest wall, the stones cold beneath the too-thin material of my golden dress, as the shadows curled on the ground. They disappeared moments before the dark-skinned vampire from the Great Hall appeared beside the blonde.

      Estrella laughed, “Took you long enough, Nelo.”

      He snorted, leaning against the ice-cold stone wall. The bitter air didn’t seem to bother either of them.

      “Gentle as ever with the shadows, I see, Estrella.” Nelo looked calm and collected, despite having just moved through the darkness.

      “Shut up,” Estrella replied, flicking her hair over her shoulder. “It’s not my fault the mortal is too weak to handle the shadow crossing. She probably won’t last a week.”

      “Estrella.” The male’s voice rumbled through the small room, his warning echoing off the stones and settling in my bones. Even though he looked relaxed, I could tell that this vampire was not to be trifled with.

      The blonde ignored him, scoffing. “Don’t you ‘Estrella’ me. We both know what he’s like.”

      My ears perked up despite the shivers running through my body. I couldn’t help it. I was desperate to know about this male I was marrying. Why did he frown when he saw me? Why did he leave? And perhaps even more importantly, was he as evil as they said?

      “Remember the last time he was with a human?” Nelo asked as his deep voice carried a hint of amusement.

      “Of course, I remember.” Estrella laughed. “How could I forget? What a time that was. What was her name? Alice? Anna?”

      “Athena,” Nelo rumbled.

      The blonde chuckled. “That’s right. Athena. I heard it took the servants a week to find all the pieces of her body.”

      I blanched, and my stomach twisted even further as I pressed myself against the wall.

      “Come now,” Nelo said. “Maybe she’ll survive.”

      There was a long pause before Estrella burst into laughter. Nelo soon joined her, and the two of them roared with amusement, the sounds of their mirth sending shudders down my spine that had nothing to do with the arctic air.

      “Isvana have mercy on me, Nelo,” Estrella said, gasping for air as she reached for me. “You’re hilarious.”

      The vampire’s claws dug into my arm, and she cruelly yanked me to my feet. Her beauty definitely didn’t extend beneath her skin. Estrella’s black gaze crawled up my body, her mouth morphing into a sneer as she bared her fangs at me. “I suppose this will have to do.”

      “Do?” I echoed, my eyes sweeping over my poofy golden gown that was doing little to stop the assault of cold air permeating this stone room.

      She laughed again, and I ground my teeth.

      “Yes,” Estrella said. “It’s time.” Turning to Nelo, she muttered, “The human’s an idiot.”

      Dread twisted in my stomach, and my eyes widened. “Do you mean—”

      “The Prince of Darkness is waiting for you,” the blonde vampire said, tightening her grip on my arm. There would definitely be bruises there later. If I was alive later. Estrella and Nelo’s behavior did not inspire confidence in my survival.

      “To get married?” I croaked. My mouth opened and closed as my mind scrambled. They had just taken me to another country. I left my family, friends, and everything I knew behind. Panic settled within me and a cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck as the nerves I had tamped down earlier came roaring to life. “I thought I’d at least get a few hours to settle in…”

      “Yes, to get married.” Estrella mimicked my voice, rolling her eyes so hard I was surprised they didn’t fall out of her head. This female was the definition of unwelcoming. Dropping my arm, she rubbed her temples. “Isvana have mercy on us all. You’re dumber than a wooden stake.”

      “Bitch,” I hissed. I wasn’t a fan of calling people names—honestly, I thought it was far more artful to use creative words than an outright curse, but sometimes good, old-fashioned curse words seemed to fit the situation perfectly. This was one of them.

      I was many things, but I absolutely did not lack intelligence. I was just having trouble keeping up with all the rapidly occurring changes in my life.

      Estrella sneered, her fangs glinting in the purple light. “Say that one more time, and I’ll show you exactly what a vampire bite feels like.”

      That would be a swift end to my time in Eleyta.

      Estrella’s threat hung in the air, her snarling teeth emphasizing the earnestness of her words. There was no doubt in my mind that she was being sincere. She would bite me, and then she’d kill me.

      So much for writing a letter to Marius. I wouldn’t even make it to my wedding. But I had come all this way. I couldn’t let her threaten me. Ipotha needed this alliance.

      I might not have been a warrior, but I had three older sisters. I knew how to deal with females like Estrella. Steeling myself against the vampire’s angry gaze, I glared right back at her.

      “Go ahead,” I dared her, hoping my fear didn’t leak into my words. “Bite me. How do you think your prince would feel if you tasted me before he does?”

      The air in the stone room thickened and Estrella’s gaze darkened as she stared at me. Every beat of my heart sounded like roaring thunder to my ears.

      After what felt like an eternity, Estrella rolled her eyes once more, making a sound of exasperation.

      “Fine.” She curled her lip, wrinkling her nose. “Your blood probably tastes horrible, anyway. You’re so… short.”

      “I’m normal-sized!” I exclaimed.

      She looked down at me. “You look short to me.” Estrella pursed her evil lips, peering at the slippered toe peeking out from beneath the golden silk of my gown. “Couldn’t they at least have put some heels on you?”

      “Estrella,” Nelo growled, crossing his arms over his expansive chest. “Stop playing with the human. You and I both know he won’t be happy with you toying with his bride.”

      The blonde seemed to weigh Nelo’s words and sighed. “Alright. I’ll stop.” To me, she said, “I won’t be surprised if Bastian drains you by moonrise tomorrow and gets himself another bride. One who is decidedly less tedious.”

      This. Bitch.

      Clenching my fists at my side, knowing full well they probably wouldn’t have much of an effect on the vampire in front of me, I readied myself to fight. There was no way I was going to let her get away with calling me names.

      Unfortunately—or perhaps, fortunately—Nelo chose that moment to clear his throat. “I’m serious, Estrella. We need to go. Now.”

      “I’m coming,” she snapped. Her long fingers grabbed onto my arm once more, and the shadows gathered around her feet.

      “Estrella,” Nelo growled in warning. “We’re walking.”

      “What!” the blonde yelled. “Are you serious? It’ll take us a minute to shadow there and then we can be done with her.”

      Nelo shook his head. “We can’t deliver Bastian’s bride to him if she’s about to throw up. He’ll have our heads for mistreating what’s his.”

      “I’m not his,” I interjected.

      Both the vampires turned and stared at me, their gazes filled with violence.

      My heart thundered in my chest as I exhaled shakily. “I mean, I don’t belong to anyone.”

      Estrella glared at me, before shaking her head. The shadows slipped back into her skin, and she half-yanked, half-dragged me out the black door and into a dark hallway. I stumbled along behind her, trying not to fall.

      At least there were windows in these passageways, along with more purple lights. Thick glass panes opened into the night, displaying a dark sky, falling snow, and slivers of moonlight. Being out of the small room did nothing to temper the cold. If anything, it was getting even worse.

      I shivered, trying to stop my teeth from chattering, as I stumbled along. Nelo’s footsteps came from behind me, and the two vampires boxed me in as we hurried through the castle.

      I didn’t know why they even needed two of them. What was I going to do? Run?

      As if.

      This dress was so restrictive, I could barely walk. There were four petticoats, and the corset that made it nearly impossible to breathe. Not only that, but Ipotha needed this alliance. I couldn’t jeopardize it just because I felt uncomfortable.

      This was my duty.

      Knowing that I was stuck in this situation didn’t stop me from crying out when Estrella turned a corner sharply and nearly yanked my arm out of the socket. This vampire was, without a doubt, the least pleasant person I had ever met in my entire life.

      By the time the hallways widened, becoming less of a study of gray and more regal, filled with dark black and crimson tapestries that matched the rugs lining the stone floors of the castle, my arm ached.

      I thought there was a real possibility this female was going to rip me to pieces before I had the chance to officially meet my fiancé. Wouldn’t that just be the icing on top of the horrible cake that was this day?

      What an end to my story that would be. The highly educated last daughter of the Human Lord of Ipotha was sent to marry the prince, but a few minutes before her wedding, she was torn to shreds by a bitchy vampire. I probably would have found it hysterical if it wasn’t about to become the story of my life.

      Thoughts of my demise occupied my thoughts so thoroughly, I forgot I was freezing. This castle was enormous, and soon, I lost track of where we were.

      I stumbled behind Estrella as she turned corners and hurried down empty halls until, finally; the vampire slowed as a set of large, elaborately carved red doors came into view. Two massive candelabras stood on either side of them, but instead of flames, they held glass orbs containing the same violet lights that lit the rest of the castle.

      The purple flames flickered, revealing a male cast in shadows. As we drew near, he peeled away from the wall. Dressed from head to toe in black and silver, the male glanced at us with red-rimmed black eyes.

      “You’re late,” he said curtly.

      “You try being on human duty, Tristan. It’s gods-damned exhausting. Shadowing makes her sick, so Nelo insisted we walk.”

      Estrella dropped my arm, and I sighed in relief, my hand automatically going to massage my shoulder. At least it was still in one piece.

      Tristan chuckled, his gaze sweeping over me. “Well, she’ll be the prince’s problem in a few minutes.”

      “Thank the gods for that,” Nelo rumbled, as he came to stand behind us.

      Tristan nodded. He glanced out the nearest window, where the moon hung high in the night sky. “It’s time.”

      Estrella stepped towards me, and I flinched.

      She chuckled. “Don’t worry, human. I will not hurt you.”

      “Somehow, I don’t believe you,” I snapped.

      In reply, the female produced a long black veil from the gods-only-knew-where. Made of black silk; it was just thick enough that I knew it was going to make seeing things more difficult.

      Placing the veil on top of my hair, Estrella jammed a few pins through the material. I bit back a cry as she wrenched my hair, taking no care to be gentle as she attached the veil.

      When the black silk was in place, obscuring my vision, Estrella leaned in so close, I could feel her breath on the side of my neck.

      “Good luck,” she sneered. “Maybe after Bastian is done with you, he’ll let me have a taste.”

      Before I could respond to that horrific comment, the doors flew open, revealing a massive throne room. Hundreds of glowing orbs, ranging from almost white to a deep purple, lit the space. Even through the veil, I could see the enormous crowd.

      Dozens, if not hundreds, of elaborately dressed people filled the packed room. There wasn’t a drop of color in sight. Everything, from their clothes to their jewels, was black.

      As one, they turned towards me.

      And then I saw them.

      Fangs.

      Hundreds of them.

      All the vampires were staring.

      At.

      Me.
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      Pacing in the small enclave tucked behind the throne room—the very space where dozens of bloodthirsty lords and ladies waited to watch me marry a human—I rubbed the back of my neck as frustration pulsed through my veins.

      My footsteps echoed off the stone floor, and if it wasn’t for the privacy wards I’d placed over the room, every single gods-damned vampire in the entire castle would have been able to hear me.

      Queen Marguerite of Eleyta, the most powerful vampire in all the Four Kingdoms and the female who Made me—my mother, for all intents and purposes—watched me from where she reclined on her dark red velvet sofa. Her long black hair was twisted into an elaborate knot, and a black crown inlaid with dozens of onyx jewels gleamed in the moonlight.

      A human female who had the misfortune of being one of Mother’s Favorites sat on the queen’s lap, straddling her thighs. Facing outwards, she was as still as a statue. Her lifeless blue eyes stared straight ahead, and she seemed unaware of the icy breeze blowing in from the open window, ruffling the two sheer strips of red cloth she wore to cover her nakedness.

      Mother eyed me carefully from behind the Favorite, her manicured hand petting the human’s strawberry blonde hair as though she were a dog. Two small puncture wounds marred the human’s neck, and twin trails of bright red blood ran down her pale skin. The human didn’t even flinch as Mother reached over, pressing her hand against her freckled stomach. The female might have been physically present, but her mind was long gone.

      The Favorites were always docile—whether or not they wanted to be. Mother ensured their compliance. A hand-picked selection of a dozen males and females, the Favorites served the queen’s every whim—inside the bedroom and out of it.

      No one dared speak against the queen’s treatment of the humans, even though sometimes the Favorites would turn up dead after an especially long night in her chambers. They were Mother’s playthings. Every vampire in their right mind knew never to touch a human dressed in sheer red cloth.

      Ignoring the human, I ran my hand through my hair. The black crown on my head fell further to the side, and despite my urge to throw it against the wall, I merely adjusted it until it rested comfortably on my brow.

      “Are you seriously going to make me go through with this… this… charade?” I asked. “Since the night you Made me, I’ve done everything you ever asked of me, but this…”

      “It’s a marriage, Sebastian,” Mother said calmly, licking the blood trailing down the Favorite’s neck as her hands tightened around the human’s waist. “Not a death sentence.”

      I scoffed, ignoring the display in front of me. “It might as well be. I went there, to that place they called a ‘castle’ in Ipotha earlier tonight, and I saw her.”

      Mother looked up, her brow raised. “Oh?”

      “The human is young! Barely twenty. And you want me to marry her?”

      Pursing her lips, Mother studied me through hooded eyes. After a moment, she released her grip on the Favorite’s hips and tapped the statuesque human on the bottom. “You can go now, Milani. Get dressed and find something to eat before coming back to my rooms before dawn.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Milani mumbled. Pushing herself off the queen’s lap, the Favorite left out the small door that led to the servant’s chambers without even adjusting the red strips of cloth that covered her nudity.

      Once the door slipped shut behind the Favorite, I turned back to the queen. She remained on the blood-red sofa, her position one of relaxation, but I saw behind the facade.

      Mother was never relaxed. She was always on edge, always ready to prove once and for all why she was the Queen of Eleyta. Vampire rulers were not chosen by birthright, but by power.

      If, by some strange circumstance, a vampire arose who was more powerful than Queen Marguerite, they would be eligible to take her crown by force. No one had ever come close in all of my years.

      My vampire mother looked the same as she had the night she drained me of my blood and replaced it with the shadow magic that now ran through my veins. Only this time, I wasn’t a foolish human. I knew exactly what that hard glint in her eyes meant, and I understood the depth of violence that ran through the queen’s veins.

      Some people might have called her evil. I disagreed. She wasn’t evil—she lacked morals. Mother had seen several millennia come and go, and as a result, she cared little for the welfare of others. All she cared about was power.

      The queen’s black eyes were hard and her skin, so pale it was nearly white, glinted in the violet light as she met my gaze. “Not only are you going to marry the human, Sebastian, but you’re going to Bind yourself to her.”

      I blinked slowly, staring at the queen and wondering if I had misheard her.

      Ever since I was Made, I did everything she asked. But this?

      “Bind myself?” My words echoed through the large chamber, but I didn’t lower my voice. “Marriage is one thing, but you want me to take her on as a Bound Partner?”

      The queen stared at me, raising a black brow. “That’s what I said, Sebastian.”

      “Mother, she’s human,” I protested.

      The last time I let myself get close to a human…

      The shadows in my veins pulsed and visions of blood flashed before my eyes before I could stop them. As if she knew where my mind went, a cruel smile crept over Mother’s face.

      “Yes, she is,” the queen said calmly as if we were discussing a lunch menu and not the matter of me Binding myself to a human.

      “You… this is new.” I clenched my fists at my side and my wings twitched behind me as I fought the urge to shadow out of this space.

      Acting rashly would just invite the queen’s wrath, which was the last thing I needed right now.

      “Is it?” She raised a brow. “I must have forgotten to mention it.”

      Forgotten.

      As if a Binding was something one could forget.

      My mind stuttered. I couldn’t think properly. “But Mother,” I protested, “a Binding Ceremony?”

      “Yes, my son,” she said dryly. “I’m sure you are aware that the Binding Ceremony is a sacred event that brings two souls together beneath Isvana’s touch.”

      “I know what a Binding is,” I growled. “This type of commitment can’t be broken! It’s…”

      My voice trailed off as I remembered who I was speaking with, but the word echoed in my mind.

      Eternal.

      Vampires didn’t have mating bonds like elves or fae, but Binding Ceremonies were about as close as we could get.

      Queen Marguerite raised a manicured brow and pinned me with her steely gaze. Her heavy satin gown—a study in black, like her soul—was an elaborately made garment that probably cost the kingdom thousands of coins. There were humans starving to death in the northern villages, and yet she was dressing like Eleyta didn’t have any monetary issues.

      If she was anyone else, I would have said something. But she was the queen. Since I valued keeping my head on my shoulders, I swallowed my words.

      Gritting my teeth, I stared at the enormous red ruby encased in gold hanging around Mother’s pale neck. I had never seen her without it.

      “Do you have a better idea, son of my blood?” Her voice was infuriatingly calm as she reclined on the sofa, and it did nothing to calm the frustration roiling through my veins.

      I wished she would fight with me. Right now, her indifference made it seem as though my anger was ridiculous, as though I should have no qualms about Binding myself to a human.

      The only ridiculous thing here was the notion that I would accept this Binding without fighting back. I had so many misgivings, I could fill an entire book with them. This was absolutely not what I signed up for.

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I opened my mouth and hoped for words of inspiration to strike me.

      I waited.

      And waited.

      My wings twitched, but the words never came.

      “Well, Sebastian?” Mother asked.

      The problem was, there wasn’t any way for me to argue with her. Not really. She could force me to do this, and I knew from first-hand experience that those methods were both extremely unpleasant and undesirable.

      I drew in a breath, shaking my head. “No, Your Majesty. I don’t have a better idea.”

      She smirked. “That’s what I thought. Besides,”—she leaned in, winking as though we were simply sharing a secret between friends and she wasn’t ordering me to tie my eternal life to that of a human I had never officially met—“we both know you have a reputation with the females.”

      Ignoring that comment—my so-called reputation was part of my carefully crafted exterior created to ensure that everyone feared the Prince of Darkness—I groaned. “The marriage isn’t a problem, Mother.”

      “But the Binding is?” she asked, raising a brow.

      “It is,” I replied.

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew they were the wrong ones to say. Mother’s dark eyes flashed, and my spine tingled.

      A dozen curses flew through my mind. She pushed herself to her feet, crossing her arms over her chest as her black gown spread out around her.

      “Do you doubt my wisdom, son?”

      I shook my head, holding my ground. “No, Your Majesty.”

      “Perhaps you have another way to strengthen Eleyta against the coming darkness?” she snapped as shadows gathered around her. “Something that would protect our country as thoroughly as an alliance with Ipotha? You know we need them if we’re going to survive what is to come. If they fall, we all fall. The Fortune Elves have all confirmed that darkness is coming.”

      I barely bit back a sigh.

      This was all the queen had spoken about for the past six months. Everything she did revolved around it. Ever since her favorite Fortune Elf Saw a future filled with death and despair, Mother had become obsessed with the darkness.

      Since that first vision, all of her actions were done in the name of the coming darkness. She called the wayward vampires home, arranged this ridiculous union, and was even throwing a ball in a fortnight. She said it was a celebration of my wedding, but we both knew it was a cover so she could play at politics.

      I, for one, was sick of the coming darkness.

      “Mother.” My wings snapped together, and I took in a deep breath as I tried to maintain my cool. “This coming darkness is probably nothing! You know as well as I do that visions can shift. Not only that, but Valeria came back from Ithenmyr a month ago and reported nothing unusual.”

      “Valeria cannot be trusted,” the queen spat, stepping towards me. “She has not been right in the mind since her lover abandoned her for an elf.”

      “But—”

      “Enough!” Mother yelled. “You are forgetting with whom you speak.”

      The threat in her voice was clear, and her own black wings snapped out of the shadows. Instantly, I shut my mouth. Only the most powerful vampires in Eleyta could summon wings, but none were quite as black as hers. The queen’s wings sucked the light of the room entirely, and shadows swirled around her hands and feet.

      She snarled, and her fangs glinted in the purple light. “Do you need a reminder of who is ruler in Eleyta, son?”

      No, I most certainly did not. The last time she reminded me of my place, I lost the only person I cared about.

      Swallowing as blood-soaked memories flooded through my mind, I tightened my wings against my back and tilted my head, exposing the length of my neck in a show of submission.

      The pounding of my heart was the only sound in the room as she stared at me. She could rip my throat out with a second thought—I had seen it happen countless times in the past. Mother couldn’t read minds—few of us could—but she had other tools at her disposal that allowed her to inflict pain and keep people in line.

      “My deepest apologies, Your Majesty,” I murmured, keeping my eyes low and my neck exposed.

      A long moment passed between us, and I counted my heartbeats. My neck cramped, but even so, I did not move.

      Mother chuckled. The sound was as icy as the snow outside and laced with echoes of violence. Her pale fingers landed on my face, and I shivered as her nails scratched my cheek.

      “Good boy,” she crooned, patting as though I were a child and not a prince who had seen three centuries come and go.

      Knowing better than most what happened if the queen lost her temper, I sighed and asked, “What would you like me to do, Your Majesty?”

      The queen pulled her hand away, and I straightened my neck. A smile danced on her lips, but it did not reach her eyes. Her pale skin, smooth despite the two millennia she had existed, gleamed in the violet light. Her wings disappeared back into the shadows as she took on the appearance of a feeble female once more.

      It was all an act.

      “You’re going to be a good little prince,” Queen Marguerite said. “That’s why I Made you, isn’t it?”

      Tension still filled the air between us and Mother glared at me until I mumbled, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Good boy,” she hummed.

      I kept my mouth shut. There was no point in speaking. Not now.

      The queen continued. “In a moment, you are going to turn around and leave this room.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I agreed.

      “You will marry and Bind yourself to the human without a single complaint.”

      I nodded.

      On the outside, I kept my face cool and impassive, as though I had no problem with anything she was saying. Inside, I screamed. This was my freedom she was taking away. My life she was playing with.

      “And after?” I tilted my head, straightening the lapels of my black silk shirt as though I didn’t have a care in the world.

      As though the queen wasn’t ruining my entire gods-damned life with this little arrangement of hers. After Athena, I swore I would never let myself become entangled with a human again.

      The queen was forcing my hand. As if she knew it, she laughed, the tips of her razor-sharp fangs still red from the Favourite’s blood. The sound of her mirth was as cold as the ice that covered our castle, tinged with echoes of death.

      “After that, Sebastian dearest, you can do whatever you want with her. As soon as we meet the terms of the alliance, I don’t care. You can bed her, drink from her, or drain her. Do all three, or throw her in your room and lock her up. Honestly, my dear, it’s your choice.”

      The queen’s black eyes met mine, and she continued. “But tread carefully, child of my blood. If your wife comes to an unfortunate end, be prepared for the political ramifications. I do not want to deal with that bastard Death Elf who calls himself the High King of Ithenmyr, so our borders need to be strong. This alliance is important to me. If you ruin it, you’ll have to find another way to keep us safe from the troubles in the south. Do you understand me?”

      I dipped my head. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Everything was crystal clear. I had no choice in this matter. I wasn’t sure why that surprised me. This was nothing new. I hadn’t had a choice since the night I was Made. Perhaps I should have said no all those years ago when she offered to Make me.

      Bleeding out on the snow and meeting my mortal end would have been better than this.
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      I held my head up high as I walked out into the throne room. Mother’s witches had warded this entire wing of the castle against shadowing earlier tonight, and the queen was the only one who could use the shadows to move through the sacred space.

      Glancing to the right, I took in the massive obsidian throne centered in the middle of the enormous room. It sat on an elevated dais, where it would provide Mother with a view of every single person in attendance.

      Beyond the dais, still apart from the crowd but not as elaborate, was a second, smaller platform. On it stood an elderly priest dressed in a long white robe, waiting patiently as I approached him.

      Deep reds and blacks shrouded the entire throne room, adding to the air of darkness in the space. My footsteps echoed over the stone floor as I walked towards the waiting priest, keeping my gaze straight ahead. Every move I made, every swing of my arms, every twitch of my wings, was calculated.

      No matter the turmoil I felt inside, I would show no weakness in front of the waiting crowd of vampires. I was the Prince of Darkness, and I would not give them a single reason to doubt me. The black crown felt heavier than usual as it rested on my brow, but I wouldn’t touch it. I wouldn’t do anything except follow the queen’s orders. That’s what I was good at. Following orders.

      My feet took me to the smaller platform, and I clasped my hands behind my back. Studiously ignoring the whispers of the gathered vampires, I stared out the large, rectangular windows that lined the walls. Snow was steadily falling, which was entirely expected.

      The doors banged open, and the gathered crowd shifted. A near-frantic energy filled the air as the vampires moved in their seats, all trying to get the best view of my fiancée.

      I snapped my wings tight against my back, stilling as the scent of fresh human blood reached my nose. She smelled so good. My fangs ached at her scent, urging me to turn and look at her.

      I did not.

      I wasn’t some newly Made vampire who had no control over himself. Instead, I focused on her scents. Beneath the tantalizing aroma of blood was something else. The human was nervous. That was good.

      Castle Sanguis was not a safe place, especially for people like her.

      Earlier, I went with Estrella and Nelo to collect my bride, thinking that seeing her before this ceremony might make marrying her easier. It did not.

      When I had seen how utterly human my bride was, I left. She was young and unblemished, and I knew that life in Castle Sanguis would ruin her. I would ruin her.

      Remembering my orders, I stared out the window as the crowd of vampires murmured. The human I was meant to marry inhaled sharply. I heard it as though she were standing next to me.

      Even though I did not turn around, my mind’s eye had no problem picturing what the other vampires saw when they looked at her. She would be standing in the entrance right now, her fingers clenched as the golden dress fanned out around her as she took in the space. Her eyes were probably wide, and without a doubt, she looked like a ray of sunshine in this place of darkness.

      The sound of her slippers rustling on the cold stone pulled me out of my mind. The murmurs dried up. I knew the vampires were cataloging her every move.

      She was prey, and they were all hunters.

      Soon, there was a sharp intake of breath behind me, and then I felt her presence. She stood right next to me. Still, I did not look at her. Her heart drummed a rapid beat in her chest as she murmured something about Marius and duty under her breath.

      Seconds went by. The crowd of vampires watched, their gazes heavy. The scent of fear grew stronger, and the air thickened as everyone waited for me to act.

      When I knew I could wait no longer, I moved. My eyes landed on the human standing beside me, and I drew in a breath.

      My bride.

      As soon as I saw her, standing in this place where death and blood reigned, it felt like my slow-moving heart was going to stop. Earlier this evening, when I saw her in her father’s castle, I thought she was pretty.

      Now, I realized I was wrong.

      Pretty wasn’t the right way to describe her. Despite her short stature, she stood tall. Her hair was the color of dark coffee and it matched the brown eyes that, despite the veil, were wide as they took in the crowd of vampires staring at us. Her small mouth was open in an “O”, and her skin was tanned as though she spent many hours in the sun.

      She wasn’t pretty. That was too simple of a word. She was a ray of sunshine in the middle of a dark night. A cool breeze amid a storm. The first flower that bloomed after a long winter. She was an infusion of light into the dark abyss that was my soul.

      As I stared at her, this human sent to marry me, I realized I was in trouble. If she had been plain or cruel, ignoring her would have been easy. I could have married her and forgotten about her.

      But here she was, beautiful and afraid and looking like she couldn’t hurt a fly. I wasn’t a fool—I knew no person was perfect. But this human did not seem like one I could ignore, even if I wanted to. Fear coated her scent, tasting like bitter ash as it landed on my tongue.

      How could I ignore her?

      I had made myself a promise that I would never care about anyone ever again. I would never give the queen that kind of power over me. Now, it was like the gods were throwing that promise in my face.

      She inhaled sharply as her eyes met mine through the veil. “My name’s Luna,” she whispered, leaning in as if I couldn’t hear even the faintest whisper of her slippers against the stone.

      A cruel chuckle came from the gathered crowd.

      “We know who you are,” a vampire called out.

      Another whistled suggestively.

      Luna flushed, pulling back from me. “Oh, I…”

      Flustered, she ran her fingers down the length of her golden gown, straightening out invisible wrinkles. Beneath the dark veil, her mouth twisted into a frown. I wanted to reach out and rub it off her face. Someone so beautiful should never have been made to feel so sad.

      My heart twisted, the stab of emotion taking me by surprise. It had been decades since I felt anything close to human feelings. But here, with this female standing in front of me, pity filled my heart. We pulled her away from her family. Her home. Her friends. They were all gone.

      It didn’t seem like kindness was too much to ask for.

      I smiled… or at least; I tried to. From the way she gulped and inched away from me, I might have flashed her my fangs by mistake.

      Slamming my mouth shut and taking care to hide my fangs, I whispered, “My name is Sebastian, but you can call me Bastian. Most people do.”

      Except for the queen, but this was not the time to point that out.

      Luna took a step closer, and her scent of golden wheat and sunlight filled me. It was so strong and pleasant that it took everything I had to concentrate.

      “Well, Sebastian,” Luna said slowly, her veil rustling as she tilted up her head. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Her hands twisted in front of her, drawing my attention. Tendrils of dark brown hair escaped her elaborate updo, framing her face. Before I could do something really stupid, like reach out and tuck one of those tendrils behind her ear, a tingle ran down my spine. The shadows within me shifted, warning me of someone’s arrival.

      Sure enough, moments later, black shadows swirled around the queen’s throne. They cleared, revealing Mother as she reclined on the obsidian seat. One hand tapped the armrest, while the other rubbed her ruby.

      Beside me, Luna stiffened.

      Mother’s powerful voice echoed through the throne room, ringing with raw strength. “Lords and ladies of Eleyta. Sons and daughters of Isvana and Ithiar. Many of you have long speculated when my son would finally claim a bride. For decades, he has been a free spirit, enjoying the finest blood the Four Kingdoms have to offer.”

      A chorus of chuckles came from the assembled vampires. I scowled, flashing my fangs at the crowd. I hated being their entertainment. But I had my orders, so here I was.

      Laughing softly, Mother raised a hand. The chuckles stopped instantly. “Tonight’s union will not only provide my son with a wife, but it will benefit both Eleyta and Ipotha. I have worked diligently to forge a powerful alliance that will provide for us all, protecting us from the coming darkness.”

      Mother continued to speak, and I glanced at Luna. My mortal bride’s throat bobbed, and she shifted from one foot to the other. Her heart continued to race in her chest, and the scent of fear grew stronger.

      I wanted to reach over and tell her it would be all right. That her fears were for naught. Unfortunately, I couldn’t. I could be kind to her… but what was kindness in a castle filled with killers?

      A lie.

      Coming to the end of her speech, Mother waved a hand and cleared her throat. “It is time.”

      A rustling of fabric came from behind us, and the priest stepped forward. One of Ithiar’s Chosen, Ciro was an ancient elf who had served the queen for centuries. Even when I was first Made, he was old. Now, he looked like he was moments away from Fading. Ciro’s white garments flowed around him as he stepped forward, and ancient lines covered his face and hands. He was bald, his shorn head showing off his pointed ears.

      Ciro extended his hands, and his ancient voice echoed through the large hall. “Please kneel.”

      Beside me, Luna stared at the priest. Her hands shook and her mouth moved silently beneath her veil. Seconds passed, and the air thickened in the throne room as the scent of fear grew even stronger.

      Vampires whispered, their voices low as they mocked my soon-to-be wife. I noted every single one. They would not get away with this. Luna might have been human, but she was about to be my wife.

      Taking pity on the frightened female, I reached over and grasped a corner of her sleeve, tugging gently. She looked up at me, those brown eyes widening beneath the veil. I tilted my head, gesturing towards the priest.

      “Oh,” she whispered. “He means us.”

      I almost chuckled. Almost. “He does.”

      With a brief nod, Luna dropped to her knees. Her dress fanned out around her, and I quickly followed suit, my wings rustling behind me. I kneeled on the cold stone as a burst of bitter cold went through my body. I glanced up, only to find Luna’s eyes glued to my wings.

      It was as if she’d never seen a winged creature before in her life. She probably didn’t even know my wings were a gift from Isvana, the moon goddess herself. Hoping to dispel some of the tension filling the air, I winked and reached inwards.

      We were being forced into this… but if I could dispel some of that fear, I would. After all, this human would soon be mine.

      Tugging on my shadows, I shifted, and my wings disappeared. Luna gasped, and a soft chuckle escaped me.

      Ciro cleared his throat, and the whispers behind us died down. “Dearly beloved. Her Royal Majesty, Queen Marguerite of Eleyta, wearer of the Blood Ruby and Keeper of the North, has invited you here today to witness this sacred union. Tonight, Ipotha and Eleyta join hands, forming an alliance that will never be broken.”

      The priest paused, and a smattering of applause broke out among the crowd. When it died down, he smiled.

      “Yes, you are correct. This is a night for celebration. On this very evening, history is being made. Never has a human wed a royal vampire.”

      Ciro took a step forward, and I caught a glimpse of a small white rose embroidered on the lapel of his robe. Something about that rose snagged my attention, but I couldn’t quite remember where I had last seen it.

      The priest continued. “Before we begin, are there any objections to this union?”

      No one spoke. No one even dared breathe, lest it be taken in the wrong way. Clearly, they valued their lives.

      After a moment, Ciro nodded. “Thank Isvana. Let us begin.” He turned towards us, raising a brow. “Please, join hands.”

      This time, Luna was the first to move. Her hand rested in the gap between us, and I stared at it for a moment before sliding my hand into hers.

      The moment our skin touched, my head spun. A warmth, unlike anything I’d felt since the day I was reborn, coursed through me. It was as though a thousand fires were running through my cold veins, burning me from the inside out.

      My eyes widened, and I stared at our joined hands. That one point of contact was too much, and yet, it was not enough.

      I wanted to yank my hand away, but I felt Mother’s eyes on me. The threat of violence hung in the air, and I knew what would happen if I disobeyed her.

      Athena’s lifeless green eyes flashed through my mind, and I blew out a long breath. Despite my every desire to turn and run the other way, I held onto my bride’s much smaller hand.

      All of this was too much.

      A roaring rang in my ears, but I remained on my knees, even as Luna’s heat coursed through my body. Up close, her scent was so strong it was intoxicating. I barely heard Ciro as he spoke of the importance of marriage vows, of the sacred union between male and female, and of Isvana’s blessing.

      It wasn’t until the priest took a step towards us, draping the ceremonial red cloth over our joined hands, that I returned to the present.

      Ciro cleared his throat. “Do you, Sebastian Marcel Jacques François Montquartier, take this female to be your wife?”

      A long moment passed as my eyes swept over Luna. I didn’t want this. She probably didn’t either. But here we were. Two people whose ability to choose had been stripped away from them.

      I cleared my throat, meeting Luna’s wide eyes, and said, “I do.”
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      The vampire prince’s words swirled around me, and I stared at him through the holes in the lace that made up my thick, black veil. Everything he wore, from the crown on his head—still askew—to the shoes on his feet, was black. It only added to his unnatural beauty, a reminder of what I was doing here.

      My duty.

      I remained on my knees, waiting for the elderly priest to turn and ask me if I agreed to this union.

      I do.

      The words rested on the tip of my tongue, and I drew in a deep breath. The cold stones cut into my knees, and outside the castle, the wind screamed. I wanted to adjust my dress, but I didn’t.

      Instead, I focused on my breathing. In and out. Over and over again.

      I must have inhaled at least thirty times, but the priest never turned to me. He did not ask me if I agreed to this union. He just skipped that part of the marriage entirely.

      The elf raised his arms. “This union is a blessing. Isvana and Ithiar have brought these two together beneath the red cloth, signifying their approval…“

      He continued on and on about how incredible marriage was, but he never turned to me. He never asked me anything. My mouth fell open behind the veil, and I glared daggers at the priest.

      He spoke about how lucky I was to have the chance to join the Montquartier family, and I wanted to scream.

      Lucky.

      He thought I was lucky?

      This priest spoke as if marrying this vampire prince was something to be desired. As if being used like chattel and being sold was something I wanted. I barely contained a snort. I did not feel lucky.

      Right now, all I felt was anger. My cheeks burned beneath the veil, and my blood boiled. I glared at the priest as if I could mentally connect with him and force him to ask me if I agreed to this union.

      It did not work. Neither the priest nor the vampire prince I was marrying looked at me.

      Speaking with increased fervor, the priest switched to a tongue I didn’t understand as his voice echoed through the otherwise-silent throne room. I clenched my fist so hard I knew there would be half-moons in the skin of my palm when I opened my hand.

      “Ithiar save us all!” the priest yelled suddenly in the Common Tongue.

      I jumped, but no one else seemed alarmed.

      Once again, the priest sang in that strange tongue, his movements becoming increasingly frantic in front of us. I fidgeted, wishing I could pull my hand away from the vampire prince.

      Everyone else was listening to the priest intently, but I did not know what he was saying. It was as if he was hitting me over the head with my differences.

      You don’t belong here.

      I never really fit in with my older sisters—they called me the Ice Queen because I had trouble crying when I was sad—but I had Marius and Papa.

      But here?

      I did not fit. I was a stranger. A mortal. And on top of all that, I was a female. Eleyta was still in the Four Kingdoms, even if it was so cold that my skin felt like it was moments away from falling off my bones.

      Why would they ask the chattel if they agreed to be sold? This was a loveless match. An arranged union. Nothing more.

      Honestly, what could be worse than an arranged marriage with a vampire prince?

      Right now, I couldn’t think of a single thing.

      The priest stepped forward. He reached out, placing one hand on the top of Sebastian’s head, before doing the same to me.

      I jolted. The elf’s touch was icy, and there was something about the elf that made me feel wrong. His fingers dug into my scalp, and I turned to the vampire prince with wide eyes.

      Sebastian’s grip tightened on my fingers, and his jaw clenched, but he pointedly avoided my gaze. I didn’t know what hurt more: the priest’s decision not to ask if I agreed to this union, or that the male I was marrying wouldn’t even look at me.

      Although I was a mortal, I thought the prince would at least be curious about me. I thought perhaps he would want to know about me. I certainly wanted to know more about him. But he was ignoring me.

      His rejection stung more than anything else.

      The marriage ceremony dragged on and on. My knees ached and my back hurt from kneeling for so long. Still, I remained unmoving. As was my duty.

      Anger festered beneath my skin, and it was fuel to my fire in this gods-damned frozen north. The vampires plucked me from my life, threw me into this snow-filled land, and made me an outsider. Even so, I wouldn’t let them destroy me. I vowed that no matter what came my way, I would find a way to live.

      Eventually, the priest turned his ancient brown eyes toward me. Bending, he removed the ceremonial red cloth from our hands. “Do you have the rings?”

      Rings?

      My eyes widened, and fresh panic blossomed within me.

      I sucked in a deep breath, but the prince in front of me finally broke his silence. “I have them.”

      He released my hand, and instantly, my skin felt colder. The prince reached into the breast pocket of his black silk shirt, pulling out a matching set of shiny, obsidian rings.

      “It’s time.” The priest canted his head. “Hold out your hands.”

      At least he was speaking in the Common Tongue now. How was it I spoke three languages and had been educated in some of the most prestigious academies and universities in all of Ipotha, and yet these vampires had made me feel extraordinarily different and lesser in such a short span of time?

      Marriages in Ipotha were nothing like this long ceremony. They were quick and efficient, often done in the middle of the day and presided over by one of Kydona’s priests. This was the most drawn-out and elaborate wedding I’d ever attended.

      I unfurled my hand, laying it palm up between me and the Prince of Darkness. The vampire finally moved. Black eyes filled with swirling shadows met mine through the veil, and somehow, I knew he could see me perfectly.

      Swallowing, I held his gaze as he extended long, thin fingers in my direction. Like the rest of him, they seemed almost unreal in their perfection.

      The moment Sebastian’s cool skin touched mine, my heart jolted. His fingers ran over mine with a gentleness I wouldn’t have thought a male like him could possess. Something about him differed from anyone else I’d ever met, and I stared at him as he held my hand in his.

      Flickering purple lights illuminated our joined hands, painting a picture that was far prettier than anything I ever expected to find in this castle in the middle of the snowy north. It was almost beautiful, the way my tanned hand reflected against his paler one.

      My lips parted beneath the veil, and for a moment, it was as though there was no one in the room except for us. My heart raced in my chest, and his thumb swept over the back of my hand in one smooth movement.

      Then the queen’s voice rose from her throne on the larger platform. “Within this century, son of my blood,” she said in an ice-cold voice that lacked all traces of kindness.

      I glanced up at her.

      Queen Marguerite was beautiful, in a deadly sort of way. Her skin was as pale as the snow falling outside, and her hair was as black as the gown she wore. Her long nails tapped on the arm of her throne, and I knew in that instant that she was the real threat in this room. Violence radiated from her pores, and I instinctively shrunk back.

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” the prince said.

      Blowing out a long breath, he slid the obsidian ring onto my appointed finger with ease.

      This was it. I was really marrying a vampire prince.

      A handsome one, to be sure.

      But still—a vampire.

      Too soon, it was my turn. Sebastian handed me a ring that, while larger than my own, was the perfect match to the one on my finger.

      “It’s your turn, Luna,” he whispered.

      Nodding, I held his cool hand and raised my eyes until I met his gaze once more. His black eyes widened, and I stared into those swirling storms as I slipped the obsidian ring onto his finger. Despite the barrier of the heavy veil, it was as though he was trying to see into the depths of my soul.

      I felt… strange beneath his heavy gaze. Air itself was harder to come by when those black eyes were resting on me. My lungs tightened as the vampire prince studied me.

      The ring slid over his knuckles with ease. I withdrew my hand, breaking the vampire’s stare. Without those dark storms boring into me, it felt like my lungs could function again. I drew in a deep breath as the vampires at my back whispered, their murmurs too low to hear.

      Sebastian was staring at the ring on his finger with dread.

      Before I could question it, the priest brought his hands together. The booming clap echoed through the throne room and a horrible smile crept onto the priest’s face. I shivered at the sight. To call it wolfish would have been an insult to wolves everywhere.

      The priest stepped forward, clasping his hands in front of his heart. He stared at us, his eyes shining with something sinister, as he said, “You may kiss the bride.”

      I stilled, and my heart pounded erratically in my chest. The atmosphere was thick, like soup, and I could barely breathe.

      Kiss.

      Why did weddings always involve kissing?

      Moreover, why was that still included in this ceremony? Sebastian and I didn’t know each other. We had just met. How come the priest omitted asking whether I agreed to take the prince for my husband, but the kiss was still included?

      My mind continued to whirl with questions as my heart sped up. My hands grew clammy and my mouth dried.

      I was going into shock. I had read about this in my research when I was looking into Marius’s wasting illness, but I had never experienced it before. I could barely think, let alone try to calm myself down.

      This wouldn’t be my first kiss. Back home in Ipotha, I’d had a few beaus. Nothing serious, but I understood the ways of the world. I knew enough—I’d done enough—to know their stolen kisses and quick, inexperienced touches would pale in comparison to anything the male in front of me could offer.

      Even while kneeling, power came off the Prince of Darkness in waves. Not only that, but he was incredibly handsome. Every one of his features was perfect, from his tousled black hair to the symmetry of his face. He looked like a god brought to life.

      A god I apparently had to kiss.

      Black spots edged at my vision, and I felt faint. Just as I was spiralling into a well of panic, the prince met my gaze once more. The swirling storms were gone, and in their place was deep concern. Was he concerned for me, or was it because he had to kiss a lowly human?

      Before I could ask, black wisps of shadows slipped out of the prince’s palms. They pooled on the cold stone around him, and those large, dark wings unfurled behind him, forming out of thin air. They solidified, and an enormous black wing curled around me, hiding me from the murmuring crowd.

      I inhaled, willing my heart to slow. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      His act of kindness in a castle full of predators was small, but it made my mind churn Who was this male I was marrying?

      The vampire in question dipped his eyes in acknowledgment. “You’re welcome, Luna.”

      With slow, careful movements, he leaned in close. My heart skipped a beat once more, but this time, it was for a very different reason.

      Every part of me focused on the male in front of me. The Prince of Darkness reached up and gripped the edge of the lace. I tensed, my lips parting, as he slowly raised it.

      The veil lifted like a curtain, revealing stars glistening in the prince’s swirling black orbs. I stared into his eyes, and I forgot my panic as he leaned forward.

      His crown tilted and my heart pounded in my chest. My palms grew slick as Sebastian’s lips parted, giving me a perfect view of two sharp white fangs nestled in his gums. They gleamed in the purple light, and I was willing to bet my entire library at home that he could tear out my throat without a second thought.

      He drew in a deep breath—who knew vampires still had to breathe? I certainly did not—and he closed the distance between us.

      I forced myself to remain still.

      This is your duty.

      I repeated the words to myself, hoping that maybe if I did it enough, they might somehow make this all better. It wasn’t working.

      A foot became six inches.

      Then two.

      Suddenly, all I could smell was the prince’s crisp, male scent. I forgot all about the cool stone pressing into my knees, about the powerful vampire queen staring at me, and even about the crowd at my back.

      The male beside me became my entire world. Sebastian’s wings curled further around me, drawing me towards him in a gentle but assertive manner. The prince raised his free hand, cupping it around the back of my neck. His touch was cool and his fingers were firm as they gripped me.

      Frozen, I stared at him as he lowered his mouth to mine. My lips parted eagerly, the treacherous things not realizing that I was being forced into this marriage, as I waited for the first taste of the prince’s lips. My body yearned to lean into this kiss, to reach out and touch him as he was touching me. It, too, did not realize that this union was not of my choosing.

      His tongue darted out, dampening his bottom lip, and my core tightened at the sight. Did he taste like darkness, this prince of shadows?

      A minty scent filled the air, and I blinked. I thought his breath would smell like blood, but I was wrong. I inhaled sharply, waiting for the kiss that suddenly was the only thing I could think about.

      And he…

      Turned his head.

      Sebastian’s lips grazed my cheek, sending tingles down my face before he pulled back. Releasing his grip on the back of my neck, he squeezed my hand once.

      I stared at him.

      That was it? That wasn’t enough. The scholarly part of my brain demanded to know what an actual kiss from him felt like. After all that buildup, I needed to know what his lips felt like on mine. It was important.

      For research purposes, of course.

      As if he could read my thoughts, Sebastian smirked. That wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. After all, Estrella seemed to be able to do so.

      The prince raised our joined hands to his lips, brushing his mouth over the back of my hand. I narrowed my eyes in response. Maybe he could read my mind. Or perhaps, as rumours suggested, he was a male well-acquainted with females. Perhaps this was all a game to him. How could I know? We were just meeting for the first time.

      Sebastian’s wings unfurled, and he released my hand, scooting backward. A frigid air washed over me in the space where he had been only moments before. My heart stuttered, and my stomach dropped as my core twisted, wishing for more.

      Traitors, the lot of them. Though the rational part of my mind had many issues with this arranged marriage, my body did not share any of its reservations.

      It was more than willing to throw me at the feet of this handsome vampire prince who looked like he could kill me with a single touch, turning me into a simpering female waiting for a kiss on the lips.

      I was not pleased about this newest development.

      The priest cleared his throat, and I was startled out of my thoughts. “Please rise,” he said, lifting his hands from his sides.

      A rustling came from behind me, and everyone, including Sebastian, rose to their feet. I hurriedly followed, pressing my hands flat at my sides.

      The queen cleared her throat. Her voice was like silk, claiming all attention as it swirled around the room. “People of Eleyta, it has been many years since a Montquartier royal has wed.”

      She paused, and applause rose throughout the room.

      Smiling, the queen nodded. “I am honored to present to you for the first time, Prince Sebastian, and his new wife, Princess Luna.”

      She raised her brow, and a feeling of dread settled over me as a calculated look came over the queen’s face. Something about this felt wrong. Off. Warning bells rang in my mind.

      As the next words came out of the queen’s mouth, she confirmed all my fears. “That is not the only good news for tonight.”

      My brows furrowed as I stared at my new mother-in-law. What was she talking about? The wedding was over. She had pronounced us husband and wife. What was there left to do?

      Once again, the queen waited.

      Murmurs rose, and the air filled with excitement as the vampires behind us speculated about what she might mean.

      Beside me, Sebastian clenched his jaw as he stared at his mother. Did he know what was happening?

      I had a terrible feeling about this.

      When the anticipation in the air was so thick I could barely breathe, the queen reclined on her throne and cleared her throat. “Not only is this a momentous occasion because my darling son has agreed to this union, but in a show of good faith to the people of Ipotha, a Binding will be performed.” She paused. “Tonight.”

      A series of gasps came from behind me, and my heart squeezed.

      I did not know what a Binding was but based on the dread curling in my stomach; I was certain it couldn’t be good.

      “A Binding,” someone whispered.

      “Sharing of blood…”

      “… I thought it was forbidden to Bind with humans ever since…”

      “The Ceremony hasn’t been done in years…”

      Whispers continued behind me, but I barely paid them any attention. What was a Binding? This was never in the agreement. Marriage in exchange for grain and soldiers. Those were the terms of this union.

      No one had ever mentioned a Binding.

      My breath came faster as I glanced up, looking out the window. The wind howled, and the panes shook as a snowstorm battered the castle. Why did they wait until I was in this frozen wasteland before telling me about this?

      My heart thundered in my chest and a cold sweat appeared on the back of my neck as my fingers grew clammy against the sides of my golden dress. My breath escaped me in quick gasps as I tried—and failed—to remain calm.

      I really was going to die tonight.

      Panic squeezed me like a vise, and my entire body froze. I couldn’t have moved, even if I wanted to. The cold seeped in through my knees, black spots appeared in my vision, and I stopped breathing entirely. I was moments away from passing out when a warm hand landed on my arm.

      “Relax, Luna.” Sebastian’s voice was strangely calm, given the circumstances. He whispered, “Take a breath.”

      Instantly, my lungs expanded, and I inhaled as precious air entered my body.

      “Good,” he said soothingly. Running his hand over my arm, he murmured, “Now, remain calm.”

      His soothing tones reached my ears, and again, my body loosened against my will. My shoulders relaxed and the knot in my stomach unfurled. But why? This was wrong. I didn’t feel relaxed inside.

      This Binding, whatever it was, did not sound good.

      So why were my hands unclenching and my breath coming more easily? Why was my heart slowing?

      A different kind of panic came to life within me. What was Sebastian doing to me?

      “That’s good,” the vampire prince continued, his hand brushing up and down my arm as though I was a frightened animal. “Just be calm. This will be over before you know it.”

      He was doing something to me. My mind was still my own, still diving into panic, but my body…

      I sucked in a breath as realization struck me. I knew what this was. During my research, I read first-hand accounts of people who reported their bodies doing strange things while beneath a vampire’s spell. Some said they were told to do rather innocuous things, but others…

      Humans beneath a vampire’s thrall had committed murders and other horrendous acts. Trembling, I forced myself to swallow. The vampire was controlling my body.

      Every single part of me, from my heart to my limbs, all seemed desperate to respond to his touch. He kept telling me to relax, unaware of the turmoil stirring within me. Twin waves of hurt and horror washed through me, nearly bowling me over with their strength.

      “Well done,” he whispered. “That’s good.”

      I rebelled against his touch. Forcing my lips to move, I fought against the pull of his thrall until my body responded to me once again.

      Turning my head, I glared at the prince. “Don’t do that,” I snapped.

      His black eyes widened and a flicker of surprise flashed through his eyes as he withdrew his hand as though I had burned him.

      “Interesting,” he murmured, reaching out as though to touch me.

      Shaking my head, I took a step back. “Don’t.”

      A heaviness lay in the air between us as the prince studied me. Those wings burst out of the shadows once more, blocking us off from the murmuring crowd, and Sebastian moved towards me. I inched back, and he held up a hand.

      “Luna,” he whispered, shaking his head. “Stop moving.”

      There must have been a rebellious streak within me because I wanted to do nothing more than to turn and run in the other direction, simply because he told me to stop.

      A retort rose to the tip of my tongue, but before I could give it voice, I made the mistake of looking into the vampire prince’s eyes. They were wide, imploring me to pay attention

      I took a step toward him, still blocked by those wings, and I hissed, “What do you want?”

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, drawing me tight against him as he lowered his head. I kept my back as straight as a board, ignoring my body’s desire to lean into the male who had no right to be this handsome.

      “If you don’t calm down,” he murmured in a voice so low only I could hear, “she’ll force this on you.”

      His eyes flicked to the queen, then back to me.

      I pushed past the growing lump in my throat, the meaning of his words clear.

      Power emanated from his mother. She sat on her black throne, overlooking the crowd like a goddess of death. Queen Marguerite was both stunningly beautiful and incredibly dangerous.

      “You mean…”

      “If you don’t cooperate, she will kill you,” he said, finishing my sentence.

      “But the alliance—”

      Sebastian tightened his arm around me. “Don’t push her, Luna. I know we just met, but trust me when I say you do not want to get on her bad side.” He paused, as though searching for words. I could have sworn a flash of pain went through his eyes. “That never ends well.”

      The knot in my stomach was back, and time seemed to slow as I ran various options through my mind.

      On one hand, if the queen killed me, it would affirm my worst fears about my arranged marriage. From the moment the Council of Lords told me about the union, I knew it was probable the vampires would be the death of me.

      If I were being honest, dying was not something I had planned on doing tonight. The only other viable option seemed to be to accept this Binding. If I did, I would have to deal with the consequences later.

      Seeing as how I rather valued living, despite the recent problematic turns my life had taken, I went with the latter option.

      “All right. I’ll do it,” I said.

      Maybe I imagined it, but I could have sworn a flicker of relief went through the prince’s eyes. Just as soon as it was there, it was gone. Sebastian pulled an impassive mask over his features, nodding at the priest who stood a few feet away from us.

      The male clapped his hands, his white robes fluttering around him as he grinned. Moments later, a door I hadn’t noticed opened up on the other side of the throne room. A female clothed in a simple black dress stepped into the throne room. She walked slowly, carrying a gilded tray bearing a golden chalice and a dagger. A red ribbon was around her neck like a choker and her hair was braided back, displaying her rounded ears.

      The servant was the first human I’d seen since coming to this frozen castle. She glanced at me, her eyes filled with pity before she looked away quickly and bowed before the queen. “Your Majesty.”

      The royal vampire waved her hand in the air. “Go on, let’s get this over with.”

      “Of course.” This came from the priest, who walked over to the servant and took the items from her before the pair exchanged a few words. Once the human’s hands were empty, she bowed to the queen once more, backing up slowly as she returned the way she came.

      The door banged shut behind her.

      Only then did the priest turn. His smile was almost feral as he met my gaze. “It is time.”

      My eyes widened as Sebastian’s hand slipped down to the middle of my back. My stomach twisted and cold dread spread through my entire body.

      That panic returned, and this time, fear ran through me like a raging river. What had I gotten myself into?
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      They didn’t tell Luna about the Binding. How could they not have told her? In my three centuries of existence, I had done many things I wasn’t proud of, but even I was not in the business of forcing females to bend to my will. Marriage was one thing, but a Binding was different.

      When Mother told me about it, I had assumed my new bride had already agreed to it. After all, Binding Ceremonies were no small feats. They weren’t just legal unions. They were everlasting connections.

      What have I done?

      A growing sense of horror came to life within me, and I moved my hand, sliding it into Luna’s. Ciro spoke quietly with Mother, and the crowd murmured behind us.

      “What’s going on?” Luna asked in a low voice, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I glanced at her, taking in her wide eyes. Her heart was pounding, and the scent of her panic was almost overwhelming. The problem—and it was a problem—was the look of absolute fear that had crawled over Luna’s features at the mention of the Binding Ceremony. It caused my stomach to twist in a way that was entirely unpleasant and unexpected.

      I had tried to help stave off the panic I could tell was growing within her. But somehow she pushed past my mental Persuasion. That was a surprise. In all my years, I’d never met a human who couldn’t be Persuaded. It was definitely something I would have to deal with later.

      “Sebastian?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied.

      Mother and Ciro were still talking, their whispers too low for even me to hear. Something was going on here, I was certain of it. I just didn’t know what it was. The queen ran her fingers over her red ruby, and I made a decision.

      I wouldn’t just stand here and wait for them to conclude whatever game they were playing. Earlier, I saw the predatory glint in the priest’s eye when he looked over Luna. Something about the male made me want to punch him in the face. Chosen of Ithiar or not, he should not have been taking such delight in Luna’s obvious discomfort.

      “Come with me,” I whispered, tugging on Luna’s hand and marching towards Mother’s throne.

      Fanning my wings behind me, I covered us from the many prying eyes in this gods-damned throne room. We had been a spectacle for long enough. Shadows leaked from my skin, darkening the air. When they cloaked us from the watchful eyes of the crowd of vampires, I met Mother’s black gaze.

      “We will not do this here,” I said steadily.

      Beside me, Luna tensed.

      “Sebastian,” the queen hissed, warning clear in her tone.

      I raised a brow, and the shadows licked at my skin. “We will complete the Binding, Mother, but in private.” I glanced at the human tucked inside my wing. “She deserves at least that small bit of kindness.”

      A long moment passed as the queen studied me. Her fingers gripped the armrests of her throne and her knuckles turned white as she clenched her jaw. My heart beat against the trappings of my ribs and the shadows in my veins pulsed as I waited for the queen’s verdict.

      After what felt like an eternity, Mother dipped her head ever so slightly. “All right. Take her to the Crimson Room. Ciro will meet you there.” She pinned me with a black glare, her voice deepening as the threat of violence radiated off her. “Mark my words, Sebastian. If you have not completed the Binding by sunup, you will never see another moonrise again.”

      Gulping, I wrapped my wings tighter around my human bride. “Understood.”

      Before Queen Marguerite could utter any more threats, I grabbed Luna’s hand and pulled her out of the throne room. She hurried behind me, our footsteps echoing on the stones as we left the bloodthirsty vampires behind.

      As soon as we were out of the throne room and away from the wards, I reached within myself and pulled on my shadows. Darkness writhed within me, jumping at my call. It was always there, always waiting. The dark wisps swirled around my feet like eager puppies, awaiting my command.

      “Hold on,” I whispered to Luna as I closed my wings around us like a cocoon.

      She did.
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      The moment my shadows released us in the Crimson Room, I opened my wings. Luna lurched away from me, stumbling back. Her dress flared out around her as she knocked into a dresser, the furniture shaking from the impact. She grabbed a gilded candelabra, holding it in front of her like a sword.

      “Stay there,” she ordered, her voice shaking as the bitter aroma of fear leeched off her. “Don’t come any closer.”

      Like the rest of Castle Sanguis, the Crimson Room was cold and dark. It lacked the spark of life I had glimpsed in Luna’s childhood home. Crimson tapestries adorned every wall, each one depicting a different scene of the Creation Story. A pair of gilded settees—adorned in crimson velvet, of course—sat in the middle of the floor and two large windows looked out into the imposing, wintery night.

      I held up my hands in supplication, and took a step towards her.“Look—”

      “Stop!” she shouted, moving away from me. “I know who you are. Why did you bring me to this… this… red room? Are you going to hurt me? What did you do to me, earlier? What is a Binding? I have so many questions and no answers!”

      Frustration and anger duelled in her tone, pushing past the fear that was still present.

      “Your questions are valid,” I said.

      “Then answer them!” she demanded, her voice raising as her eyes widened.

      We did not have a lot of time. Ciro couldn’t shadow himself, so I had bought us ten, maybe fifteen minutes. Even that wouldn’t be sufficient for all her questions. There was little I could do about this whole situation, but I knew hysteria wouldn’t get us anywhere. I had long since learned my lesson about going against Mother’s wishes.

      “Luna, we don’t have very long,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm.

      Shaking her head, she tightened her fingers around the base of the makeshift weapon as she glared at me. “I need an explanation. What in Kydona’s name is a Binding?”

      “It’s a… joining,” I said, choosing my words carefully as I took a single step toward her.

      Her heart rate quickened, and she sucked in a deep breath.

      Idiot.

      I paused. Of course, she was scared. Of course, I frightened her. She was much smaller than I was, and my wings were still out.

      The Binding would be difficult enough on her body without having her succumb to a panic attack. She needed to calm down, or tonight was going to get a lot worse for her. One thing I remembered about my time as a human was that telling females to relax usually did not go well.

      Keeping that in mind, I tried to make myself less frightening. Pulling my wings back into the shadows, I held up my hands and took a very large, very obvious step back. “I will not hurt you, Luna. You can put the weapon down. You don’t need it.”

      She scoffed, tightening her grip. “Says the vampire prince who could rip my throat out before I even finished talking.” She narrowed her eyes. “I know they call you the Prince of Darkness.”

      I hated that name. What it meant. The weight it bore.

      The price for my immortal life was high, and the name they gave me was a daily reminder of the things I’d done at the queen’s command… and the ones I had yet to do. This was my burden. My penance for agreeing to this immortal life. I would never be freed from the shadows in my veins or the queen who held my leash.

      I sighed. “It’s true that I’m the Prince of Darkness, but—”

      “Then I’ll keep it, thank you very much,” Luna interrupted me, waving the candelabra in the air.

      My mouth fell open, and for a moment, all I could do was stare at her. “You interrupted me.” I blinked, and a disbelieving laugh filled the air. “No one interrupts me.”

      This human was braver than most of the vampires in that expansive throne room. I couldn’t remember the last time someone dared to speak to me in such a manner. I would have been lying if I said I wasn’t… fascinated. The fact that this human was courageous enough to interrupt me was intriguing.

      Nothing intrigued me anymore.

      In front of the crowd of vampires, she had appeared timid. But now that it was just the two of us, she was blossoming like a flower in the early spring, coming to life.

      She drew in a breath, taking a step toward me as she twisted her hands around the candelabra. “Do you think you might stop staring at me long enough to tell me about the Binding Ceremony?”

      Her words forced me out of my stupor. Shaking my head, I blinked as I rubbed the back of my neck. “The Binding is… important.”

      “I gathered as much,” she said. “I’m not an idiot, you know.”

      That was becoming exceedingly clear.

      “The Binding is… it will join us.”

      Luna raised a brow. “We just got married, husband. We are already joined.”

      “I’m well aware that we are married.” I needed no reminder of what we’d just done. The ring on my finger felt like the heaviest of weights.

      “How can we be more joined than that?” Her eyes widened, and she paused. Blood rushed to her cheeks, coloring her entire face and the back of her neck red as she stumbled over her words. “Unless you mean… when we… if we… they want to watch us… together…”

      I knew exactly where she was going with this.

      “No,” I said firmly.

      She let out a ragged breath. “Because if that were the case—”

      “It’s not,” I said gruffly. “The Binding is not… like that. It is a sharing of blood that will connect us.”

      She pursed her lips and I could see her thinking behind her brown eyes. “Is it like a mating bond? I’ve read about those, and I know they bind two people. But I always thought mating bonds were gifts from the gods, not something that could be forced on others.”

      Her words hung in the air, and I heard the unspoken ones that followed. Like this Binding is being forced on me.

      This probably wasn’t the time to tell her that I, too, was being forced to Bind with her. Running my fingers through my hair, I yanked off my crown and tossed it onto a settee.

      I groaned, “Not exactly. The Binding isn’t like a mating bond. Vampires don’t mate. At least not in that sense. This ceremony will join us, Binding us together, and extend your life to match mine. When two vampires Bind themselves to each other, it makes it so they don’t need another Source, but when one of the participants is a human—”

      Footsteps came from the hallway outside, and I shut my mouth. Shifting back into my wings, I released the shadows and let them curl around my legs as I clenched my fists. My heart pounded and my wings flared as the door flung open, slamming against the wall. Hiding Luna from sight, I turned towards whoever dared enter without knocking first.

      “It’s just me, Prince,” Ciro smirked. “Are you ready?”

      Delaying would only make the inevitable take longer. I nodded. “We are.”

      No sooner had the words left my lips than a stern “we are not!” came from behind me. Fear still scented the air, but clearly, this human had a healthy dose of courage. I respected that.

      The priest huffed in amusement.

      Crossing my arms, I pulled back my wings and met Luna’s stubborn glare over my shoulder. That red tinge to her skin was back, but this time, her nostrils were flared.

      I raised a brow, meeting Luna’s gaze. “We. Are.”

      Something poked me in the side, and I glanced down as she came to stand next to me.

      “Don’t speak for me, you—”

      Reaching out, I put my finger on her soft lips. She looked so shocked by the movement that her words dried up. Leaning in slowly, I relished the shocked look on her face as I spread my wings, blocking her from the priest’s view.

      When my mouth was hovering over her ear, I whispered, “I’ll answer the rest of your questions later, but the sun is coming up and time is running out.”

      If we did not complete the Binding, Mother would kill us both. Memories of Athena’s bloody, dismembered corpse flashed before my eyes, and I shivered.

      Luna gulped, and her lips moved around my finger. “Are you serious?” she whispered. “I heard what your mother said, but I thought it was an empty threat. You really believe she would—”

      “Yes.” I cut Luna off, pulling my finger away from her mouth. “Without a doubt. She would.”

      A long moment passed as the two of us studied each other. Then Luna’s brown eyes hardened, and she squared her shoulders.

      “All right,” she said. Looking around the curve of my wing, she met Ciro’s gaze. “I’m ready.”

      “Good,” the priest crooned. Placing the chalice and dagger on a dresser, he eyed the weapon in Luna’s hands. “Is that really necessary, Princess?”

      “It is,” I growled. “If it makes her happy, she can keep it.”

      Besides, it would take something a lot worse than her chosen weapon to injure me.

      Luna sent me a grateful look as she shifted her grip around the largest part of the candelabra. “Thank you.”

      Placing my hand on the small of Luna’s back, I tucked her back into the safety of my wings. Together, we moved toward the priest. When we were a few feet away, standing between the two settees, I stopped. “That’s close enough.”

      Smiling, Ciro opened his hands at his side. Speaking in the Common Tongue, he called on Isvana to bless this Binding. It was time. Taking the chalice, the priest looked pointedly at me. “Your Highness?”

      Nodding, I rolled up the sleeve of my black tunic until it rested above my elbow. The scent of fear reached my nose once more, and I paused.

      Waiting until Luna met my gaze, I whispered, “It’s going to be okay.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      I had to move quickly. We didn’t have much time. Pulling back my lips, I ran my tongue over the tip of my sharp fangs. Raising my right forearm to my mouth, I held her gaze as I bit down. My teeth burst through my flesh with a sharp, piercing pain, and the coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. I pulled my fangs out of my arm, and two bright red beads welled above my skin.

      Ciro was already there, holding the chalice beneath my arm. My blood spilled into the cup, tinkling as it poured freely.

      And then, just as quickly as it had begun, my part—at least for now—was over. The twin cuts closed, and I ran my tongue over my arm, cleaning it, before rolling down my sleeve.

      When I looked back up, I met Luna’s wide eyes. “Are you… are you going to bite me?” she asked as the makeshift weapon trembled slightly in her grasp.

      “No,” I replied quickly, despite the ache that appeared in my gums. I would never force my bite on her. “However, we need your blood.”

      Her eyes widened, and she gulped. “You need my blood, but there won’t be any fangs, right?”

      “No fangs.” I paused. “You have my word. I will never bite you without your permission.”

      Even if that meant dooming myself to a lifetime of misery. After this Binding, my choices for human blood would be extremely… limited. Nevertheless, I would never do anything she did not ask for. I might have been a vampire, but I still had some semblance of morals.

      “All right.” Luna released the candelabra, and it fell to the floor with a thunk as she held out her right hand in the priest’s direction. “Give me the dagger.”

      Ciro raised a brow. “Do you want the prince—”

      “I will do it,” Luna replied.

      Pulling up the left sleeve of her golden gown, she studied her skin intently as she whispered under her breath. Her fingers ran up and down her arm, as though she were looking for something.

      “What are you doing?” I asked after a moment.

      “Finding the best place,” Luna murmured. “I read something once about blood flow…”

      Her voice trailed off, and she continued to poke and prod her arm until she seemed satisfied with her findings.

      “Found it,” she exclaimed. Her hand was still extended as she waited for the dagger, and she looked at the priest. “Are you going to give it to me?”

      Ciro paused, but after I glared at him, he placed it in her outstretched hand. Luna didn’t even look up as she pressed the tip of the blade into the soft skin of her left forearm. A flicker of pain crossed her face, and she sucked in a sharp breath as blood welled on her arm.

      The moment the scent of her blood hit the air, my fangs throbbed and my knees shook. The shadows in my veins writhed, the presence of the enticing aroma making it impossible to think, let alone breathe.

      It was better than anything I’d ever smelled in my entire life. And I just vowed not to bite Luna without permission.

      My earlier assessment was incorrect. Misery was too weak of a word to describe how it was going to feel being in Luna’s presence and not tasting her blood. I was doomed to a lifetime of agonizingly terrible torture.

      Once again, Ciro was right there with the chalice. Luna’s blood ran down her arm, joining mine. The two liquids swirled together until they were indistinguishable.

      When the chalice was full, Luna dropped the dagger on the settee. She looked up, slapping a hand on her still-bleeding arm. “Do you have a bandage that I could put on this?”

      Drawing my bottom lip through my teeth, I shook my head. Vampires didn’t need bandages. We could heal from most injuries with no intervention.

      “Unfortunately not, but I can help you if you’ll allow me to do so.”

      A moment passed as she studied me intently. “No fangs, right?”

      “Right,” I agreed.

      Luna’s eyes swept over me for a moment longer. “All right,” she said. “Do… it. Whatever it is.”

      Stepping closer to her, I inhaled her sweet, feminine scent as I bent and gently picked up her wounded arm. Avoiding the spot where the dagger had punctured her smooth skin, I stared at the small trail of blood running down her arm.

      My fangs ached, but I remembered my promise. No biting.

      Instead, I ran my tongue over her soft flesh. Goosebumps pebbled her flesh, and she shivered as I licked the cut. As soon as I tasted her blood, my knees buckled as an overwhelming flavor burst into my mouth. It took everything I had in me to remain upright.

      Luna was unlike anything I had ever tasted. Her blood was like sunshine and golden wheat, mixed together. It took every ounce of self-control I had built up over the past three centuries not to break my promise and enjoy the feast waiting for me beneath her skin.

      Lapping at the cut with my tongue, I let the magic in my blood heal her. It slipped from me, and her skin knit itself back together beneath my touch. I could feel the weight of her eyes on me as I worked, licking until there wasn’t a single drop of blood flowing from the wound.

      When I lifted my head, my lips tilted up into a small smile. “There. No bandage needed.”

      Lifting her arm, Luna studied her skin before raising her brown eyes to mine. “You healed me. I didn’t know that you… thank you.”

      The air thickened between us, but before I could do anything, Ciro cleared his throat.

      “The sun will soon rise, Prince.”

      The warning in his words was all the reminder I needed.

      For the second time that night, Luna and I kneeled in front of the priest. My knees dug into the carpet, and I reached out, taking the chalice in my hands. The goblet was full, the mixture of our blood smelling like a bouquet of sweet flowers.

      Ciro spread his hands at his sides, speaking in a lilting tongue that I recognized as the language of Isvana.

      “What is he saying?” Luna asked after a moment, inching closer to me as the priest chanted loudly.

      I whispered, “He’s asking Isvana to bless our blood and our Binding.”

      She nodded. “And this is… normal? For vampires?”

      Pausing, I weighed my words. “Bindings are… not exactly normal. But they’re not unheard of.”

      “I see.”

      Ciro’s voice grew louder, and I continued to translate as the priest implored the goddess to be with us. Near the end, he switched into a tongue that even I didn’t understand. Waving his hands in the air, he spoke with increasing enthusiasm until he was shouting.

      Just as I was about to be concerned, the priest stopped speaking. Absolute silence fell upon us, and beside me, Luna inhaled sharply.

      The elf turned to me, dipping his head. Speaking in the Common Tongue once more, he said, “It is time.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. For all my knowledge of the Binding Ceremony, I still didn’t feel ready.

      But there were no choices.

      There were never any choices.

      “I think I can guess what’s going to happen next.” Luna shuddered, eyeing the chalice as she pulled her bottom lip through her teeth. “He’s going to make us drink that?”

      Her voice rippled with revulsion.

      “It’s the only way to complete the Binding,” I confirmed.

      “Then let’s get this over with.” Shaking her head, Luna reached out and took the chalice from me. “It’s been a long day and I’m exhausted.”

      Her hands wrapped around the stem, and she brought the goblet to her lips. I thought she might pause, but she took a big gulp. She gagged and her eyes widened at the taste, but to her credit, she swallowed it. I wasn’t sure that I would have done the same if our positions had been flipped.

      “Here.” Luna thrust the chalice in my direction, the goblet shaking slightly as she moved it toward me.

      Bringing the cup to my lips, the aroma of sweet blood filled my nose. Tipping the chalice back, I let every red drop flow through me as I emptied it.

      I had never tasted anything as good as this. It flowed through me, touching every single part of my body. My shadows sang, and my head felt like I was floating. Magic rushed through me, and my skin tingled as the Binding took effect.

      I handed Ciro the empty chalice, and he placed it on the table. Putting his hands on our shoulders, he murmured under his breath once more.

      The tang of magic in the air grew stronger, and I knew the Binding was well underway.

      Two were becoming one.

      Bound together through eternity.

      Never to come undone.

      Ciro spoke in that strange language, and I stared at him as a flash of purple light burst from his palms. The magic formed thin ribbons, creating a rope that ran from my wrist to Luna’s. He chanted, and the ribbons tightened around our flesh. They were nearing the point of pain when, suddenly, the magic disappeared in a flash.

      In its place, an intricate black swirling tattoo formed a permanent bracelet on my wrist. As thick as three fingers put together, there was no mistaking what this was. Everyone who saw us would know we had been Bound.

      “Is it done?” Luna asked in a strange voice. Swaying back and forth, her brown eyes were wide as a tremor ran through her. “Are we done?”

      I glanced at Ciro, and he nodded.

      “We’re done,” I said

      “Good.” Then, Luna’s eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she fainted.
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      A large, rather welcoming, soft, feathered cloud was beneath my throbbing head. The pulsing pain against my temples was matched by one making its way through my entire body. Moaning, I burrowed my face into the pillow. Where was I?

      A crisp, masculine scent rose to meet my nostrils. Another moan, this one slightly more coherent and resembling actual words, escaped my lips. Keeping my eyes shut, I blindly felt for my left hand. When the tips of my fingers ran over the cool material of my ring, my head spun.

      Any hopes I’d had about my arranged marriage to the vampire prince being nothing more than a horrible nightmare dissipated as memory after memory hit me.

      Estrella. Traveling through the shadows. A beautiful and violent queen. The winged prince. His fangs. The cruel priest with his wolfish smile.

      And…

      A Binding.

      “No,” I groaned.

      It was real.

      The last thing I remembered was drinking blood from a golden chalice. That was an experience I definitely never wanted to replicate in my entire life.

      I pushed at the recesses of my mind, trying to see what came next, but everything was black. A heavy fog hung over my memories, and my stomach churned as a pressing need made itself known in my bladder. At least that was something I could deal with quickly. The rest of the mess that was my life would have to wait.

      I was just about to open my eyes when a deep, masculine voice came from nearby. “Good evening.”

      A mouse-like squeak left my lips as I jolted upright. Even though our acquaintance only spanned the length of our wedding and Binding Ceremony, I instantly recognized the voice as belonging to the vampire prince.

      Hugging the blanket to my chest, I opened my eyes and looked around. Or at least, I tried to. In reality, pitch-black, inky darkness greeted me. No matter how much I widened my eyes or where I looked, there wasn’t a single sliver of light to be seen.

      I attempted to speak, to ask for a light, but my mouth wasn’t working. A chill ran down my spine and my heart raced. I noticed every single noise, from the rustling of the sheets beneath me to the clock ticking somewhere in the room. Even the howl of the wind outside grew louder as the throbbing in my temples worsened. My palms grew clammy, and the darkness was pushing in on me.

      If there was one thing I hated more than anything else, it was the dark. I wasn’t sure when the fear had begun, but ever since I could remember, darkness and I had never gotten along. I would rather stand in a pit full of snakes than be in a room absent of light.

      Shutting my eyes, as if that was going to help the current situation, I clutched the blanket. If I knew where the windows were in this gods-damned room, I would pull open the curtains or light a candle. At home, I never let my rooms get this dark.

      But I wasn’t at home. I wasn’t in my bed. I was alone in a new country and I didn’t even know where the bathroom was. My breath came faster and faster as I gripped the edge of the blanket, trying to think of something else. It wasn’t working. The darkness kept pushing in on me.

      A whimper left my lips, and I drew my knees against my chest, wishing for light. Every beat of my heart was like a roll of thunder in my ears until, finally, a rustling of fabric came from nearby.

      Footsteps pounded on the floor, and then Sebastian barked, “Get me the nearest Light Elf.”

      I shuddered, squeezing my eyes shut against the imposing darkness and tried to distract myself by thinking about elves.

      Maybe the Light Elf would be able to help. There were several types of elves in the Four Kingdoms. Death Elves, Light Elves, Fortune Elves, and Earth Elves. I’d never met the fourth kind of elf—Earth Elves almost all lived in Ithenmyr before their horrible king wiped them off the face of the planet more than two decades ago.

      A few moments later, a female voice broke through my thoughts. “You called, Your Highness?”

      “Come in, Vaella,” the prince replied. “We need some light.”

      “Of course,” she said.

      A moment passed, and then soft footsteps and low murmurs reached my ears. Counting the beats of my heart, I waited for a few seconds before taking a chance and cracking my eyes open.

      A flurry of violet ribbons floated through the darkness, crawling along the floors and walls before turning into the same purple orbs I’d seen when I first arrived at the castle. With every passing moment, more light filled the room, pushing away the shadows until they were nothing but a distant, horrible memory. My heart slowed and my breath came normally once more.

      Sebastian’s low voice came from around the corner, his words coming in snippets as he whispered. “Tell her… come… always need light… send for…”

      His voice lowered, and I clutched the blanket to my chest, looking around the room.

      The furniture—everything you’d expect to find in a sleeping chamber—was made of the darkest wood. Where some people might have used color, the decorator of this room kept everything in varying shades of black and the darkest blues.

      There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind that this was Sebastian’s room. Somehow, the lack of color seemed to fit him perfectly.

      The door closed, the sound pulling me from my thoughts.

      Moments later, I saw him.

      The prince had changed since our wedding. Gone were the black crown and silken shirt, replaced with a more comfortable-looking tunic and form-fitting trousers. Like the expansive wings on his back and the rugged hair on his head, they were black. Perhaps it was his favorite color.

      Sebastian leaned against the stone wall, his black, storm-filled eyes watching me carefully. When I could take the weight of his stare no longer, I shifted.

      “Um… hi,” I said.

      He chuckled, the sound tinged with echoes of darkness, and his wings rustled as he pushed himself off the wall. “Hi.”

      The vampire prince took another step towards the bed, and the air grew inexplicably thick.

      “Sebastian, was it?”

      His voice was rough as he replied, “Yes, that’s my name.”

      “I… good.” I cleared my throat as my cheeks heated. Usually, I was an eloquent conversationalist, but right now, being alone with this male was reducing me to mere scraps of my linguistic capabilities.

      “Is there,”—I paused, searching for the least-embarrassing words I could find that would describe my current predicament—“a bathing room I could use?”

      He stared at me for a moment before gesturing to a door on the wall opposite the bed. “Right through there.”

      I probably could have deduced that on my own, but something about the vampire prince made all my thoughts scramble. Nodding, I slipped off the bed. My legs shook, and I wrapped the blanket around myself as I made my way into the next room.

      Locking the door behind me, I hurried to the toilet. Once I had taken care of my personal needs and washed my hands, I looked around the space.

      Illuminated by soft purple lights, this was easily the most luxurious bathing room I had ever seen in my entire life. A study in shades of black, it boasted of a massive tub that looked like it could easily fit four winged beings, a toilet, a large shower, a sink, and a large window.

      Forgetting the male in the other room, I hurried to the window and braced my hands on the sill. The glass was frosty, and I raised an arm, rubbing the edge of the blanket over it.

      Vast stretches of snowy forests and mountains filled the horizon, and snow fell from the sky, dusting the landscape in white. Stone figures perched on the rooftops, and I could have sworn I saw something—or someone—flying by the window.

      This view was nothing like the flat plains of Ipotha that used to greet me every morning. I was alone. Away from my family. From my sick brother. From everyone I knew.

      A knock came on the door. “Are you all right, Luna?”

      “Yes, I’m… fine.”

      Re-wrapping the blanket around myself, I shuffled back into the other room. My legs were still shaky, and my head swam. Sebastian was exactly where I had left him, and I climbed back into the bed. Rarely could I remember feeling this ill.

      “How are you feeling?” His brows furrowed as he looked me over.

      Groaning, I leaned against the headboard as if that would help the pounding in my skull.

      “Not great,” I admitted. “Everything hurts.”

      “Still?”

      There was something about his tone of voice that made me sit up.

      I narrowed my eyes, wincing slightly as the throbbing intensified. “What do you mean, ‘still’? It’s been quite the day… or night? Our wedding, and then the Binding Ceremony… anyone would feel off the day after something like that.”

      His eyes widened. “Luna, that wasn’t last night.”

      My mouth fell open, and I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “Our Binding took place seven nights ago. It’s been a week since you first arrived.” He paused, then added, “A week since I was for—since we got married.”

      “A week.” Shock and disbelief ran through me as I stared at the vampire. “How did I lose an entire week of my life?”

      “After the Binding, you fainted. I shadowed us back here and thought you would wake after sleeping for the day, but… you didn’t. When it became clear that the Binding had taken a physical toll on you, the castle witches took turns providing sustenance spells for your basic needs.” He shrugged. “They assured me you’d wake sooner or later. Evidently, they were correct.”

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to process this information. Bindings, witches, and vampires.

      This was a significant amount of information to deal with, even without taking the devastatingly handsome prince into account.

      Tilting my head, I studied the male in question. He appeared somewhat disheveled, and bags hung beneath his eyes. His face was paler than before, and his hair looked like he had run his hands through it repeatedly.

      “So that explains it,” I said. Chewing on my lip, I tilted my head. “And did you…”

      “I was here the whole time,” he said gruffly. “Just because I didn’t ask for this doesn’t mean you’re not my wife. I take care of what’s mine.”

      His. I was not his.

      Before I could protest—which I planned on doing, since I did not belong to anyone—his words settled on me. My eyes widened, and I looked down at the soft white nightgown that had replaced my golden dress. My chest grew tight, and a knot appeared in my stomach as I crossed my legs beneath the blanket, mentally running a check over my body.

      I didn’t feel different, but this was his room. He was my husband, and in the Four Kingdoms, that meant I belonged to him. Raising horrified eyes, I stared at Sebastian.

      “Am I…. did we…” My words trailed off as my hands gestured to my middle. “Was our marriage consummated?”

      My voice cracked on the last word, but I needed to know.

      A second passed before his black eyes widened. “No!” he exclaimed. “I didn’t touch you. Isvana help me, but I would never do such a thing. Gods, I’m a vampire, not a monster.”

      He seemed truly affronted by the thought.

      “Then how do you explain this?” I gestured to my nightgown.

      The movement was too fast, and my head spun. Taking a deep breath, I tried to ground myself. I had never felt so weak in my entire life.

      Was this how Marius felt every day?

      Sebastian’s cheeks reddened—a remarkable feat for a vampire—and he looked away.

      “Your female, the one you brought with you,” he mumbled, running a hand through his hair. “She has been here every day, taking care of you. Bathing you, brushing your hair. It was she who prepared you for bed.”

      “Julieta?” I asked eagerly, my pain temporarily forgotten. “Is she here?”

      Sebastian shook his head. “She is getting you breakfast, but she should be back any moment.” He paused, tilting his head. “Perfect timing. She’s here now.”

      Sure enough, a moment later, a knock came on the door.

      “Come in,” he called out.

      The door swung open, and soft footsteps padded on the ground. Sebastian stepped aside as the first familiar face I’d seen since entering this country came into view.

      My heart swelled as Julieta approached. Her blue butterfly wings fluttered behind her, and she balanced a tray as she walked down the short hallway separating the bedroom from the door. Placing the platter on a side table, she ran over to me. As soon as she was close, I pulled her down into a tight hug, pressing my head against her shoulder.

      “Julieta.” My maid’s name was a half-sigh, half-sob as it left my lips.

      “Hello, Miss Luna.” Julieta returned my hug, and her familiar scent washed over me as she patted my back gently. “It’s nice to see you awake.”

      After a moment, Julieta pulled back, her assessing gaze washing over me. “You look…”

      “Not great,” I said, huffing a breathy laugh. “I don’t feel all that well, either. I’ve had a hell of a day… week? It’s been a lot.”

      A lot didn’t really seem to cover the extent to which my life had changed since the night of my birthday. But at least Julieta was here. A taste of home.

      I looked her over. “How are you?”

      A strange violet ribbon adorned Julieta’s neck, but other than that, she looked as she always did. Her brown hair was coiled in a tight bun, and she wore a simple black dress with white thread embellishing the square collar.

      Julieta lifted a shoulder. “I’m… fine. The first night was rough. They shadowed me here, which was—”

      “Horrible,” I finished for her as flashes of that terrible method of travel filled my mind.

      “Yes,” she nodded. “It was quite unpleasant, wasn’t it?”

      “The worst,” I said vehemently. “I was not a fan.”

      Laughing, Julieta stood, grabbing the tray. I ate the porridge; the food warming my insides as she told me about her week. If it wasn’t for the scratch of the quill coming from the vampire prince seated at a desk on the other side of the room, it would have felt like old times.

      When I started yawning in between every other word, Julieta stood. Gathering the tray, she promised to come back the next night with more food. The door slipped shut behind her, and I leaned against the headboard.

      Tiredness was pulling at me, but there was one thing I had left to do.

      “Sebastian?”

      The scratching of the quill stopped, and he looked up from his desk. “Yes?”

      “Would you happen to have a spare piece of parchment? I’d like to write to my father and brother.”

      He raised a brow, glancing down at the workspace now littered with papers and books. Whatever he was working on seemed important.

      A pang went through me at the sight. I used to work on important things. Now, I didn’t know what I would do. Who would I be here, except the wife of the Prince of Darkness?

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      Gathering the necessary items, Sebastian brought them over to me. I penned two quick notes, one for Papa and one for Marius, before handing them to the vampire. He folded them quickly, tucking them into his pocket and promising to have them sent in the next post.

      I thanked him before closing my eyes, resting them against the carved wood at my back. Writing the letters had taken far more energy than it should have. My hands were shaking, and the pain in my head was so bad, I could barely think.

      Sebastian took one look at me before hurrying to the door and summoning one of the castle witches. The vampire prince hovered by my bedside as the witch looked me over, only moving when the male assured Sebastian that all I needed was more rest.

      “It’s just the Binding,” the witch told the prince before gathering his supplies and heading to the door. “She’ll be fine within a few days, Your Highness.”

      Sebastian continued to question the witch, until the male made it clear there was nothing else he could do. By the time the witch left, my eyes were drooping and I had trouble staying awake. I watched the vampire prince out of the corner of my eye.

      His demeanor was so at odds with the way people spoke about the Prince of Darkness, I was having trouble reconciling the two.

      Who was he, really? This male who refused to leave my side, or the one who called darkness his own? The thoughts swirled in my head until finally; I shut my eyes as the scratching of the quill started up once more.

      A small smile, barely more than a twitch of my lips, danced on my face as I drifted off to sleep. Maybe my life wasn’t over. Perhaps, in time, I could find a way to continue my studies here, in Eleyta. Maybe I could still help Marius, even from here.

      After all, the vampire didn’t seem that bad.
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      Seven more days passed in the same manner. I ate so much porridge, soup, and plain bread, I came to hate all three. They did their job though, and each night, I woke feeling a little bit more like myself.

      The witch came back three more times, each time assuring Sebastian I was recovering well from the Binding. It just made me more determined than ever to find out what, exactly, had been done to me.

      Whenever I asked Sebastian about the Binding—which was often—he avoided the question, saying he would explain more when I was at my full strength.

      Every night, I wrote a letter to my family, and every night, Sebastian promised to deliver the response as soon as it came in. The vampire prince never ate, drinking something red from a goblet, and the pile of papers at his desk grew. He would meet with various vampires in the hallway, but he never went any further. When I asked Sebastian about it, he said he wouldn’t leave me alone when I was sick.

      Luckily for him, I was feeling much better now. Two weeks had passed since I first came to Eleyta, and tomorrow night, we were attending the ball being thrown in our honor.

      Tonight, I had already showered, and now I stood at the doorway waiting for Julieta.

      As soon as the door opened, I smiled. “Good evening.”

      She grinned. “You’re up! Does this mean you feel better?”

      “It does.”

      Reaching over, I took Julieta’s tray, carrying it over to the side table. Sebastian shuffled some papers, turning away from the desk and leaning against the stone wall as I sat on the edge of the bed.

      I had plans for tonight. I wanted to ask her if she’d heard anything from home, but I didn’t want the prince overhearing. He might have been kind to me, but I still didn’t trust him. After all, he was a vampire.

      Twisting my hands in front of me, I met Sebastian’s eyes. His wings were nowhere in sight, but it didn’t stop him from looking imposing as he watched me carefully. He was doing that a lot these days.

      I picked my words carefully. “Sebastian, can you… do you think you might give us some privacy?”

      The vampire prince’s jaw fell open. “Are you kicking me out of my own bedroom?” he asked incredulously. “Seriously?”

      I grimaced. “I mean… maybe? Unless Julieta and I could go somewhere else?”

      “Out of the question,” he snapped. “It’s not safe for you to wander the halls of Castle Sanguis alone. Whether either of us likes it, you’re my responsibility now, and I need to keep you safe.”

      Putting aside the “responsibility” comment for later, I focused on the most pressing question.

      “Is it safe for you?” I asked.

      Julieta’s mouth fell open and, out of the corner of my eye, I watched as she slinked further away from the prince.

      “Of course it is.” He held up his hand, and shadows curled around his palm. “No one would dare cross me.”

      I could see why. Power emanated from him.

      Our gazes met, and my heart skipped a beat. There was something about the prince that drew me to him. Our eyes remained glued to each other for what felt like an hour, until a shout came from the hallway.

      The moment broke, and I drew in a shaky breath.

      “Please, Sebastian. It’s been a long few days. Julieta is my only friend now, and I’d really love a few minutes alone with her.”

      “I will go in the hallway—”

      “Really alone,” I interjected. “Not with you hovering over us. I just… My home is gone. My country is gone. She’s all I have left.”

      Sebastian’s nostrils flared, and for the first time since we met, a hint of frustration made it into his tone.

      “This is unbelievable,” he said, breaking the word into syllables. “I’ve been sleeping on the floor for days and I’m starving, because that gods-damned deer blood does nothing for me”—he flashed his fangs at me as his wings burst out of his back, and I squeaked—“and now you’re kicking me out of my own room?”

      This was a very good reminder that the prince was not human. I hadn’t forgotten, exactly, but he had been so… unassuming the past week.

      That was gone. With his wings fanned behind him and his fangs shining in the purple light, it was safe to say he was very assuming. I needed that alone time now more than ever.

      Gentling my tone, I looked into his black eyes and whispered, “Please?”

      A long moment passed, and the air thickened between us as his stormy eyes searched mine. Then his wings snapped tightly against his back.

      “Fine,” he huffed. “Stay here. Eat your breakfast. Do whatever it is you females do. When I come back, we’ll finish our conversation from the night of our wedding. It’s long overdue, and there are things you need to know before the ball tomorrow night.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, Sebastian. I appreciate it.”

      He grunted a response, muttering under his breath about incorrigible females and choices as he stomped towards the door. It closed behind him moments later.

      A beat passed before Julieta came to stand in front of me.

      “Miss Luna,” she whispered.

      I sighed. “Yes?”

      “You… you… he’s a vampire.”

      “I know.” That much was abundantly clear. I leaned against the cold stone wall as I met Julieta’s gaze. “I married him, didn’t I?”

      “And you told him what to do.”

      Julieta sounded like she was going into shock. I didn’t blame her. It was shocking.

      A crazed, disbelieving laugh left my lips. “I know.”

      What had gotten into me? Before this wedding, I would never have talked back to anyone, let alone a vampire prince. Being here in Eleyta was changing me.

      “He didn’t kill you,” my maid said, her eyes wide.

      “Again, Julieta. I. Know. That surprised me as well.”

      At this point, it seemed as though I might actually survive in this frozen land.

      Julieta stared at me for a long moment before moving to the side table. She fiddled with the tray, filling a cup with a dark brown steaming liquid.

      She seemed to be picking her words carefully as she extended the cup towards me. “The prince, he’s…”

      “A lot.” I accepted the cup from Julieta, enjoying the warmth of the liquid as it seeped through the porcelain. “Although he doesn’t seem to be that bad. This past week, he’s been kind, and when the priest—”

      A sharp and sudden pain started in my stomach, and my words cut off in a gasp. At first, it felt like someone jabbed a needle into my belly, but soon, agony exploded from that point. Pain spread through my entire body. My lungs tightened and my heart pounded faster and faster. I cried out, and my fingers spasmed. The cup fell to the floor, smashing, as black spots filled my vision.

      Sagging against the wall, I gasped as three Julietas appeared in my vision. All of them had furrowed brows and wide eyes as they asked, “What’s wrong?”

      I couldn’t answer. My head throbbed against my skull. My stomach twisted in a knot. It felt like my body was burning up from the inside out. My knees shook and my legs could not hold my weight. Tightening to the point of pain, my lungs struggled to work properly.

      “Can’t… breathe,” I gasped as I collapsed.

      The three Julietas screamed, and the sound was sharp enough to shatter glass. My entire body curled in on itself as tremors wracked through me, and I moaned. Hands landed on my shoulders, feeling like shards of ice as they pressed my too-sensitive skin.

      “Miss Luna, what’s wrong?” the Julietas asked in unison.

      How could I explain the sensation of my entire body feeling like it was being repeatedly stabbed from the inside out? In the end, words failed me. My eyes slipped shut as I tried and failed to block out the pain. The door banged open, and I whimpered as the agony worsened.

      “Help us, please!” Julieta cried out.

      At least now there was just one of her.

      “What happened?” a gruff male voice asked from the door.

      “She cried out and collapsed!” my maid sobbed as rough hands landed on me.

      I moaned, protesting the harsh treatment as my head pounded against my skull. Every breath felt like it was going to be my last. What was happening to me?

      “Look at me, Princess,” the gruff voice demanded.

      Groaning, I rolled on the floor. Clutching my stomach, I forced my eyes to open. A red-headed vampire was crouched before me, his fangs on full display.

      He snarled, “If this is a game you humans like to play—”

      A guttural male yell came from down the hallway. Three blurs streaked past the open door, and I breathed in a shuddering breath as panicked shouting filled the air.

      “Help!”

      “Something is wrong!”

      “Guards!”

      A burst of pain shot through my head, and I curled my arms around my stomach.

      “Wait here,” the guard said, getting to his feet.

      As if I could do anything else. His footsteps sounded like a herd of elephants on the floor, and I moaned.

      Julieta wrung her hands together, pushing herself to unsteady feet and hurrying into the bathing room. Water ran, and then she came back with a damp cloth, placing it on my forehead. It did little to soothe the pain of my body being torn apart from within.

      “I’m dying,” I exclaimed through gasps for air. With every passing second, the pain worsened. Fire burned through my veins and my moans became screams.

      Julieta shook her head, the press of the damp cloth growing more frantic against my face. “I won’t let you die, Miss Luna. You’re practically my sister. I’ll do anything.” She raised her voice. “Help us! Please!”

      Another shout came from down the hall. “The prince is hurt!”

      Mere seconds later, a pair of guards blurred into the room. Carrying a heavy burden between the two of them, they huffed beneath the weight as they ran past me, placing it on the bed.

      A moan came from that direction, and I realized it was Sebastian. His wings were nowhere in sight, and sweat beaded on his forehead. He clutched his stomach, sounding as if he were dying.

      “What the hell happened?” the first soldier asked.

      “Hell if I know!” the second guard shook his head, and I groaned as a throbbing pain went through me once more. “I was on duty when I heard the prince yell. By the time I got there, he was curled in half, clutching his stomach. In all my years, I’ve never seen him act like this.”

      The guards continued to argue, ignoring Julieta and me completely, until a low, strangled cry filled the air. Sebastian flopped onto his back and his left arm dangled over the side of the bed.

      “Damn it,” the first guard cursed. “I’m going to get the Captain. Stay here.”

      He disappeared in a flash of shadows, just as my stomach twisted painfully. I cried out, and Julieta pulled the cloth away, her eyes filled with concern.

      Something within me twinged at the sight of the vampire prince on the bed. Propelled by an unseen force, I pressed my hands into the floor and dragged myself towards the bed. Each movement took far longer than it should have, but neither Julieta nor the remaining guard stopped me as I crawled toward the moaning vampire.

      When I was close enough to touch him, I reached up and placed my hand in his.

      A flash of light exploded within me.

      Instantly, the pain receded. Coiling up like a rope, what had become excruciating agony slowly twisted out of my extremities, crawling toward the core of my center.

      Soon, I could feel my fingers and toes. Maintaining my hold on the prince’s hand, I curled up on myself, my lungs capable of drawing enough air once more. Julieta began her ministrations anew. The damp cloth was actually a pleasant distraction now that fire wasn’t destroying my body from the inside out.

      Every moment that I held the prince’s hand, I felt… better. More like myself. That was… odd.

      Less than a minute later, the hand I held twitched.

      A heartbeat after that, Sebastian pulled his hand out of my grasp. He bolted forward with a deafening roar as he launched himself off the bed and came to land on the floor on all fours.

      The guard who had been standing at the base of the bed darted back, slamming into the wall. His fingers extended into talons and his black eyes darkened as he snarled. Sebastian growled at the guard before turning and prowling toward me.

      “What did you do to me?” the Prince of Darkness snarled as shadows crawled around his legs. His wings snapped back into existence and his fangs were on full display as he loomed over me.

      “I-I…” I inched towards Julieta, clasping her hand in mine. “I don’t know.”

      “Liar!” he roared as dark shadows filled the room, sucking up all the light.

      My eyes widened, and I trembled like a leaf, wrapping my arms around myself. For the first time since waking up after the Binding, genuine fear ran through me as I stared at the vampire prince. This was what the face of death looked like.

      Beside me, Julieta whimpered. Her hand tightened around mine as she drew me against her chest.

      “Tell me what you did to me!” the vampire yelled.

      “Nothing,” I whispered, trembling as more and more shadows leaked from his body.

      Some curled around him as though they were his pets, waiting to do his bidding. Others slithered across the stone floor like snakes. His wingspan was incredibly large, stretching from the wall to halfway over the bed, casting deep dark shadows over us.

      Death itself seemed to flicker in his eyes as he glared at us.

      This was why they called him the Prince of Darkness.

      The purple orbs flickered, as though the Light Elf’s magic was afraid to be in the same room as this prince who commanded the shadows.

      I didn’t blame it. I didn’t want to be here either. Julieta mewled as the shadows darkened, and violence thrummed in the air.

      I had to do something. Anything. Otherwise, I was going to die tonight.

      Drawing in a shaky breath, I released Julieta’s hand and pushed myself to my feet.

      “Sebastian,” I whispered his name slowly, looking the Prince of Darkness in the eye. “Please. Don’t hurt us.”

      The longest second of my entire life passed as that dark, stormy gaze searched mine. My heart pounded in my chest, and fear ran rampant through me.

      If this didn’t work, I had nothing left.

      Then he drew in a breath. The shadows stopped leaking from him, and they hovered in the air for a moment before sinking back into his body.

      The prince tilted his head, one lock of black hair falling in his eyes. He stared at me as though he could see into my very soul. His eyes were still as black as the night sky, but at least now, a semblance of life filled them once more.

      He turned around. Snapping his wings behind him, he roared, “Everyone out!”

      The guard disappeared in a blur, leaving the door open behind him in his haste to leave.

      Behind me, Julieta stood. Somehow managing not to shake, she curtsied in the prince’s direction. “I will just…”

      “Get out!” he screamed.

      “Yes, Your Highness.” My friend scurried out of the room, her wings flapping behind her as she ran away.

      Then it was just the two of us.

      Husband and wife.

      Vampire prince and human.

      Predator and prey.
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      The door banged shut, and I prowled over to it, twisting the lock before slamming my hands against the wall. The cold stone beneath my fingers did nothing to cool the fiery inferno pulsing through my body. Pulling on my power, I erected a privacy ward around the room before turning around.

      Luna had not moved. She stood in the middle of the bedroom, the scent of fear wafting off her as her hands trembled at her sides.

      “What did you do to me?” I growled again now that we were alone.

      A thin sheen of sweat shone on her forehead, and her tanned skin was pale. Despite her obvious fear, she did not look away. I would have probably found that more fascinating if not for the horrible, agonizing pain I had been subjected to mere moments ago.

      Pain that had disappeared when she slipped her hand into mine.

      “Answer me, Luna,” I snarled.

      Those brown eyes stared at me defiantly. “I told you, I did nothing.”

      My nostrils flared and shadows curled around my hands and feet as I stalked over to the nearest window. Gripping the wooden sill, I stared out into the night. Usually, the sight of the snow falling on the gargoyles guarding Castle Sanguis brought me peace.

      Not tonight.

      Turmoil twisted in my gut. One moment I was walking down the hall, intent on finding my spymaster, and the next, I was rolling on the floor in absolute agony.

      “How do you explain what happened?” I turned, gesturing between us. “The pain. If it wasn’t you, where did it come from?”

      I had not felt anything like that since the night of my Making.

      “I-I don’t know.” Wide-eyed, Luna shook her head. Standing on the other side of the bed with her hands on her hips, she stared at me. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “That’s hard to believe. Are you a witch? Did you plan this whole thing?” I ran a hand through my hair. “Or a spy? Is that why you’re writing letters every night? If you did this to weaken me—”

      A disbelieving laugh ran through her, and red dusted her cheeks. I stopped talking.

      “What?” I growled.

      “Do you honestly believe that? You seriously think I had something to do with this?”

      “I’m deadly serious,” I snarled, showing her my fangs. “That pain didn’t come out of nowhere, little human, and I’m convinced you had something to do with it.”

      As soon as the words left my lips, Luna’s entire demeanor shifted. All traces of fear in her scent disappeared as anger flashed through her eyes.

      “Don’t call me that,” she snapped, clenching her fists at her side. “I might be a human, but I’m not little.”

      “From here, it looks like you are.” My blood boiled in my veins. “You came here and tricked me.”

      “You think I did something to you on purpose?” She crossed her arms, taking a step toward me. Anger flashed in her brown eyes and her cheeks and neck were red. “You think that this was all a game?”

      “Yes!” I shouted.

      My wings flared, and I clenched my fists, stepping toward her. The bed remained between the two of us, but the distance seemed like nothing.

      Luna lifted her chin, glaring at me. I glared right back. Her eyes were a deep brown tonight, the color of coffee and darkness. Our chests heaved in unison, and my heart thundered as the air in the room thickened further. Luna’s breath hitched, but she didn’t speak.

      I growled, “That’s exactly what I think. Did you manufacture this entire marriage so you could come here and hurt me?”

      Even as the words left my lips, a small part of me knew I was being slightly ridiculous. Mother had arranged this marriage because of the coming darkness. I knew that. This human probably had nothing to do with it. Still, I couldn’t stop my mouth from forming the anger-charged words.

      “Who sent you?” I snarled, taking another step toward her.

      Luna held her ground, holding up a finger and pointing it at me. “You are absolutely, unequivocally, one hundred percent delusional,” she seethed. “Did you lose your mind sometime over the past week? Or perhaps you’re so old, your mental faculties are no longer in order?

      I snarled, pulling back my lips and showing her my fangs. They ached in my gums, and my stomach twisted. I was hungry, and this entire situation was just making things worse. The deer’s blood I drank every night was doing nothing to appease my incessant hunger. “Excuse me? How dare you?”

      “You heard me, you toothy, frustrating, ancient male,” Luna snapped, her face the color of a cherry. “You think I did this on purpose? How do you suppose I arranged all this? You have been with me every single second of every day since our wedding.”

      “I—”

      “No!” she screamed her frustration, balling her fists at her sides. “Of course, I didn’t do that! The entire train of thought is preposterous!”

      “You dare speak to me in such a fashion?” I yelled, red edging my vision. “I could destroy you in half a breath. You are a mortal.”

      The shadows in my veins writhed, as if proving my point. They swarmed out of me, darkening the room.

      “Go ahead,” she seethed. “If you are so stubborn that you won’t hear the words coming out of my mouth, you might as well kill me. I. Did. Not. Do. This.”

      Raking my hands through my hair, I slammed my fist into the nearest wall. The purple lights flickered as the dark shadows hummed beneath my skin. “I just want answers!”

      Luna shook her head. “You won’t get any out of me because I didn’t do this! One second, I was talking with my friend—the only one I have here, might I add—and the next, I was rolling on the floor in agony.”

      That sounded like the same thing that happened to me.

      Groaning, I ran my hands through my hair. “So you don’t know what happened?”

      “Kydona have mercy on my soul,” she muttered angrily. “How many times do I have to say the same thing? Imagine for a moment, Prince, that I was stupid enough to come in here to hurt you. Why do you think I would put myself through agonizing pain as well?”

      I snarled. “To take the blame off yourself, obviously.”

      She huffed, stomping her foot on the ground. “Good gods, you’re an absolute idiot. Why is it that males always think that females are out to get them?” She gesticulated wildly. “This. Was. Not. Me. What else can I do to prove that to you?”

      The sleeve of Luna’s dress slipped, revealing the tanned skin around her wrist. At the same moment, a sliver of violet light landed on her skin. My eyes narrowed as I stared at the black markings of our Binding. They ran around her wrist, as they should, forming a band of intricate whirls and swirls, but then…

      Shock ran through me, and I darted forward with the speed of my kind. Luna squealed as I grabbed her wrist with one hand, maneuvering my sleeve out of the way until my Binding Mark was freed.

      Pulling my shadows back into myself, I held our wrists side-by-side, staring at them as my breath came faster and faster. My lungs tightened and my stomach twisted.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, trying to tug her hand away.

      “I’m looking for something,” I snapped, tightening my grip. “Hold still.”

      Reaching out, I ran my finger over her wrist. Her entire body tensed beneath my touch, but she didn’t pull away.

      An entire minute went by, the clock ticking ominously on the wall as I stared at our wrists. With every second that passed, my anger dissipated, giving way to something else. A dozen curses ran through my mind, each one worse than the last.

      This was bad. So bad, I could barely think, let alone speak. I hadn’t bothered to look at the marks of our Bindings before now. Why would I? Everything seemed as expected.

      Clearly, I should have been paying more attention.

      At first glance, the black markings of our Bindings appeared normal, but when I looked more closely, the difference was so obvious that I couldn’t believe I missed this.

      A pair of thin red lines ran through the middle, stretching from my arm to hers. Together, they formed a rope, twisting through the black swirls of our Binding Marks.

      Releasing my grip on Luna’s wrist, I stumbled back. My wings vanished in a puff of shadows as I turned, gripping the windowsill with all my might. It cracked beneath my strength, but I didn’t move.

      If these markings were what I thought…

      “You didn’t do this,” I said as realization dawned on me. “That black-hearted ancient, treacherous priest…”

      My voice trailed off.

      I was going to tear out Ciro’s throat and drain him dry before scattering his body parts across the Four Kingdoms. I would show him what it meant to play games with the Prince of Darkness.

      “Of course I didn’t,” Luna snapped. “That’s what I have been saying this whole time.”

      She continued on about the ridiculousness of males, but I wasn’t listening anymore. How dare Ciro do this to me?

      Everything else I had planned, everything else I needed to do, no longer held any importance. All that I could focus on was this.

      Why?

      The question repeated over and over again in my mind.

      Something niggled at the back of my mind, something I should have known, but when I tried to grab it, it flitted out of reach. This was extremely bad. The worst possible thing, in fact.

      I needed…

      Well, what I needed was to go back to the night of our wedding and kill Ciro before he could do this to us.

      Unfortunately, that was not possible.

      Gods. Of all the things. This marriage was supposed to be a political alliance, and nothing more. Just another one of Mother’s errands. Instead, everything was being thrown into upheaval.

      To make matters worse, all the excitement of the past hour had exasperated my hunger. Usually, I could go days between feeds. Weeks even. But the agonizing pain from earlier had depleted my stores.

      I needed some proper food. The deer’s blood just wasn’t cutting it anymore. I needed to get out of here. I needed to not be Bound to a human.

      Everything was too hot. I pulled at the collar of my tunic, trying to get some air, but it didn’t work. Sweat beaded on the back of my neck, and my shadows writhed and pulsed within me as I struggled to get control of myself. It wasn’t working.

      I tugged at my tunic again, desperate for a cooling breeze, but none came. Of all the times for this gods-damned frozen castle to be too hot, it was right now. Sweat rolled down my back, and I struggled to breathe.

      Of all the possible outcomes of my wedding, this was never one I had foreseen. Everything was wrong.

      A hand landed on my back. I tensed, turning around to find Luna standing a few feet away from me; her gaze alternating between me and her Binding Mark.

      “What did you see on our wrists?”

      Her question was fair, but right now, I couldn’t deal with it.

      “I’ll tell you later. Right now, we need to go see—”

      “No,” Luna interrupted me.

      “No?” I repeated incredulously, widening my eyes. “No one says ‘no’ to me.”

      She huffed a laugh and crossed her arms as she sat down on the bed. “Well, I do, so you had better get used to it. I’m not going anywhere with you until you explain what is going on. First, you accuse me of trying to kill you, and now you want me to follow you blindly? That’s not going to happen.”

      My eyes widened, and my blood pounded in time with my shadows as they coursed through my body. “You want to know what’s going on?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I do.”

      “Fine.” I stalked toward her, grabbing her wrist once more and pulling her to her feet. There was barely a foot between us and she inhaled sharply. The air thickened and my lungs tightened as I pressed our Binding Marks side by side. “Look!”

      Now that I knew they were there, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the red lines running through our markings.

      “I’m looking,” she said softly. A beat passed, and those brown eyes moved up to mine. “What, exactly, am I looking at?”

      I ran a finger over her Binding Mark, and she flinched as I tapped my nail on her skin. “This is wrong.”

      Her brows furrowed. “What exactly am I looking at?”

      “This is the Mark of our Binding,” I snarled. “Only it isn’t. That black-hearted ancient bastard betrayed me, and I am going to kill him.”

      She sucked in a breath, twisting her arm in my grasp. “Instead of uttering death threats, maybe you could spend a little time explaining to me exactly what a Binding Ceremony does. In case you forgot, you still haven’t told me.”

      A bitter laugh escaped me, and I dropped her wrist, running my fingers over my own marking. “Well, it appears we are going to have all the time in the world for that now, Luna.”

      Her voice was cool as she asked, “Why is that?”

      She knew nothing. If the situation wasn’t so dire, I probably would have found it amusing.

      “Because, Princess, we’re not just Bound.” I took a step back, shaking my head as I worked to wrap my head around this. “We are Tethered.”
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      “We’re Tethered,” Luna repeated, her eyes sweeping over mine.

      “Yes.” I had no other words. Not right now. The shadows were urging me to release them, but I kept them tamped down.

      Luna’s brows furrowed, and her mouth moved soundlessly as she stepped back from me. She turned, pacing around the room, before stopping with her hands on her hips.

      “Sebastian, I don’t know what that means. I don’t know what any of this means!” She huffed. “You might not know what it’s like to feel completely helpless—”

      A laugh burst out of me. I knew exactly what it felt like to be helpless. Athena was dead because I couldn’t save her.

      Luna ignored me. “That’s how I feel right now. I am tired of not knowing what is going on. Something was done to me, and I deserve to know what exactly has happened!”

      How was I supposed to explain that while a Binding connected a vampire to their Source, providing them both with the long lives of my kind, a Tethering was a more complete connection? This bond was so archaic, the information I knew about it was little more than rumor.

      How was I supposed to explain something I didn’t even understand?

      Exhaustion smacked into me. My eyes grew heavy and my limbs weary as I blew out a long breath.

      Luna was still staring at me, waiting for an answer. “Well?”

      “I will tell you, I just need a moment.” Shadowing over to the door, I wrenched it open.

      Half a dozen soldiers wearing Mother’s livery stood on the other side.

      Tristan stepped forward. “Is everything all right, Your Highness?”

      A choked laugh escaped me, and the guards looked at me like I was crazy. Maybe I was. Insanity would be better than this.

      “Sir?” Tristan asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “It really isn’t.”

      They all stared at me.

      Groaning, I ran my hands through my hair. “You know what? Never mind. Arthur and Francesco, find Phyrra and tell her I need to see her.”

      Hopefully, my spymaster could help.

      Turning to Tristan, I raised a brow. “The priest who married us. Do you know him?”

      Tristan frowned. “Ciro?”

      I nodded. “Find him. Bring him to me when you do. This is of the utmost importance.”

      The vampire dipped into a bow. “Of course, Your Highness.”

      He disappeared in a blur, and I glared at the rest of the guards. “Stay here. No one is to approach my rooms without my express approval. Is that clear?”

      They murmured their agreement, and I shadowed back into the room.

      Luna was nowhere to be found. My heart sped up in my chest, but then the sound of running water came from the bathing room. A piece of paper fluttered on the bed, and I picked it up.

      
        
        Taking a shower. Water helps me think.

        You’re not off the hook. I still need to know what being Bound and Tethered means.

      

      

      I dropped the note on the bed, trying very hard to ignore the splashes coming from the room next door.

      I failed.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the sound of water going down the drain came from the bathing room, a half hour had passed.

      Having changed and shifted back into my wings, I checked with Tristan. There was no news of Ciro’s whereabouts yet, but the guard was still searching.

      I sat at my desk, quill in hand, as I jotted an entry in my journal. It was a habit I had taken up after losing Athena, and right now, it felt like the only thing keeping me sane.

      Below today’s date, I wrote one word.

      
        
        Tethered.

      

      

      The bathing room door creaked, and I slammed the cover shut, quickly dropping the quill in the inkwell before turning around to greet Luna.

      An apology for my earlier behavior was on the tip of my tongue, but words failed me as I laid my eyes on her. Her long brown hair was still damp from the shower and it ran in an intricate braid down her back.

      Her hair accentuated the roundness of her ears, and she wore a long black dress with a scoop collar that was just low enough to provide a glimpse of the swell of her breasts. Long, bell-like sleeves covered her hands, mimicking the shape of the dress as it puffed out around her hips.

      “What do you think?” she asked, running her hands down the dress nervously. “I had my eye on it earlier, and it seemed warmer than the Ipothan gowns I’ve been wearing… Does it look bad?”

      Her voice trailed off as she ran her hands down the dress.

      The chair rattled as I shoved myself to my feet. Reaching out behind me, I steadied the furniture without looking. Crossing the room, I took Luna’s hand in mine and bowed, pressing my lips to the back of her hand.

      “The dress is beautiful, and you’re stunning,” I said honestly.

      “Oh,” she whispered. Blood rushed to her cheeks, and she smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Luna, I need to apologize. I acted like an ass earlier.” I tightened my grip around her hand, my thumb rubbing the back of her palm. “The Tether wasn’t your fault and I shouldn’t have assumed the worst of you.”

      A long moment passed as her brown eyes searched mine.

      “I accept your apology.” She raised a brow. “There is a chance—a very slight one—that I wasn’t helping matters with the way I pushed you.”

      I shook my head. “Let’s put it behind us, shall we?”

      After all, we were stuck together now.

      Forever.

      She sucked her bottom lip through her teeth. “All right,” she whispered. “It’s forgotten.”

      A knock came from the other side of the door. Luna jumped, and I dropped her hand before spreading my wings and hiding her from sight.

      Crossing over to the door, I yanked it open.

      I snapped. “What is it?”

      Tristan stood on the other side of the door. His eyes were wide as he stared at me, his mouth opening and closing like a dying fish.

      A knot grew in my stomach as the guard shifted from one foot to the other. “I… uh…”

      Good gods, this was going to take all night. “Spit it out.”

      The vampire paled, swallowing a lump in his throat, and he barely choked out, “Ciro is gone.”
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      “What do you mean, Tristan?” Sebastian asked. His voice was as bitter as the air in this castle as he spoke to someone in the hallway. “How in the seven circles of hell can Ciro be ‘gone’? The priest is nearly six hundred years old! People like that don’t just disappear into thin air.”

      A mumbled response came from the guard. Try as I might, I could not hear what he said. It didn’t seem to matter, because seconds later, Sebastian turned around.

      His brows furrowed, and he scowled as he reached behind him, grabbing my hand. “Come on, Luna,” he said, pulling me down the hall. “We have to go.”

      His legs were twice the size of mine and I struggled to keep up as he walked hurriedly down the halls.

      “Where are we going?” I stumbled behind him.

      My slippers slapped on the cold stone floor as I rushed to keep up. He didn’t reply, instead picking up the pace and pulling me past a slack-jawed servant who watched us turn the corner.

      “Sebastian!” I shouted, trying to yank my hand out of his. “You promised to explain the Tether!”

      “I will,” he said, speed-walking around a corner. “But something has come up.”

      My heart pounded as we hurried down a chilly hallway, and I shivered. Sebastian didn’t even seem to notice that he was moving far more quickly than me.

      I panted, “Can you at least slow down?”

      “No time,” he said, yanking me into a tight stone stairwell. His wings brushed against the walls, and my breaths grew heavier as we hurried down a flight of stairs, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      When we stepped out into a stone hallway covered in dark red carpets and black tapestries, I was downright running as I rushed after the long-legged prince. The interior decorator for this wing of the castle had never heard of springtime colors, of that, I was certain.

      “Why aren’t we doing that shadow thing you do?” I asked after we hurried down a dark set of stairs before entering yet another deserted hallway. “Why walk?”

      Sebastian looked over his shoulder, tightening his grip on my hand before he pulled me into a shadowy alcove. His black eyes gleamed as he looked down at me.

      My body, the treacherous thing that it was, didn’t seem to understand that I was in this marriage against my will. Nor did it care that Sebastian accused me of trying to kill him earlier this evening. All it cared about was the handsome curve of the prince’s cheekbones and the way his hair was tousled in the perfect manner.

      He must have noticed where my attention had gone because he smirked. “We are running, Princess, because someone Tethered us without our permission and now they’re missing. We are going to see my mother because she needs to know.”

      There was that word again. Tethered. I still did not know what that meant.

      “I see.” Frowning, I studied him. “And we aren’t shadowing because…”

      “Because even I am not fool enough to shadow into the queen’s presence without warning. She has dozens of wards around her at all times, and surprising her would not be a good idea.”

      “That makes sense,” I conceded. “Can you at least explain what being Tethered means now?”

      “No,” he said, pulling me back into the hallway and speed-walking once more. “Not yet.”

      Apparently, that was all he was willing to say, because he stopped speaking altogether as he continued to lead me through darkened corridors.

      Finally, Sebastian came to a stop in front of a black door engraved with a silver crown. Two vampires were standing guard, but the moment they saw us, they dipped their heads and disappeared into the shadows.

      Sebastian turned to me, raising a brow. “If you value your life, Luna, you’ll hold your tongue in here.”

      I narrowed my eyes and clenched my hands into fists. “I’ve had a night from hell, and now you want me to hold my tongue?”

      The vampire prince glared at me, as if to say, not now, and his wings snapped behind him as he pushed the door open. I caught sight of several bookshelves, and a desk covered in papers. Sebastian gripped my hand tightly and his wings curled behind me as he pulled me into the room.

      Once the door shut, all I could do was focus on breathing. Queen Marguerite stood in the middle of the study, her lips pursed as she flipped through a book.

      Up close, the vampire queen was breathtakingly beautiful. An ornate black silk headband held her hair away from her face, and she wore a tight, form-fitting gown of the same material. A bright red ruby hung between her breasts, the same color as her lips. Purple lights flickered in orbs on the walls, and snow battered a trio of moonlit windows.

      Now I understood why Sebastian did not want me to speak. Violence emanated off the royal, and despite the fact that Queen Marguerite appeared to be no older than thirty in human years—they all did—I knew she had lived for centuries. She could probably kill me in the blink of an eye before going back to her reading as though nothing had happened.

      We stood at the entrance of the study, the sound of rustling pages filling the air as Queen Marguerite studiously ignored us.

      Sebastian tugged on my hand, and he dipped into a low bow, pulling me down along with him. Spreading my skirts, I kept my eyes trained on the dark indigo marble tiles as I curtsied.

      The vampire prince’s dark wings spread behind him, curving around me in a way that probably should have intimidated me, but for some reason, I appreciated the gesture. The wing’s weight was a comfort as I remained in the low curtsy, the sound of flipping pages filling my ears. A large clock in the corner ticked away, and the constant click was a steady beat against the thrum of my heart.

      The seconds slipped by, and Sebastian never let go of my hand. His skin was still far colder than mine, but I found a strange solace in the way his fingers laced through mine.

      Eventually, he cleared his throat. “Good evening, Mother.”

      The book banged shut, and I felt the weight of the queen’s eyes on me as I continued to study the floor. At first glance, it appeared to be one solid hue, but now I realized it was filled with an array of the deepest colors, like a dark rainbow in the midst of a tempest.

      My knees cramped and a nerve in my neck pinched, but still, the queen did not speak. She stared at us, and we remained unmoving.

      Sebastian tightened his grip on my hand, and I leaned into him. The Prince of Darkness was definitely the lesser of two evils in this room. I would gladly hold his hand if it meant he would keep me safe against this queen whose very presence spoke of death.

      One minute became five as we remained prostrated before the silent queen. Sebastian’s grip on my hand got incrementally tighter until I was certain in a few more seconds I would lose feeling in my hands altogether. Thank the gods, she finally moved.

      “Good evening, son of my blood.” The queen’s heels clicked as she walked around us. “You may rise.”

      I exhaled, and Sebastian pulled me to my feet. His grip never faltered around my hand as he held me against his side.

      “Look at me, human,” Queen Marguerite demanded in a voice as cold as the winter moon.

      My heart raced in my chest as I obeyed.

      Instantly, I wished I was anywhere but here. Sebastian’s black eyes had a glimmer of life in them, of shadows and storms and darkness, but his mother’s eyes were filled with nothing but promises of death and violence. A shiver of fear ran down my spine. I gulped, forcing myself to remain steady despite the knocking of my knees.

      The queen smiled, displaying her fangs as those dark eyes crawled over me. “I see you’re still alive. Quite frankly, that’s a surprise.”

      Clenching my fists in my gown, I tried to keep my words inside. Sebastian’s warning echoed in my mind, and I urged myself to remain silent.

      My mouth apparently did not understand the danger we were in, because it said, “Yes, Your Majesty. Alive, but definitely not well.”

      As soon as the words left my lips, my eyes widened, and I slapped my hand over my lips. It wasn’t as though it was a lie. If anything, tonight was even worse than the night of my wedding.

      I was cold, hungry, and tired of my questions not being answered.

      Even so, the part of me that enjoyed being alive was berating me for speaking in such a manner to the vampire queen. Honestly, if there was ever a moment to hold my tongue, this probably would have been it.

      Beside me, Sebastian stiffened. The air thickened and everyone, including me, stopped breathing for one long moment. Beyond the study window, the wind howled. Snow battered against the glass, and somewhere in the castle came the faintest scream.

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled, and my hands grew clammy. Maybe soon, I would be screaming alongside them.

      The clock ticked, and then a sharp, icy laugh came from Queen Marguerite. The sound reminded me of when Mistress Vintal, one of the werewolves who taught at my secondary school, would run her sharp talons down the chalkboard when a student misbehaved. Skitters crawled down my spine at the sound, and I gulped.

      “Isvana have mercy on me. You are delightful.” The vampire queen raised a hand, cupping my cheek as she pulled me closer to her. Her fingers were like ice against my skin, and my entire face hurt from her frozen hand.

      Her touch was nothing like Sebastian’s. As if he could read my mind, the prince’s grip tightened around my fingers.

      My heart thumped in my chest and my hands grew clammy as Queen Marguerite brought me close enough to kiss. Her fangs caught the violet light, and they glimmered as she raised her other hand, running it down my neck. It took everything within me not to squirm beneath her touch. Her nails raked across my skin, and I was certain she was leaving red marks behind.

      The queen’s cold, violent, black eyes met mine. “I could kill you right now, mortal.”

      Hoping I wasn’t trembling like a leaf, I nodded. Her fingernails pressed deeper into my throat.

      “I expect you could,” I said, speaking slowly as I picked my words with all the care in the world. “But if it’s all the same to you, Your Majesty, I would really rather not die before I’ve had the chance to attend the ball.”

      Another moment of silence stretched between us before a cruel laugh came from the queen. This time, Sebastian snorted, too.

      Her horrible hands left my skin, and she raised a brow. “You’re quite mouthy, aren’t you?”

      I whispered, “It certainly appears that way, Your Majesty.”

      I would not have considered myself mouthy two weeks ago, but apparently, that was what happened when I was forced into an arranged marriage with a vampire. I lost all common sense and said the first things that came into my mind. If I didn’t get a handle on this new situation, it was probably going to get me killed.

      Luckily, tonight at least, my mouthiness seemed to amuse the queen.

      She chuckled, stepping away from me. Her heels clicked on the floor as she stepped back, and I sagged against Sebastian. At this point, it didn’t matter that I had only known him for a fortnight. He was clearly the saner, safer option of the two vampires in the room. If only I had never left Ipotha.

      Perching on the edge of her desk, Queen Marguerite raised a brow. “Son of my blood, have you not fed your wife this evening?” She tutted. “I know it’s been quite a time since you had a human beneath your care, but they do require some sustenance. Human females tend to become rather touchy when they’re hungry. Do I need to send one of my Favorites to assist you in caring for her?”

      My brows raised. I was fairly certain that anything the queen deemed a “favorite” was probably something I would consider unpleasant.

      “That won’t be necessary, Mother,” Sebastian ground out through clenched teeth, drawing me tighter against his side. “I know how to care for humans. Luna is my wife, and I am more than capable of keeping her alive.”

      My stomach chose that moment to grumble, and blood rushed to my cheeks. Everyone in the room looked at me, and I wanted to disappear into the floor.

      “Then explain your wife’s obvious hunger,” the queen demanded.

      Sebastian said, “Something came up.”

      “Oh? What, pray tell, could that be?” Queen Marguerite’s eyes were hard as they swept over us. “Don’t tell me the two of you were so busy playing between the sheets that you forgot to feed her.”

      Now that blush deepened, but for an entirely different reason. Unbidden, my mind conjured up an image of Sebastian and me in that large bed with significantly fewer clothes between us. My core tightened, not appreciating the dangerous situation we currently found ourselves in.

      “That’s not the problem,” Sebastian snarled.

      The anger in his tone pulled me out of my daydream, and I shook my head.

      “Oh?” She tilted her head. “Did you hear the news from Ithenmyr? Because things are getting worse, Sebastian, just like I told you they would. In fact, yesterday that red king—”

      “Mother, I’m not here for that.” Sebastian approached the queen, pulling me with him until we stood a few feet from her. He reached down, pulling up my left sleeve before he did the same to his right.

      Holding up our joined hands, the prince snarled, “Look.”

      Pursing her lips, the queen stared at our joined hands as her heeled foot tapped a steady beat on the ground. Her cold hands darted out and grabbed ours, and she ran her frozen fingers over the markings on our wrists.

      “Oh my,” Queen Marguerite murmured. “This is interesting, isn’t it?”

      Muttering to herself, the queen ran her nails over our skin as she turned our wrists.

      This time, I did not have any inclination to speak. I tried to make myself as small as possible as I folded myself against Sebastian’s side. His wing wrapped more tightly around me, drawing me closer to him. I wasn’t even sure he was aware he was doing it.

      At least ten minutes went by as the queen studied the markings on our hands. I’d taken dozens of tests before, and I had sat beneath the watchful gaze of multiple examiners as they drilled me about historical facts and scientific properties, but none of my academic experiences had prepared me for the wholly unpleasant experience of being scrutinized by the vampire queen.

      Eventually, she clucked her tongue. “Well, it does seem like Ciro has been a rather naughty little elf.”

      I stared at her. Naughty? I could think of a dozen words to describe how I felt about the Tethering, and none of them were “naughty.”

      Sebastian snarled, “No, Mother.” Pure and utter violence dripped from his words as shadows curled around him. “This wasn’t ‘naughty’. The damned priest Tethered us. Naughty doesn’t even begin to cover it!”

      “It is rather interesting,” the queen murmured, still touching me. “I haven’t seen a Tether in a very long time.”

      Her nail ran around the red line that circled my wrist, and my skin crawled at her touch. I wanted to do nothing more than to yank my hand back. I felt dirty, and I knew it would take a dozen showers to rid myself of the feeling of the queen’s hands on my skin. There was nothing pleasant about this.

      Eventually, Queen Marguerite dropped our hands. The moment her cool fingers were off my skin, I wanted to rub my fingers over my gown. Instead, I remained perfectly still.

      “You’re definitely Tethered,” she said matter-of-factly, as if that wasn’t abundantly clear.

      What I wanted to know was what this Tether actually did.

      Sebastian huffed. “I know that! I would have asked the damned priest why he did this to us, but he’s gone.”

      The queen looked up. “Ciro has left the castle?”

      “He has,” the prince ground out. “My guards can’t find him anywhere.”

      “Interesting,” the queen mused.

      “Interesting is not the right word, Mother!” Sebastian snapped. “Why are you not upset about this?”

      My gaze darted between the two vampires as I tried to remain out of this verbal match. Something told me that getting in between them was a bad idea.

      “Don’t you dare question me, Sebastian.” Queen Marguerite darted forward, grabbing his neck. The prince froze and his eyes widened as bright red beads tainted his otherwise pale skin. “You may be the child of my blood, but I am still your ruler.”

      A tense moment passed, and I barely breathed, let alone moved. Eventually, the queen released her grip on Sebastian. He didn’t move, but the wing that was cupping my shoulder twitched.

      “My deepest apologies, Your Majesty,” Sebastian said softly. “I spoke out of turn.”

      She nodded. “Yes, you did.” Raising a manicured brow, the queen studied the two of us.

      Stepping back, she picked up the book she had been reading when we entered. “The question is, Sebastian, what are you going to do now?”

      He raised a brow. “Do?”

      Queen Marguerite rolled her eyes, fiddling with the ruby necklace hanging between her breasts. “Good gods. For a male who has lived for over three centuries, sometimes you seem to be as ignorant as a babe. Yes. Do. Are you going to sit around and mope, my son, or are you going to make the best of it?”

      Pausing, she flashed her fangs in my direction. “Feeding from one’s Tethered companion is said to be an incomparable experience.” The queen tilted her head, pulling her lips back from her fangs. “Perhaps you need a reminder of how to feed? I’d be happy to give you some tutelage.”

      I stiffened. That was definitely not something I was interested in.

      In a flash, the room darkened as shadows flooded out of Sebastian. He shoved me behind his wings, and I stumbled towards the door as an animalistic growl rumbled through his chest.

      His voice was low, and he snarled, “That will not be necessary, Mother. Luna is mine.”

      The claiming words rang through the air, and I stared at him. This wasn’t the first time he’d made such a statement, and anger surged within me.

      I most certainly did not belong to him. I belonged to no one but myself. He could not claim me like some uneducated female who hailed from the snowy mountains of Eleyta.

      Males might have been able to claim their females in Ithenmyr, but that country was backward. I was not going to allow that to happen to me. I might have been sold into this marriage, but I was still a person.

      I opened my mouth to reply, but before the words could leave my mouth, Sebastian moved back in a blur. He grabbed my wrist.

      His grip was gentle but firm as he tugged me behind him. “Goodbye, Mother.”

      The queen laughed, the sound tinged with more than a little madness. “See you at the ball tomorrow night, my dears! Oh and, Sebastian?”

      The vampire prince paused. “Yes?”

      “I would advise that you keep the Tether a secret, my son. We wouldn’t want anyone getting any ideas about weakening my prince.”

      Beside me, Sebastian nodded. His shadows swirled around us, pulling us into that thick darkness. This time, we were there for mere moments, but my stomach still twisted as he pulled us through the inky blackness.

      As soon as my feet landed on the familiar cold stone floor of the bedroom, I gasped. Sebastian’s tight grip remained on my arm and my head spun as my stomach churned. If I’d eaten anything today, it would have come right back up.

      The moment I got my bearings, I tried to yank my arm out of Sebastian’s grasp.

      “Let me go!” I demanded.

      He did as I asked, and I stumbled backwards. The room was tidied, and someone had placed a black shawl on the side table. I grabbed it, wrapping it around my shoulders as I moved to the other side of the room. I needed as much space between the vampire prince and myself as possible.

      “Now listen here,” I said. “We have to talk.”

      “Is that so?” he said, sounding surprised as his dark eyes met mine.

      Drawing the shawl tightly around me, I nodded firmly. “We do.”

      The prince smirked and crossed his arms, leaning against the wall. “You don’t want to eat something first, Princess?”

      “No.” I was hungry, but that was not the point. He wasn’t going to distract me now. Glaring at the prince, I wagged a finger in his direction. “I don’t know who you think you are, saying that I’m yours, but you’re wrong. I don’t belong to you.”

      Of all the things that were said in the queen’s study, this felt like it was the most important.

      “That was your takeaway from this entire conversation?” Sebastian rubbed the back of his neck, and I pointedly ignored the way his tunic bunched at his arms, accentuating his muscles. “Mother’s threats of biting you are less important than contesting the fact that I claimed you as mine?”

      When he put it like that, I could see his point. There were several questionable things that were said in the study.

      Still, I needed to clarify this matter.

      I was my own person. I needed him to remember that. Right now, it felt more important than anything else.

      “Yes,” I seethed. “I don’t belong to you!”

      The vampire prince stared at me for a very long moment, his black eyes sweeping over me before he snorted.

      I glared at him in indignation, and his snort turned into outright laughter. Feeling like the butt of some joke I didn’t understand, I glowered at the prince as he fell into mirth. Clenching my fists at my side, I waited patiently as his humor ran its course.

      “Isvana have mercy on me.” He placed his hand on his heart, moving backward until his head rested against the stone wall. When his laughter subsided, he drew in deep breaths.

      I raised a brow, crossing my arms in front of my chest. “I don’t know who this ‘Isvana’ is, but I would appreciate it if you could tell me what is so funny, Sebastian?”

      He chuckled once more, wiping his brow. “Of course, Luna.”

      Sebastian pushed off the wall, his long legs taking him across the room in a matter of moments.

      My breath caught in my throat and my heart hammered against my ribs as he came to a stop a foot away from me. Sebastian’s hand darted out far faster than should have been possible, and he took my marked hand in his.

      Pulling up my sleeve with a gentleness that seemed at odds with the way his sharp fangs gleamed in the moonlight, he ran a finger over the markings on my wrist. “Do you know what these mean, wife?”

      I raised a brow. “They mean that we are Bound and Tethered, husband. I believe the events of the past few hours have made that perfectly clear.”

      Nodding slowly, Sebastian’s fingernail scraped my skin. My heart sped up and my skin tingled at his touch.

      When the queen touched me, it made me feel horrible. But there was nothing unpleasant about the way Sebastian’s fingers felt on my skin. I liked it.

      A lot.

      Far more than I should have.

      Bolts of pleasure ran through me at his light touch, and I clamped my knees together. This was not the way I wanted to be feeling about this male. I did not want to know that his touch sent warmth through me.

      I had been forced into this marriage. Taken away from my home. My family. My brother.

      Marius’s smiling face flashed before my eyes, a memory from last year when I took him for a picnic. It had been a good day, and he had played in the sun for an hour before the wasting illness forced us inside.

      I focused on the mental image of my little brother’s curly hair and pointed ears. That was why I couldn’t have feelings for Sebastian. Marius was sick, and he needed all the help he could get. Maybe the witches who had kept me alive while I slept would know what was wrong with him. I made a mental note to find them and ask.

      Sebastian smirked, drawing my attention back to him as his fingers continued their dangerous exploration of my skin. He tapped the black band on my wrist. “These markings mean you’re mine.”

      “What?” My voice exploded out of me as I pulled my wrist out of his grip. Taking a firm step back, I placed my hands on my hips. “I most certainly am not!”

      “You are,” he said, his voice making it clear he thought that this was obvious.

      “No,” I said. “Never.”

      Sebastian snorted. “We’ll have to agree to disagree.”

      “We will not,” I snapped. “I don’t belong to you or anyone.”

      In response, Sebastian laughed. Walking to the door, as if we weren’t in the middle of an important argument, he pulled it open.

      “Tristan!” he barked.

      A murmur came from behind the door, and the Prince of Darkness replied. Their words were too low for me to hear.

      As soon as Sebastian slipped the door shut, I moved until I was standing right behind him.

      He turned around, and I poked him in the chest. “We’re not done here,” I snapped.

      The vampire prince to whom I’d been sold stared at me, taking my finger in his. “We’re not?”

      Not by a very long shot. There was too much to be said.

      I shook my head. “Putting aside the issue of you thinking you own me—which you don’t, by the way—you owe me an explanation.”
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      Luna crossed her arms and glared at me. Somehow, her small stature made her expression all the more captivating. She was trying to be fierce, but it wasn’t working. At least, not in the way she wanted.

      If anything, the way she pursed her lips and her eyes flashed with warning made me want to bundle her up in my arms and press my mouth against hers. I was fairly certain she would bite me, but for obvious reasons, I wasn’t fully against that.

      “Well?” Luna demanded, tapping her foot on the ground.

      I was right. Impatience was definitely an attractive look on her. As soon as the thought went through my mind, I raised a brow. When had my opinions about this human changed?

      Sometime over the past week, I had grown to… enjoy her presence. Her questions. Even her attitude. Seeing her talk back to Mother had been simultaneously horrifying and oddly thrilling.

      “Sebastian,” Luna snapped, waving her hand in front of my face. “It’s been a full minute and you still haven’t said a word.”

      I was still trying to figure out a way to properly explain being Tethered to this human who was, as I had discovered earlier, rather outspoken. Luckily, a knock came at the door, saving me from having to start this conversation.

      “Prince?” a high-pitched female voice said through the door. “It’s Drintha.”

      Holding up a hand, I glanced at Luna.

      She glared at me. “Seriously? Are there always people coming to your door, or is it just when we’re trying to have a conversation?”

      “A bit of both, honestly.”

      Another knock.

      I raised a brow. “Just a moment while I get that.”

      Luna huffed, but I turned and pulled open the door.

      “Good evening, Your Highness.” Drintha fluttered her lashes, sweeping her hair over her shoulder, displaying her neck to me.

      A red ribbon adorned her neck, signifying her willingness to supply blood to any vampires in need. Like many of the human servants in Castle Sanguis, she enjoyed the pleasure that came from a vampire’s bite.

      “Evening.” Smiling blandly at the maid, I took the covered tray from her hands. With any luck, the contents would help soften the blow of the conversation I was about to have.

      Drintha blinked, her cheeks reddening as she sucked her bottom lip through her teeth. “Do you need anything else from me?”

      “No, thank you.” Shaking my head, I kicked the door closed with my foot as Drintha started to say something else.

      I sighed. Although I had never indulged in any of the willing servants, they did not stop throwing themselves at me. Providing for the Prince of Darkness was a bragging right they all seemed to want.

      Now that I was Bound, there was only one Source that would satisfy my cravings. One Source that would make the hunger pangs go away. One Source that, if recent events were any proof, would never let me drink from her.

      Dammit.

      I would never be full again.

      With that depressing thought spinning in my mind, I turned around. Luna stood less than a foot away from me, having crept up into my personal space twice in the span of a few minutes. Her hands were on her hips and her brown eyes blazed as she peered around me.

      “Who was that?” she asked.

      “Just a servant.”

      Luna hummed, nodding as her eyes dropped to the tray. “Is that for me?”

      I nodded. “I thought you might be hungry.”

      I knew she was, after the way her stomach had growled in front of Mother.

      “Thank you. This doesn’t… negate everything else. I’m not yours.” She paused, and her stomach grumbled again. “I mean it. Thank you.”

      An irrational bolt of delight went through me at the fact that something I did made her happy.

      Why did I care so much about what she thought?

      Luna moved to the bed, and once she was sitting, I placed the tray beside her. She lifted the dome—carved of wood, instead of the silver she’d probably been used to in Ipotha—revealing a tray laden with a cup of dark berries, a platter of bacon, scrambled eggs, and fried potatoes.

      Picking up the fork, Luna prodded the food carefully, as though she were looking for something. Her lips pursed as she speared a potato and lifted it to her nose, sniffing.

      “Is there a problem with the food?” I asked after a moment. “I can send for something different. I know you were having bland food while you were sick, but I thought you might appreciate this more.”

      She looked up, her cheeks coloring as she studied me. Seeing her flush made all my muscles tighten, and I decided I would do anything to make her do that again. Preferably during activities that required less clothing.

      “It smells so good, and I just… I wasn’t aware that you… ate. Food, I mean. I know you eat… drink… blood.” The last word escaped Luna’s lips with a gasp and her hand came up to her neck, cupping it, as though I needed further proof of what she was talking about.

      Raising a brow, I took the opportunity to sit on the mattress beside her, making sure to keep some space between us. She stiffened but didn’t pull away. I took that as leave to continue.

      “You’re right.” I eyed her neck. “I don’t eat… food.”

      We could eat, of course. But all food fell on our tongues tasting like ash and it had no nutritional properties.

      Gods, I was so hungry.

      This seemingly never-ending night only exasperated my growing hunger. Thoughts of drinking from Luna had haunted me since the moment she first spilled it on the night of our Tethering.

      Having her in my room for the past two weeks was causing all sorts of thoughts to run through my mind. The deer’s blood did nothing to appease my appetite. I had a feeling the ball tomorrow night would only make things worse.

      “That’s what I thought.” Luna cleared her throat, rubbing her neck before gesturing to the plate of food. “So, how do you explain this?”

      “The humans need to eat.” I lifted a shoulder. “So do the elves, werewolves, and various shifters that call Castle Sanguis their home. Mother employs a contingent of cooks to take care of them. The food you ate while you were ill was just the tip of the iceberg of what they can do.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” she murmured, still poking at the plate. At this rate, it was going to go cold before she ate it. “I wonder if Julieta—wait.”

      The fork chinked as Luna put it down. “Is Julieta alright? Where is she staying? After the… scene earlier, she disappeared.”

      “You mean after I accused you of trying to kill me?” I asked.

      Luna’s eyes widened, and she nodded.

      “Sorry again about that, by the way.” I sighed, running my hand over the Binding Mark on my wrist. “I’m sure Julieta is fine, but I’ll have someone check on her.”

      “Thank you, Sebastian.” My name was soft on Luna’s lips, and something within me twinged.

      She lifted the fork, placing the food on her tongue. The moment the spiced potato went into her mouth, her eyes widened. A soft moan left her, and the sound went straight through me. I shifted, wishing I had a cup of blood to take the edge off as I ran my tongue over the tip of my fangs.

      Luna ate with vigor, and I watched her carefully, planning my words out in my head. When she was done, I took the tray and placed it near the door before returning to my seat on the bed and clearing my throat.

      “How much do you know about vampires?” I asked.

      Rubbing her neck again—I was definitely going to have to tell her to stop doing that, because it was gods-damned distracting—Luna raised a brow. “Not much? I did some reading, but I know what everyone in the Four Kingdoms knows about vampires.”

      “Everyone? I wasn’t aware that knowledge of my kind was so well spread.”

      In fact, I knew it wasn’t. Vampires were notoriously secretive. Most people didn’t realize half the abilities vampires had—and we wanted to keep it that way. That was one of the reasons I’d been surprised when Mother allied with Ipotha. She did not enjoy working with others.

      “Well, mostly everyone.” Luna pursed her lips, and the action was even more distracting than the neck rubbing. “We will have to account for people who have less access to education than others, or ones like Marius who are too young to have full access to knowledge.”

      This wasn’t the first time I had heard her speak of this “Marius”, and my interest peaked. I would have to ask her about him at another time.

      Luna continued. “But yes, for the most part, I believe I know the same as others in the Four Kingdoms when it comes to vampires.”

      Equally intrigued and fascinated, which was becoming a regular occurrence where this human was concerned, I raised a brow.“What is this knowledge that ‘mostly everyone’ has?”

      Holding up her fingers, Luna ticked off items from her hand. “I think it’s fairly clear that your kind drinks blood to survive—a fact which you so kindly confirmed for me moments ago. In addition, I know with fairly high certainty that you are immortal, and clearly, you are nocturnal.” She turned to me, her brown eyes wide. “Am I correct?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. I seemed to do that a lot around Luna, even with the less-than-delightful news of our Tethering. “Yes, you are. Although, technically, I would say that vampires aren’t truly immortal.”

      “Oh?” She raised a brow, tilting her head. “What do you mean?”

      “We can be killed, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      An awkward pause filled the air, and Luna fidgeted with her dress. I ran my hands over the quilted navy blue comforter on the bed, wishing I had something else to say.

      “Isvana is the moon goddess,” I blurted out.

      Luna narrowed her eyes. “Isvana?”

      “You asked earlier,” I said hurriedly. “You said you didn’t know who she was. Isvana is the goddess of the moon and the mother of all vampires. She’s—”

      “Yours.”

      I smiled, keeping my fangs hidden. For some reason I wasn’t fully ready to delve in to, I didn’t want to scare Luna. Not when she was speaking so openly with me.

      “Yes. Isvana is ours.” Running my hand over the markings of our Binding, memories of the first time I visited the Red Temple flashed through my mind. I had been newly Made when Mother took me to make an offering to Isvana after my wings and shadows made themselves known.

      “Like Kydona is my goddess,” Luna said softly.

      Ipothans, like many Ithenmyrians, worshiped Kydona. I always found it odd that despite the differences between the two countries, they held similar religious practices.

      I nodded. “When Isvana first created my kind, she made it so we require the blood of others to survive.”

      “I assumed as much,” Luna replied softly. Rubbing her neck once more, she pursed her lips. “Although I can’t imagine that drinking blood is… pleasurable.”

      She was wrong about that. It was a well-known fact among vampires that our bite brought immense pleasure to our Source. But this wasn’t the time for that.

      “It took some getting used to,” I admitted.

      A moment passed as we sat in silence.

      Luna turned, running her fingers over my Binding Mark. Her touch was gentle, and not for the first time, I realized how much smaller she was than me.

      “Tell me about the Binding,” she requested quietly.

      “It is…. special.” I searched for the right words as she traced the markings on my wrist. Her touch made it hard to concentrate, but I did not want her to stop. Isvana only knew Luna would hate me soon enough. “It brings two people together. Usually, they are both vampires, but it can be done with vampires and other beings.”

      “Like humans,” she suggested.

      I nodded. “Like humans. Bindings are… Well, exactly what they sound like. They bind two beings together—although I have seen a few Bindings where there are three or more people Bound into the same group.”

      “What does it do, Sebastian?”

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I decided that just telling her outright was probably the best course of action. “Bindings bring life forces together, tying them together throughout all eternity. It also means that while Bound Partners can drink the blood of others, it doesn’t do much to help ease their appetite.”

      As if to prove my point, my stomach twisted angrily.

      Luna’s hand stilled on my wrist, and she stared at me. Her mouth opened and closed as she processed everything I said. I was fairly certain I had told her about what the Binding did on the night of our wedding, but clearly, it hadn’t set in. At least, not fully.

      That was not the case now. I knew the moment Luna understood just how… eternal and complete the Binding was, because she leaped off the bed, clenching her fists at her side. She fumed, her dark brown eyes sparking with anger and she glared at me. With her standing and me sitting, we were almost the same height, giving me the perfect view of her anger.

      “Excuse me?” Luna yelled. Her face turned red, and even her ears and neck darkened. “I must have suffered a hearing loss when you moved me through the shadows because I think you just said that our life forces are Bound together!”

      Thank Isvana I had put up a privacy ward around our room when I had sent for the food, or every single being in this castle—vampire or otherwise—could hear her right now.

      “That’s correct,” I said, purposefully keeping my voice low. “We are Bound Partners.”

      We were also Tethered, but this wasn’t exactly the right moment to remind Luna of that. As it was, she seemed to be in shock.

      An entire minute ticked by as Luna stared at me. Her mouth moved, but no words came out of her lips.

      I ran my hand through my hair. “Luna—”

      “Not yet,” she snapped. “I can’t… not yet.”

      I fell silent. Obviously, this was a lot to take in. I understood her shock.

      There were reasons Bindings were rarely done. Reasons why Athena and I never completed the ceremony. Reasons that led to her refusal of my offer to Make her. It was because of those reasons she had died.

      If this was how Luma reacted to the Binding, how was she going to react when she learned about the Tether?

      After another minute went by, Luna started pacing. My bedroom was big, but it wasn’t that big. I perched on the edge of the mattress as she blazed a trail between the bed and the door to the bathing room; her fists still clenched at her sides.

      Eventually, her words began coming in spurts.

      “You… I… ugh!” Throwing her hands up, she turned to me and pointed in my direction. “This was an arranged marriage.”

      “I know.”

      “This Binding was never part of the agreement!”

      “I know,” I repeated.

      She paced, her lips moving without sound.

      When I could take the silence no longer, I held my hands out in supplication.

      “Luna,” I whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      Stopping near the bed, she blinked. “You’re sorry?”

      “Yes. You should have had the chance to choose this. The wedding. Our Binding. I’m sorry for all of it. They shouldn’t have thrust you into this without explaining what it was.” Or a Tether, for that matter. “You should have had a choice.”

      Luna’s mouth opened in an “O” and she drew in a deep breath.

      After a moment, her brows furrowed. “Did you?”

      I tilted my head, studying her. “Did I what?”

      “Get to choose this?” Her hand gestured between the two of us, and I stared at it.

      Choice was something I hadn’t had in a long time. Not really.

      I stood in the middle of what had been a lively tavern. Now, not even the mice dared to make a sound.

      “Where is he?” I asked quietly. My voice was barely more than a whisper, but I knew they heard me. Spread behind me, my wings took up a good amount of room as shadows swirled around my legs. The tavern was crowded as vampires and others sought to drown their sorrows in bodies and alcohol.

      This place did not differ from the ten other similar establishments that lined the border between Eleyta and Ithenmyr. Courtesans dressed in barely there clothes catered to the physical whims of their customers, while others served copious amounts of mind-numbing alcohol.

      My foot tapping on the floor was the only sound as every single person stared at me.

      A full minute went by, and I clenched my fists at my side.

      “If I have to ask again,” I murmured, my wings twitching, “you’ll all answer to Queen Marguerite’s justice. And believe me, if you think I’m bad, you don’t want to know what she will do to you.”

      I was a weapon. That was why she Made me. First and foremost, that was my duty. At one time, I had a conscience.

      It was gone now.

      Decades of being sent on errand after errand and being used as a tool had wiped my conscience clean away. Athena had been the last straw. When she died, she took that last bit of my humanity with her. Now, I just did what I was told.

      What good was a conscience when one was an instrument of death?

      Unfurling my fist, I let a shadow escape from my palm. It slithered through the room like a hound seeking a scent.

      “Last chance.” I turned in a slow circle, eyeing the crowd carefully as they took a collective step back. “I really don’t want to let my shadows out to play, but if you don’t speak, I will.”

      I had to. Mother did not allow for failure. Better they face me than her.

      A moment later, a female elf with long black hair and sable horns sitting on a werewolf’s lap raised her hand. She wore a sky-blue strip around her breasts and another around her middle, covering her nakedness, and I knew her to be a worker of this establishment.

      “Yes?” I growled.

      “I-I know where he went.”

      Thank all the gods.

      I was not in the mood for killing tonight.

      Stalking over to the female, I took her arm. Calling my shadows back to me, I led the female into the night.

      By the time the sun was rising over, I had everything I needed. Mother was going to be happy.

      As for me, I was… existing.

      “Sebastian?” The sound of my name pulled me back to the present, and I blinked.

      Luna stood in front of the bed, her brown brows raised. “I asked if you had a choice in this?”

      I sighed. “I haven’t had choices in centuries.”

      The words slipped out of me, and my eyes widened. I hadn’t meant to say them, and I wasn’t sure where they came from, but the moment they left my lips, I knew them to be true.

      Choices were things given to people who weren’t weapons. Isvana didn’t give me a choice when she poured more than my fair share of her power into me. Mother didn’t give me a choice when she sent me on her errands. I most certainly had not been given a choice when it came to marrying Luna.

      Choices were things of my old life. Of my humanity. Before I was Made, I had choices.

      Now, I did what I was told.

      Luna frowned. A long pause stretched between us before she slid back onto the mattress beside me.

      “I’m sorry, Sebastian,” she whispered.

      Reaching over, she placed her hand on my knee. The touch was light, but it reverberated through my entire body. Her eyes widened, and she stared at the place where our bodies touched, as though she hadn’t meant to do that.

      She did not pull away. Instead, Luna shook her head. “No one should have their choice taken away from them.”

      Sucking in a breath, I nodded. My thoughts were divided between blood-soaked memories of the past and the female sitting beside me.

      “I’m sorry, too,” I said after a while. Sighing, I shook my head. “This is such a mess. I’m sorry that you were forced into this.” I gestured to the window, where snow was falling yet again. “You should know, Luna, that I fought against the Binding. I tried… but I failed. If I’d known that Ciro was going to Tether us, I would have refused the union altogether, consequences be damned.”

      “Why?” She stared at the marking on her wrist, tracing the red line tying us together. “What does this mean? Being Tethered?”

      “Remember how I told you about Isvana?”

      She nodded.

      “Rumor has it that a long time ago when Isvana created the first vampires, she Bound and Tethered them to each other. It was a way of forcing them to remain together. For most vampires, human blood is the key to survival. But if you are Bound, your partner’s blood provides you with the greatest amount of strength.”

      “Yes, you mentioned that.” Luna frowned. “I’m not… ready to unpack what that means.”

      I sighed. “The Tether itself is a little more complicated. It allows for a more… complete connection between two beings. Some say it could be a blessing, while others call it a curse.”

      Right now, I was definitely leaning toward the curse aspect of this union.

      “Because you are stuck together?” she asked.

      I nodded. “The Tether… it makes it so that partners can never leave each other. Their blood is the only thing that satisfies the other.”

      I could see Luna’s mind working behind her eyes, but she remained silent.

      “No one has been Tethered for centuries.” I ran my hand through my hair. “I didn’t even know it was still possible. When I was Made, I read about it, but I’ve never met anyone who was subjected to this. Tethering is… archaic.” I picked my words carefully. “It’s essentially a magical rope tying us together.”

      That much was certain. The other things I’d heard about Tethers—the ways that they connected partners completely in a way that not even mating bonds did, the fact that partners could pull strength and power from each other, or sometimes even share a mental connection—did not seem necessary to share at this moment. They were rumors. Nothing more.

      Besides, this was bad enough already.

      “A rope,” she parroted, her voice low.

      This would have been a good time to be capable of reading minds. If I had Estrella’s gift, perhaps I would have known what this human of mine was thinking.

      But I did not have that gift, and I had no idea what was going on in Luna’s mind.

      A bitter laugh escaped me as a wisp of a shadow slipped from my palm, dancing around Luna’s wrist. “Where you go, I go.”

      She eyed the shadow, twisting her hands together. Luna’s cheeks and neck turned bright red and her nostrils flared. “Are you trying to tell me we literally have to remain together at all times?”

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I sighed. “Not exactly… together. There is some leeway.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “How much?”

      “I don’t… I’m not sure.” I stood, running my hands through my hair. “Based on how far I got from the bedroom before collapsing, I’d estimate about thirty feet, give or take.”

      Her eyes widened as she took my place on the bed. “Thirty feet?”

      “Before the pain kicks in. Yes.”

      “What happens if we don’t come back?” A calculating glint entered her eye.

      “I honestly don’t know.” I sighed. “Death, probably. There’s a reason Tethering isn’t done anymore.”

      “Obviously,” Luna said dryly.

      Then, as if the words had been too much, she fell backward on the bed. Her arms stretched out behind her and her eyes closed as her mouth began moving silently once more.

      That was… odd. It wasn’t really the reaction I had been expecting. A few minutes went by before I asked, “Luna… what are you doing?”

      She peeked open an eye. “Thinking. This is how I think. Do you have a problem with it? Maybe you’d like to leave?” A resentful laugh escaped her and her voice hardened. “Except, wait, you can’t. Neither can I. So I suppose, Prince, you’re going to have to watch me think because you don’t have any options.”

      I groaned.

      That was the reaction I was expecting. Walking over to the door, I pulled it open. Thank the gods, a servant was walking by. Sending the empty tray with them, I ordered some coffee.

      There were still several hours to go before the sun rose, and I was already exhausted.
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      By the time the servant returned with two steaming mugs, Luna was sitting up. I handed her one, and she wrapped her hands around it, thanking me.

      Nodding, I sipped the hot liquid. The coffee ran through my body, warming me in a way that little else did anymore.

      Luna eyed me carefully. “I thought you didn’t eat anything,” she remarked.

      “We don’t.” I shook my head, leaning against the wall. “But coffee isn’t eating. Not to mention, it’s delicious.”

      She eyed her cup, clearly unsure of the dark contents. “I’ve never heard of this beverage. Julieta brought some for me earlier, but…”

      The Tether had kicked in.

      Not wanting to bring that up again, I said, “Coffee is a gift from Isvana. There are priestesses in one of the northern provinces whose entire life work is dedicated to growing coffee plants.” The caffeinated drink did nothing to appease my growing hunger, but it was delectable. “It’s one of the few delicacies we have in Eleyta that belongs solely to the north. Try it.”

      Keeping her eyes on me, Luna raised the cup to her lips, sipping carefully. Her eyes widened as the first drop hit her lips. Soon, she took large gulps.

      “This is incredible,” she said in wonder.

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      I could safely say that coffee was one of my favorite parts of life.

      We drank in silence for a few minutes before I asked, “What were you thinking about earlier?”

      I didn’t even know why I cared. I’d spent years minding my own business, barely entertaining stories about the lives of others. Caring about others was dangerous. Feelings could impede my errands. Athena had died because I didn’t learn that lesson fast enough.

      Even as the question left my lips, I knew I should not have been doing this. I should not have been letting this human worm her way into my heart. She shouldn’t have been able to affect me like this.

      But she did.

      “I was thinking about the Tethering.” Putting down her cup, Luna clasped her hands in her lap. “You said that when you were Made, you read about the Tether?”

      “In the libraries.” I nodded. “There were brief references to the Tether, yes.”

      All the books I read blended together after a while.

      “Libraries?” she said excitedly, practically vibrating with excitement. “There are libraries here?”

      I smiled. “There are.”

      “I’d like to read those books.” A spark entered her eye, and I was fascinated once more.

      I tilted my head. “Why?”

      “I think… it would be helpful. Since the Tethering was done to us, then logic states that it could be undone as well.”

      Undone.

      Why didn’t I think of that?

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’ve never heard of anyone Untethering themselves before.”

      I didn’t want to get her hopes up. Being Bound and Tethered was an eternal commitment.

      “You also said this hasn’t been done in centuries, right?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “So it stands to reason that if someone was Untethered, as you called it, it probably would be documented. But if it’s an ancient practice—”

      “It is,” I reassured her. “As old as vampires themselves.”

      Ironically, she narrowed her eyes at my interruption. “Then maybe we can find something that instructs us on how to undo it. Or, at the very least, more about it. What do you think? Should we do it?”

      With that last question, Luna did something that no one had done for centuries. This female, who had been a part of my life for such a short while, gave me a choice.

      Maybe it was the choice, or maybe it was the hopeful look in her eyes that made me change my mind.

      Either way, I shrugged. “Alright. I’m in.”

      She grinned, putting her hand between us. I pushed off the wall, walking over to the bed before clasping her hand gently.

      “To an unlikely alliance,” she said after a moment.

      “An unlikely alliance.”
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      This night was never-ending. I could not believe that mere hours ago, we had discovered the magic tying us together. Even after Sebastian explained the Tether and I got over the shock of what had been done to us, a few hours were left before dawn. I insisted we see how far the rope connecting us stretched.

      Testing the Tether was an exhausting and excruciating experience. The vampire prince’s original estimate seemed to be fairly accurate. We could move thirty whole feet from each other before the pain kicked in. It started as a twinge, growing to full-blown agony in mere moments. Each time, it was nearly debilitating. The only way to put an end to it was to touch.

      After multiple extremely painful experiments, we arrived at two frustrating conclusions: thirty feet was not very far, and there was no way around the Tether. We were stuck. Our only hope was to find some way to undo the curse tying us together.

      Eventually, Sebastian insisted we stop. He ordered a guard to find me some dinner, but other than that, no one bothered us.

      The only good part about this experience was that I got to see outside the bedroom where I’d remained for the past two weeks. This was an isolated part of the castle, and there was no one else nearby.

      I supposed being the Prince of Darkness had its benefits if it meant you got an entire wing to yourself.

      I ate, but all Sebastian did was drink more coffee. He had to be hungry, but I didn’t ask him. I didn’t want to know.

      After all, from what I had gathered from his explanation of the Tether, I would be his dinner. Even though this handsome vampire didn’t seem like he wanted to kill me—a fact I was very grateful for, considering I rather valued this thing called living, I wasn’t sure I trusted him.

      How had this happened?

      I thought being sold into an arranged marriage to a vampire prince, leaving my home, and possibly never seeing my family and friends again, was bad.

      I did not realize something worse could happen.

      Even in my worst nightmares about this land of snow and ice, never once had I imagined that I would be Bound or Tethered to the vampire prince. Suffice it to say, my luck was not looking great right now.

      On top of that, I overheard the servant who delivered my food talking to the guard as they left. War was brewing in the south. People were coming through the Koln Mountains, speaking of horrible things being done in Ithenmyr.

      That was one place I never wanted to go. I was happy reading about the Eastern Kingdom that bordered the Indigo Ocean, but it sounded like a terrible place to live. Not only was there something called the Accompaniment Law, but rumors said that both dragon shifters and earth elves had been eradicated by their evil king.

      All in all, Ipotha was a much safer country. At least, I hoped my family was safe. I still hadn’t heard from them. My heart twisted as I thought of my brother. The witches had said he was growing weaker by the day.

      I made a mental note to ask Sebastian about them. There should have been a response by now.

      Tomorrow night, we had to attend the ball. After that, Sebastian assured me we would be free to head to the library to begin our search. We both agreed to follow his mother’s advice and keep the Tether to ourselves. It was far too much of a liability to share with others.

      Everything circled back to the same question: why did Ciro do this to us?

      Now, the first rays of sunlight were peeking through the clouds. Instead of getting up and starting my day as I would have a fortnight ago, sleep was calling my name. My limbs were heavy and my eyes drooped as I struggled to remain awake.

      Sebastian leaned against the wall, his back to me as he stared out the window. I was still fully clothed and I fiddled with the tassels on a pillow.

      Despite my exhaustion, I ignored sleep’s call. There was one issue we had yet to discuss, and I was not looking forward to it. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like I could ignore it any longer.

      There was only one bed.

      A yawn slipped out of me. I couldn’t wait any longer. Reaching over, I pulled the pillow over my abdomen, as if that would do anything to assist me in what I was fairly certain was going to be an awkward conversation. “Sebastian?”

      He looked over his shoulder at me. “Yes?”

      “Where are you going to sleep?” I stared at him, then down at the bed.

      Sebastian’s room, while large, did not boast much in the way of sitting space. In fact, other than the uncomfortable-looking chair at his desk, there was little in the way of furniture.

      When I was recovering from the Binding Ceremony, he insisted I stay in the bed until I got better while he slept on the floor. But now, I felt fine. I might have felt fine staying in his bed while I was sick, but things had changed.

      Sebastian blinked. “I usually sleep in my bed.”

      “I gathered that much,” I said. “But seeing as I’m here, and we barely know each other…”

      He continued to stare at me, and I sighed.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I swung my legs off the bed, wrapping the blanket around me before clutching the pillow to my chest. “I’ll just sleep in the bathtub.”

      At least then there would be a door between me and the handsome vampire prince.

      Sebastian’s eyes widened, and he snarled, showing me his fangs. “Like hell, you will. No wife of mine is sleeping in the bathroom.”

      “I just thought…”

      “No.” Shaking his head, he pushed himself off the wall as his wings snapped out of the shadows behind him. Crossing the room in three strides, Sebastian loomed over me. He growled, “You are not sleeping anywhere but in this bed.”

      My eyes widened as I looked up at the vampire looming above me. My heart thudded in my chest, and any thoughts I’d had earlier this evening about forming a fragile alliance with the prince dissipated into thin air.

      How could I ally myself with someone who could kill me in the blink of an eye? How could I build something… more with him?

      Growing up, I had always strived to be the best at everything. In school, with reading, even when it came to learning new activities. I enjoyed it, because, for the most part, I was able to reach and even surpass my goals.

      But now?

      This male made me realize just how mortal and imperfect I truly was. None of my accomplishments meant anything now. He could squash me like a bug. I had no training, no way with weapons. I was just a short human living in a castle filled with a multitude of vampires willing to drink my blood.

      Estrella said I would be lucky to survive. I was beginning to believe she was right. These vampires were going to be the death of me.

      I wasn’t sure if it was my exhaustion or the way Sebastian’s wings sucked the light out of the room, but a large part of me quaked at the sight of him.

      Swallowing the growing lump in my throat, I whispered, “I don’t want… I just thought… I’m sorry. Please don’t hurt me.”

      I hated the whimper that escaped me on the last word, but at that moment, I had nothing left.

      “Hurt you?” Sebastian blinked, sounding stunned. “Why in the gods’ name…” His voice trailed off, and he must have caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror because he ran a hand over his face and frowned. “Shit. Sorry.”

      Sebastian turned around and walked into the bathing room, shutting the door behind him. The sound of running water filled my ears, and I continued to grip the pillow against my chest. From here, I could see the stretches of forests and mountains through the windows.

      Had it only been two weeks since I left the plains of Ipotha? It felt like I had been here for so much longer.

      Sebastian must have felt the same way because when he came out of the bathing room, his shoulders were slumped and his eyes were heavy. He leaned against the door and his wings flared out on either side of him as his damp black hair stuck to his forehead.

      “There was a suite prepared for you, but now…” He gestured to the marking on his wrist.

      “The Tether?” I guessed.

      “Your room is on the other side of the castle.” Sebastian nodded wearily, his wings drooping. “As I’m sure you saw, there aren’t any other bedrooms in this wing of the castle. I like my privacy and…”

      “And you didn’t plan on being Tethered,” I surmised.

      I didn’t like it, but I understood far too well. This damned curse was taking everything from me. Castle Sanguis had never felt like a cage more than it did at that very moment.

      Sebastian groaned, running a hand through his damp hair. “Just… go to sleep, Luna. It’s fine. A little while longer on the floor won’t kill me.” He snorted. “It would take a hell of a lot more to do that.”

      I glanced at the stone floor. It certainly did not look comfortable. Frowning, I pressed my hand into the mattress. It was soft. Luxurious.

      He was giving up a lot for me. That meant something. I just wasn’t ready to unpack what that meant.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He nodded, his own eyes heavy. “Tomorrow evening, before the ball, I’ll speak to a few people and sort out the situation with your suite. Julieta looks fairly similar to you, despite her wings. I’ll have them move her into your room. That way, if anyone snoops, it will look like it’s being lived in.”

      That was a good idea. I opened my mouth to say as much, but a yawn came out instead.

      “Go to sleep,” he said softly. “We can talk more tomorrow.”

      I couldn’t have remained awake even if I wanted to. My head hit the pillow, and my eyes drifted shut. Dreams soon mixed with reality, but I could have sworn that Sebastian walked over and pulled the blanket up under my chin, tucking me in. He murmured something under his breath, but I couldn’t make it out.

      I tried to rouse myself to ask him why he was being so kind, but sleep pulled me into its embrace like a long-lost lover.
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      I woke to the sound of a hushed conversation nearby. My head swam, still fuzzy from sleep, and it took a moment for my mind to catch up that someone was talking.

      “Have you found Ciro?” The voice was low, but instantly, I knew it belonged to Sebastian.

      A deep, male voice replied, “No, Your Highness. I have the raven shifters sweeping the Koln Mountains, and the owl shifters are under strict orders to tell you if they see him.”

      “Any news from Rhain?”

      “None.”

      There was a pause before the sound of flesh against stone rang through the room. Sebastian cursed, and I could imagine him rubbing the back of his neck as he said, “All right. Thank you, Nelo.”

      My ears perked up. Nelo was one of the vampires that had brought me back from my home. I hoped Estrella wasn’t there. I did not want to see her.

      “What about the other issue I mentioned?” Sebastian asked quietly.

      Nelo hummed. His voice dropped, and I didn’t hear the beginning of what he said. “… the priestesses might know more, but I cannot find any evidence… last night, three dead bodies turned up outside the city… it’s dangerous—”

      Sebastian cut him off with a low huff, and I decided this was probably a good time to make my awakened state known. After all, it didn’t seem incredibly wise to eavesdrop on two powerful vampires, even if one of them was my husband.

      On paper, at least.

      Definitely, just on paper.

      I wasn’t having dreams about the way his hands would feel on my body. Absolutely not. Dreams like that would put me in the dangerous position of caring for the male who could kill me without a second thought.

      It would have been impossible for me to have dreamed about what Sebastian’s tongue would feel like on my skin as he explored the way my body tasted. Nor did I think about the way those wings had so carefully draped over me in front of the leering eyes of the vampires at our wedding.

      I certainly did not spend hours considering what it would be like to have him on top of me. Nor did I think about those wings flaring out behind him as we came together as close as two beings could be.

      No. I was not having any dreams like that. If I were having dreams like that, I would be in a world of trouble.

      I had gone so far down the rabbit hole of what my dreams absolutely did not consist of that I didn’t hear the vampires moving. Or maybe they didn’t move. Maybe they just walked through the shadows, as seemed to be their way.

      When I finally opened my eyes, Sebastian leaned against the wall opposite me. He smirked, looking rather princely in a silken black tunic and trousers. I was starting to think the male did not own anything that wasn’t black. Not that I blamed him.

      Black was definitely his color. If there was anyone who could make darkness and shadows and death look good, it was the vampire prince.

      “Good evening, Luna,” he rumbled. Those purple lights were lit once more, and they illuminated the amused look on the prince’s face. Almost as if…

      Wait.

      Did he know what I had dreamed about?

      Oh, my gods.

      If he knew about my dreams, there was no way I could face him. We were already Tethered. If nothing was private, I wasn’t sure how I would be able to survive.

      Blood rushed to my cheeks, and I fought the building desire to bury my head in the pillow. There was nothing more I wanted than to remain in this room all night, ignoring everything. Rest and relaxation sounded like exactly what I needed.

      Unfortunately, that would not be possible.

      The ball was tonight, and we had to attend. It was being thrown in our honor, after all.

      “Evening,” I croaked, hoping he couldn’t tell how flustered I was by the direction my thoughts had taken. “How did you sleep?”

      He ran a hand through his hair, shrugging. “Fine.”

      I met his gaze, raising a brow. I doubted that. The stone floor was cold and uncomfortable, and while the bathtub made for a delightful place to soak, it didn’t seem like a very nice sleeping place, either.

      But where else was he supposed to sleep?

      The bed was occupied.

      “Really?” I asked.

      “It’s fine, Luna,” he said gruffly, his eyes meeting mine. “I’ll sleep on the floor as long as you need me to do so.”

      My heart pounded in my chest and my entire body warmed beneath the weight of Sebastian’s dark gaze.

      Why did he make me feel this way?

      My fingers tightened around the blanket resting around my middle as I stared at the prince I had wed. Did he feel this strange pull, too? Nothing like this should have existed between us, and yet, I felt myself being drawn to him more with every passing day.

      I opened my mouth to ask him, but before I could, a knock came on the door. Sebastian’s eyes widened, and he shook his head as though to clear it.

      “Enter!” he called out with the ease of someone who had been attended to by servants for centuries.

      “Miss Luna?” Julieta’s familiar voice came from the doorway, and I flung back the comforter.

      Finally, a friendly face.

      Balancing a wooden tray, my maid walked into the room with a dark gown slung over her right arm.

      “Good mor—evening,” Julieta corrected. A nervous laugh escaped her, and her eyes widened as they landed on Sebastian. “Goodness, that is going to take some getting used to.”

      “It is,” I said, as a small smile stretched across my face. Julieta was exactly what I needed right now, and I was so grateful she was here in Eleyta with me. I wasn’t sure how I would deal with the Tether without her.

      Pushing off the wall, Sebastian crossed the room. Pouring me a cup of the dark liquid he called coffee, he handed it to me before making a second mug for himself.

      Tilting his head towards the door to the adjoining room, he said, “I’ll just be in the bathing room while you get changed.”

      Not bothering with the door, Sebastian and his cup of coffee disappeared in a swirl of shadows.

      Alone at last.

      Privacy was something I had always enjoyed but never truly recognized the importance of until it was stolen away from me. Like an old friend, it had always been there, waiting for me if I needed it.

      Now that it was gone, I understood privacy as the luxury it really was. If we were unable to break the Tether, I would never be truly alone again.

      Julieta stood a few feet from me, her gaze assessing as she looked me over. “How are you feeling, Miss Luna?”

      “Fine,” I said, borrowing Sebastian’s word from earlier.

      My maid tilted her head and pursed her lips. She might have been born Without, but she was very intuitive. Julieta gave me a look that told me exactly how much she did not believe me. “Really? Because yesterday, you collapsed in excruciating pain, but now…”

      “It’s fine.” The most awkward laugh I had ever made left my lips, and Julieta continued to stare at me. “It was just a stomach… bug.”

      I couldn’t even lie well. Already, I could feel my cheeks and neck heating as blood rushed to them. I was always bad at these sorts of things. Deception had never been my strong suit.

      As if confirming that I was a terrible liar, Julieta crossed her arms. “Are you certain that’s the story you want to stick with, Miss Luna?”

      This entire stream of questioning was one I wanted to avoid. I hated lying to Julieta, but she couldn’t know about the Tether.

      No one could. Sebastian was right. It wasn’t safe.

      Avoiding the question, I reached out and ran my hand over the violet ribbon tied around Julieta’s neck. It seemed like an odd choice for a fashion accessory, and I had noticed something similar on the other servants. “What’s this?”

      Julieta’s eyes widened, and she took a step back. Her hand went self-consciously to her throat, and she rubbed the ribbon. “It’s just… everyone has to wear them.”

      “Everyone?” I raised a brow. “Sebastian doesn’t.”

      I wasn’t wearing one either.

      “All those who are not vampires,” Julieta clarified, her own cheeks darkening. “If they’re red, it means you’re willing to provide sustenance to the vampires if… required.”

      “Blood?” I gasped.

      Julieta nodded gravely, still fingering her ribbon.

      “What does the violet mean?” I asked.

      My maid’s wings flared behind her.

      “It means I don’t consent,” she said, letting go of the ribbon and twisting her hands in front of her. “Most of the servants wear red ribbons, but Miss Luna, I don’t want to—”

      “I understand,” I said gently, reaching out and taking her hand in mine.

      Julieta’s words stopped mid-sentence. “Really? Because I know we just got here, and it seems normal, but I don’t like the idea of letting someone… eat from me.”

      The last words were little more than a whisper, but I understood where she was coming from.

      Nodding, I patted Julieta’s hand.“No one is going to force you to do anything. I won’t let them.”

      “Thank you, Miss Luna.”

      After that, our conversation turned to other things. Julieta shared some castle gossip—apparently, Estrella was a bitch to all the humans, not just me, so that was interesting—and I finished my breakfast before the Light Elf helped me dress for the ball.

      Sebastian remained in the bathing room the entire time, doing the gods-only-knew what. That was good. Every moment he stayed away from me was good.

      Our marriage was not a true union. We might have been Bound and Tethered, but we meant nothing to each other. We had no emotions tying us to each other. Our marriage was not—would not—be consummated.

      He was a vampire prince, and I was just the human he married.

      I certainly did not think about him when I ran a brush through my hair. Nor did I spend entire minutes wondering what he was doing while Julieta and I talked. It would have been inconceivable for me to wonder what he would think about my clothes, or whether he would like my hair.

      All of those things would be ridiculous and illogical, since we had only known each other for two weeks.

      So they absolutely, definitely, did not happen.

      Because if they did, it would mean I was in far more trouble than I had ever bargained for.
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      The faint streams of orchestral music filtered through the ornate doors, and I tightened my grip on Sebastian’s arm. He leaned over, his wing brushing up against my shoulder, as he drew me closer to him.

      “Are you ready?” he asked quietly.

      I eyed the door, considering his question. Was I ready? Not really.

      This massive throne room was the last place I wanted to be. I did not want to face the leering eyes and gleaming fangs of vampires that probably wanted me dead. I did not want to deal with Sebastian’s mother, nor did I want to dance.

      I wanted to curl up in a ball in bed and cry, because my life was going from bad to worse. But I didn’t say that. I was a princess now, and this was my duty.

      Swallowing all those emotions, I pushed back my shoulders and straightened an invisible wrinkle on my dark crimson gown. It was heavy, layered with multiple petticoats, and felt as though the seamstresses made it to ensure that walking would be nearly impossible. Every time I lifted my slippered foot, it was like wading through mud.

      “I’m ready,” I said.

      “And you remember—”

      “I won’t go too far from you.”

      The last thing we needed was for the Tether to cause us problems in front of an entire crowd of people.

      “All right.” Sebastian nodded at the vampires guarding the door, and they pulled it open.

      I couldn’t help the soft gasp that escaped me.

      The throne room had been utterly transformed from the night of our wedding. Purple orbs floated in the air, illuminating the dark space as hundreds of vampires dressed in finery danced to a lively waltz. Everything they wore, from the clothes on their backs to the jewels in their hair, was black. Suddenly, the crimson of my gown seemed much brighter.

      A human herald stepped forward. Wearing the livery of the court, the male sported a red ribbon around his neck. Now that I knew what it meant, I couldn’t seem to look away. Twin puncture marks were visible on the herald’s dark skin, and I gulped.

      Thank Kydona, he didn’t seem to notice where my attention had gone as he cleared his throat. “Lords and Ladies, please give a warm welcome to the Prince and Princess of Eleyta.”

      The music stopped, and as one, the crowd turned towards us. Their eyes hardened, glinting as they all dipped into a mix of bows and curtsies. I glimpsed more than a few fangs as they straightened. None of them made an effort to hide their curiosity as their gazes roamed over me.

      On the far side of the room, seated on her obsidian throne, was Queen Marguerite. Dressed in a resplendent black gown, she stared at the gathered vampires as a pair of humans clad in strips of red silk danced provocatively around her. Even from here, death emanated from the royal vampire. A shiver ran through me, and I dropped my gaze, pressing myself closer to Sebastian’s side.

      The vampire I knew was definitely better than the ones I didn’t. His hand reached up, clasping mine where it rested on his arm, and together, we walked into the throne room.

      Our entrance appeared to be some kind of signal because the orchestra started once more. Sitting in the corner of the throne room, a mixture of humans and elves played a variety of stringed instruments.

      My grip tightened on Sebastian’s arm as he led us around the dancers, straight for the throne on the other side of the room.

      “We have to pay our respects,” he said in a low voice, his wing curling protectively around me.

      To distract myself from thinking about the queen, I looked around the room. I was wrong, earlier. Vampires weren’t the only beings in attendance. In my quick perusal, I noted the long hair and orange eyes of a werewolf, the sparking red magic indicative of a Death Elf, and more than a few humans with their rounded ears and red ribbons proudly on display. Most of them were hanging onto the arms of vampires, who were presumably their partners for the evening, but others were walking from one vampire to another.

      Too soon, Sebastian slowed. My ears popped as we walked through what must have been the last ward around the queen’s dais, and my stomach curled. The vampire prince had already explained to me that his mother kept herself warded at all times. The magic kept listening ears out of her conversations, allowing her privacy even in the middle of a crowded ballroom.

      I couldn’t even fathom having enough power to do something like that. It just made me fear the queen even more.

      “Good evening, Your Majesty,” Sebastian said, bowing.

      Pulling my eyes from the crowd, I dropped into a low curtsy in front of the queen’s dais. My heart thundered in my chest and my lungs tightened, causing breathing to become more difficult as I recalled the icy touch of her nails on my skin.

      “You may rise, son of my blood.” Queen Marguerite’s voice was as cold as her touch, and I shivered as Sebastian’s hand landed on my arm, pulling me up gently.

      He didn’t let go of me. His long fingers ran down my arm, lacing through mine. His touch grounded me as the queen’s assessing gaze ran over us. Her black eyes held the promise of death within them, and I shivered as I glimpsed her fangs.

      Pursing her lips, she rubbed the red ruby hanging around her neck. The same two humans who had been dancing now stood on either side of the queen’s throne, their eyes equally lifeless as they stared into the crowd. They unnerved me. Something about these humans was utterly wrong, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      “You are looking… tired, my dears,” Queen Marguerite crooned after a moment. “Not sleeping well?”

      Sebastian tightened his grip on my hand. “You know as well as I do why we didn’t sleep well, Mother.”

      The queen huffed a laugh. “Now, now, Sebastian. Why so tetchy?”

      A long moment passed before the vampire prince grumbled, “Apologies, Mother. I’m just… hungry.”

      She raised a manicured brow. “Is that so?” Tilting her head, she stared at me. “Your human looks well enough to provide for you. Perhaps you should rectify the situation. After all, it wouldn’t do for my son to be out of sorts for his own ball.”

      The fingers wrapped around mine tightened to the point of pain, and I barely held in a gasp.

      “Is that an order, Mother?” Sebastian ground out through clenched teeth.

      She eyed him carefully, drawing her bottom lip through her fangs. “At this time, consider it a… recommendation.”

      Sebastian’s grip on my fingers loosened slightly. “I will take it under advisement, Your Majesty.”

      The queen narrowed her eyes. “I won’t hesitate to insist on this, my son, if I feel you need it. You must be on your best behavior. General Triboulet is here to speak with you about the… situation in the south.”

      I gulped, wishing I was anywhere but here. If his mother commanded it, would Sebastian break his promise and bite me? I didn’t want to find out.

      “I’ll find Triboulet and deal with him, Mother,” Sebastian said, his voice as cool as hers. “Is that all?”

      The queen’s dark eyes swept over us, and an entire minute passed as she studied us. My heart pounded in my chest and I fought the urge to shift beneath her sharp gaze. Eventually, she sighed, waving a hand in the air. “It is.”

      Sebastian’s hand tightened around mine once more. He did not speak, practically running as he moved me away from the queen. My slippers slapped on the cold stone floor as I hurried to follow him toward the long tables laden with refreshments.

      I thought we were going to stop to grab something to eat, but instead, Sebastian pulled me past the tables into a shadowy alcove.

      Here, the music was quieter, and the air was lighter. The queen’s gaze was off me, and with the crowd between us and her, I felt like I could breathe again.

      Letting go of my hand, Sebastian turned and punched the wall. I stared at his heaving back.

      The vampire prince muttered something inaudible under his breath, his body so rigid that his shoulders appeared strained. Even though his words were too low for me to hear, his posture spoke volumes.

      I remembered what he said earlier.

      I haven’t had choices in centuries.

      Reaching out, I placed a tentative hand on his shoulder blades, right above where those enormous wings erupted from his back. They twitched, and he sucked in a deep breath, but he did not turn around.

      “Sebastian?” I asked quietly.

      The vampire prince inhaled. “Yes, Luna?”

      His words were hoarse and sounded strangled as he pressed his forehead against the stone wall.

      I bit my lip, but I kept my hand on his back. “Was she right? Are you… hungry?”

      A shudder ran through him. “Yes,” he admitted hoarsely.

      The word hung in the air between us, and I sucked in a breath. My heart raced with the implications of what he was saying as my eyes dropped to the Binding Mark on my wrist. That thin red rope seemed to be taunting me.

      He was hungry, and I was his Tethered partner. How long could he go without eating? What did that mean for me? He promised he wouldn’t bite me without my permission, but that was before we knew about the Tether. Were things different now?

      Before I had time to process all the questions, however, heavy footsteps sounded from nearby.

      “Have you seen the prince?” A low, deep male voice boomed over the faint trickles of music.

      “I think he went that way,” a female replied.

      Sebastian cursed. His wings vanished in a puff of shadows, and he turned. His wide eyes were filled with warning and a flicker of fear as they met mine.

      “Luna,” he said in a rush. “Listen carefully. I will deal with Triboulet, but it would be… better if he didn’t see you. He has a taste for… never mind.” Sebastian pulled me out of the alcove, shoving me towards the table of refreshments. “Grab something to eat and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Back?” I asked, but Sebastian was already moving away.

      “Ah, there you are, Prince!” a deep voice bellowed.

      “Good evening, General,” Sebastian replied. “Mother said you wanted…”

      His voice dropped, the hum of conversation and music stealing his words.

      Sighing, I turned around and stared at the table behind me. There was a plethora of food, ranging from tartlets filled with every kind of fruit imaginable to cookies and cakes, along with platters of amazingly spiced roasted meats and vegetables.

      For people who didn’t eat, the queen’s cooks certainly knew how to put on a lavish feast for their non-vampire guests.

      Picking a tartlet with a thick yellow custard and a luscious red strawberry on top, I held it in one hand as I reached for a goblet of sparkling pink wine. My fingers touched the glass just as a voice came from behind me.

      “I wouldn’t drink that if I were you.”

      My eyes widened, and I looked over my shoulder. A stunning female with long, curly black hair and a face-full of makeup stood far too close to me.

      “Why not?” I furrowed my brows.

      She smiled, showing me her fangs. “That wine is… special.” The vampire leaned in close, and she spoke slowly, as though she were picking each of her words with care. Something about her made the hairs on the back of my neck rise. “It’s Faerie wine, imported from across the Indigo Ocean. It would… not be a good idea for you to indulge in that. I don’t think the prince would appreciate it.”

      “I see,” I lied.

      The female smiled. “You don’t have to trust me, you know.” She lifted a shoulder. “It’s your choice. But I’m just trying to look out for you.”

      Placing my tartlet on the table behind me, I raised a brow and crossed my arms. “Why would you do that?”

      A twinkle entered the vampire’s black eyes. “Let’s just say I have a vested interest in seeing that you survive this ball. After all, you might be more… useful in one piece.”

      My spine crawled, and I shivered. These cryptic words did not inspire confidence, and something within me warned me that this female was dangerous. That wasn’t a surprise.

      All vampires were dangerous.

      “Excuse me?” I asked. “What do you mean, ‘in one piece’? Who are you?”

      “Darcy!” a female voice called out, and I bristled.

      The black-haired vampire and I both turned, just in time to see Estrella weaving through the crowd, coming towards us. “What are you doing talking to her?”

      The vampire—Darcy, presumably—reached around me and grabbed the goblet of wine she had just warned me away from drinking. A ring on the third finger of her right hand caught my eye—a white jewelled rose surrounded by black gems.

      “Don’t be such a bore, Estrella,” Darcy said, her tight black dress swooshing around her as she strode towards the other vampire. “I wasn’t talking to the human. I was just grabbing a drink.”

      “Good, because you know that she’s Bastian’s, and besides…”

      The orchestra grew louder, drowning out the sound of Estrella’s horrible voice. I stared at them, trying to decide if I should go find out what Darcy meant about being more useful if I was in one piece when a familiar face caught my eye on the dance floor.

      My eyes widened. What was Syndra doing here? One of the witches who worked with Marius, she was supposed to be in Ipotha. At that moment, nothing else mattered. The ball, Estrella, even Darcy’s strange warning about getting out of here in one piece.

      The witch knew my brother.

      I had to talk to her.

      Glancing over at Sebastian, I saw he had moved slightly closer to me. He was still caught up in deep conversation with the same burly vampire from before. The other male was larger than Sebastian, his sepia skin and waist-long black hair twisted into long threads that hung down his back. Both males gesticulated wildly as they spoke. The vampire prince looked frustrated and his shoulders were tense, giving no sign that he was close to wrapping up his conversation

      This was my chance.

      Moving as inconspicuously as I could—which wasn’t very feasible, considering I was the only person wearing anything other than black—I moved towards the dance floor. My heart pounded in my chest as I kept my eye on Syndra’s red hair, praying to Kydona that the witch wouldn’t move before I got to her. Already, it looked like I would be pushing the Tether to the limit.

      “Excuse me,” I murmured, slipping past a group of vampires discussing the war in the south.

      I felt a sharp twinge in my stomach, and I looked over my shoulder. Sebastian had moved a step back and a third male had joined their conversation.

      Damn it all.

      Moving back a few inches, I risked being noticed as I hissed, “Syndra!”

      A few vampires turned to look at me, but the witch didn’t even glance in my direction.

      I tried again. “Syndra!”

      This time, she turned. Her eyes widened, and she hurriedly bid farewell to her companion and walked towards me. Like everyone else, the witch wore a long black dress. Though hers was less elaborate than some of the others in this room, it was still beautiful.

      “Princess Luna!” Syndra reached over and grabbed my arm. “Just the person I was hoping to see.”

      “Is Marius alright?” I asked hurriedly, stepping away from the crowd of vampires and lowering my voice. “Have you seen him? Why are you here?”

      I had so many questions, and there was so little time, but I would do anything for my brother. I had to know how he was faring.

      Syndra shook her head, her red locks falling in her face. “I haven’t been to see Marius since the last time I saw you, but Princess, I must tell you—”

      “Who’s this?” Sebastian’s voice came from behind me, and I stiffened.

      The witch swept into a low curtsy, her head bobbing before she straightened. “Your Highness,” she said, “I didn’t see you there.”

      “Apparently not,” the vampire prince said. His hand landed on the small of my back, and heat instantly flooded through my body. “And you are…”

      “Syndra Goodflower, Your Highness. I am a witch hailing from Ipotha.”

      He tilted his head, coming to stand next to me. “Do you know the princess?”

      I started to nod. “Yes, she—”

      “No,” Syndra spoke over me, and I widened my eyes. Why was she lying? “I was just introducing myself now. In all her wisdom, Her Majesty has invited me along as part of a group of witches from around the Four Kingdoms to tour the northern villages. It seems a new wasting illness has struck the humans living there. They can’t keep food down, and they are growing weaker by the day.”

      Just like my brother.

      But why was Syndra pretending like we didn’t know each other?

      That twinge of warning grew stronger.

      “I am aware of this illness,” Sebastian said. “It’s quite concerning.”

      The witch nodded. “My team and I hope we might find a cure for this illness.”

      I gasped. “A cure?”

      Nodding, Syndra met my gaze. She spoke slowly, and I knew her words were important. “Our research shows that we are seeking a plant with four triangular leaves and berries the color of the sky in the middle. It grows somewhere in Eleyta, but we have yet to find it.”

      “If you do, it would be—”

      “Incredible,” Syndra finished my sentence. “Absolutely.”

      The witch glanced over her shoulder as the musicians started another tune. She dipped into another curtsy. “It was a pleasure to meet you both, Your Highnesses. I should be going. Enjoy your evening.”

      We exchanged a few more pleasantries, and then Syndra slipped into the crowd of dancing vampires.

      The rest of the night passed in a blur. I ate some food—it was as delicious as it smelled—and pointedly did not drink the faerie wine. At one point, I thought I saw Darcy talking to Syndra, but when I looked again, both of them were gone. Sebastian was pulled aside by one vampire after the next, but this time, he kept me at his side.

      After the third story of a bloody battle with Death Elves from Ithenmyr, I tuned them out.

      Syndra’s words played on repeat in my mind. There might be a cure for Marius, and it was here. In Eleyta.

      Tether or no Tether, I had to find it.
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      Groaning as I leaned over the sink, I splashed water on my face, hoping it might help wake me up. Last night, the ball stretched until the early hours of dawn. The entire ordeal was exhausting. Social gatherings like that always pushed me to my limits, even without the added stress of the Tether.

      My shadows hated being in such close quarters with so many others, and the wards Mother insisted on putting over the ball had been like an itch that I couldn’t scratch. I’d been uncomfortable the entire night until finally we fulfilled our social duty and returned to our room. Luna had collapsed on the bed as soon as we got back, and this evening when I woke, she was still slumbering.

      I couldn’t get the image of her brown hair fanned out on the pillow behind her out of my head. It wasn’t that I had intentionally watched her sleep… I just couldn’t pull my eyes off her. Luna’s sleeping form was so peaceful and provided such a contrast to the mouthy female who had spoken back to Mother.

      Shortly after Luna woke, Julieta arrived with breakfast. Wanting to give the two females some space, I slipped into the bathing room to take care of my needs. As I prepared for the night ahead, one thought kept reappearing in my mind.

      Maybe being Tethered to Luna wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Allies, she called us the night we learned about the Tether that lay between us. I liked that.

      Maybe I wanted us to be more than allies. Nothing about the past two weeks had been normal, but my life hadn’t been normal since the night of my Making.

      Murmured conversations filtered through the air, and the door clicked shut as Julieta left, promising to come back later. Brushing a comb through my hair, I took a deep breath before stepping through the shadows into the main room. Luna’s scent washed over me, and my stomach twisted.

      My hunger was growing more pronounced by the hour. Thank the gods, Mother did not force me to feed at the ball. Even so, I couldn’t go on like this forever. The queen knew it. I knew it.

      Still, I wouldn’t force Luna to let me bite her. If Mother insisted, I would do everything in my power to resist her order for as long as I could.

      Fabric rustled, and I turned, finding Luna standing at the largest window as she clutched the frame. Her back was to me, the obsidian dress she wore hugging her waist before flaring out around her. Her hair fell in soft ringlets down her back, her softness a stark contrast to the stone castle all around us. An empty coffee mug sat on the windowsill next to her hand, and my stomach twisted.

      The caffeinated beverage did little to temper my hunger, but at least it tasted better than the damned deer’s blood. I was drinking as much of the substance as I could handle, and yet, it did next to nothing. Tonight, I woke up with a pang of ravenous hunger. There was no other recourse for me. Even thinking about drinking from a human who wasn’t my Bound Partner made me want to throw up. There was no way I would do that.

      Going hungry was my only course of action. A lesser male might have forced his wife to let him drink from her the moment they wed, but I was not that.

      My wife.

      That still felt strange. I thought I would resent Luna after I realized we were Tethered, but I didn’t. If anything, I found a strange solace in being in this situation with someone else. For the first time in centuries, I wasn’t alone.

      Stepping through the shadows in such a small room was as easy as drawing breath. I materialized behind Luna, placing my hands on either side of her as I peered over her shoulder out the frosted glass.

      Keeping a few inches between us, I asked, “What are you looking at?”

      She stiffened, and her back straightened so fast that she almost bumped into me.

      “Oh, I didn’t hear you.” Luna’s breath left an imprint on the window and she placed her palm on the frosted glass. “It’s just… there are so many mountains here.”

      Staring out the window, I tried to see things from Luna’s perspective. Mother gave me this room shortly after I was Made, and the view had barely changed since then.

      I supposed it was picturesque, in a glacial sort of way. Snow-covered mountains stretched as far as the eye could see, their frosted peaks illuminated by the brilliant moonlight that shone down on this rare, clear night.

      Heavy layers of snow dusted the thick evergreen forests that surrounded Castle Sanguis and various shifters guarded the structure, their bodies standing out against the white powder. Two to three times the sizes of their animal counterparts, shifters were easy to distinguish from the rest of the natural wildlife in Eleyta.

      Some were perched on high trees, their watchful eyes taking note of everything that happened in the forest, while others were stationed on the castle itself. Still more were hidden from sight, their locations unknown to most. My mother had guards—visible and invisible—in every single city, town, and village under her jurisdiction.

      An owl shifter swooped in front of the window, and Luna gasped. “Did you see that? The owl was enormous!”

      Her wonder at the small things in my world that I had long since stopped noticing was amazing. Being alive for such a long time had made me forget about the beauty that could be found in the world around me.

      I chuckled. “I did.”

      Luna traced a pattern on the glass. “Growing up, we didn’t have mountains or snow. I read about them, of course. But to see them so close is different. I thought…” She shook her head. “When I came here, I didn’t think beauty could exist in a place like this.”

      “What do you think now?” I whispered.

      She turned, her eyes sweeping over me before the corner of her lip twitched. “I think I was wrong.”

      My muscles tightened at Luna’s words as warmth spread through me. Was she still talking about the landscape? Or was she saying something else?

      My wings flared out behind me as I moved closer to her. A hairsbreadth of space was between us as the air thickened. My heart raced and my fangs ached as I raised a hand slowly, cupping Luna’s cheek. Her skin was warm beneath my touch, soft in a way that only females seemed to be.

      She drew in a breath, her eyes searching mine. “Sebastian…“

      I ran my thumb over her cheek, and she shivered. “I’ll take you to the mountains, Luna.”

      “You will?” Her lips stretched into a smile, and it only added to her beauty. “Truly?”

      Keeping my eyes on her, I nodded. “I promise. You deserve to see anything you want.”

      Her lips parted, and her eyes searched mine. The air between us was charged as I bent, brushing my lips over the corner of her mouth. The feather-light touch resonated through my entire body.

      I whispered, “There are many beautiful things here.”

      Luna’s words were little more than a breath as she whispered, “I see.”

      Was it wrong to feel this way about a female I barely knew? One that was married to me not by choice but by obligation?

      Maybe.

      But the way her brown eyes stared up at me made me feel like it didn’t matter.

      It was at that moment that I realized I was well and truly ruined. This human was going to be the death of me. I could already feel her hands on my heart, pulling it away from me.

      We were allies. For now. Perhaps one day, we might be something more.

      “I will take you wherever you want to go,” I whispered hoarsely.

      A beat went by as the two of us stared at each other. The space between us was at once far too much, and not enough.

      Eventually, a bell rang somewhere in the castle, marking the change of the guard. Forcing myself to take a step back, I blew out a long breath. The night was drawing on, and there were places we needed to be.

      As if she thought the same thing, Luna moved out of my reach. She ran her hands down her black dress, clearing her throat. “I suppose we should go to the library.”

      She was right. Conversations like this—feelings like this—weren’t as important as breaking the Tether. Everything else would have to be dealt with later.

      Forcing a small smile on my face, I sketched a bow and held out my hand. “Are you coming, Princess?”

      Luna’s cheeks flushed, but she didn’t say a word as she put her palm in mine. Wrapping my fingers around her much smaller ones, I drew her against my chest before calling on my shadows. They swirled around me, pooling at my feet before pulling us into the darkness that was proof of my power.

      One moment, we were in the bedroom. The next, we stood in the middle of the looming stacks of bookshelves that made up the largest library in Castle Sanguis.

      The shadows settled within my skin, and I remained still as Luna clutched my hand. Some people had trouble moving through the darkness, and by the paleness of her face and the trembling that overtook her every time we shadow-walked, I knew Luna was one of them.

      I rubbed my thumb over the back of her hand, waiting until the trembling stopped. Shielding her with my wings, I brushed a lock of hair back from her forehead. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said in a shaky voice, drawing in a deep breath. “It’s just… I don’t love that shadow thing you do.”

      I chuckled. “You have time to get used to it.”

      A lot of time.

      Practically an eternity.

      Luna groaned. “I hope so, because that was not fun.” She let go of my hand, turning in a slow circle. “But this. This is incredible.”

      Tilting her head, Luna let out a soft gasp as she took in the glass-domed roof that covered the three-story library. Hundreds of stars twinkled, lending their light to those of us who called the night their own. The library housed hundreds of thousands of books from all across the Four Kingdoms and beyond. Lit by dozens of violet orbs scattered through the space, it had a welcoming atmosphere and was one of my favorite places in the castle.

      Stepping towards a nearby shelf, Luna ran her hands down the spines of several books with the air of someone who appreciated the written word. She inhaled sharply, her shoulders loosening before she turned back to me and grinned. “It really is magnificent, Sebastian.”

      “It is.” The deep voice came from behind a nearby stack of books, and Luna jumped.

      Crossing over to her, I placed my hand on her shoulder and drew her against me just as the aged librarian stepped out from behind the stacks.

      He dipped into a bow, his long, snow-white hair dusting the tips of his feet as his black robe billowed around him. “Prince Sebastian, I did not know I was expecting you.”

      “My apologies, Keven,” I murmured, dipping my head in his direction. “The princess and I were just hoping to look over some books that are in your care.”

      “I suppose I owe you congratulations, Your Highness.” The librarian raised a brow, lifting his head and smiling in Luna’s direction. “Never has Castle Sanguis been home to a princess as beautiful as you.”

      “Oh,” Luna said, her cheeks flushing once more as she brushed the skirt of her black dress. “Thank you… Keven, was it?”

      “It was.” The librarian grinned, nodding enthusiastically as he leaned in close to Luna. “I’ve known the prince since he was newly Made.”

      Her eyes widened. “I bet you could tell me some stories then, couldn’t you?”

      Keven chuckled, but I groaned. This was not why we were here.

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I met the elf’s ancient gaze. “Do you think we might save story time for later? Luna and I were hoping to look into the history of Bindings, and I thought my favorite Fortune Elf might know where to look.”

      “Favorite Fortune Elf, eh?” Keven raised a brow.

      “Absolutely.” I nodded profusely.

      The elf chortled. “More like the only one who will put up with you.”

      Luna snickered, and I huffed as shadows slipped from my palms. “The books, Keven?”

      The librarian pursed his lips. “The history of Bindings is quite ancient.” He turned to Luna, raising a white brow. “Are you certain you wouldn’t like to start with something a little more lighthearted, Princess? Perhaps a ballad or a love story? We have a healthy romance section.”

      “No, thank you.” Luna shook her head. “I happen to love all books. The bigger, the better, in my opinion. In fact, I was wondering if you might have some books on botany?”

      Keven raised a brow. “Are you an aspiring gardener, Your Highness?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “You might say that.”

      The librarian hummed, rubbing his thumb and index finger beneath his chin for a moment before he nodded. “I believe you’ve come to the right place, my dear. Come with me, please.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Luna and Keven seemed to have formed a friendship for the ages. They whispered between themselves, quiet chuckles filling the air as they pulled dozens of books off the shelves and carried them over to a table in the middle of the library. I offered to hold the books for Luna, but she refused, saying something about wanting to spend as much time smelling them as possible.

      I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but at least she seemed happy. Her shoulders were loose and a soft smile was on her face as she took a seat at the long mahogany table. Purple orbs cast a warm light over her as the comforting sound of flipping pages filled the air.

      Scouring the shelves nearby, I grabbed several books without paying attention to their contents. Every few minutes, I glanced over at the mortal I had married.

      Here in the library, Luna was in her natural element. Appearing to be at ease for the first time since coming to Eleyta, her mouth moved silently as she read through a heavy book twice the size of her head. Her long brown hair rested over her left shoulder, brushing the stack of six tomes stacked next to her. A quill and ink pot sat nearby, and a pile of untouched paper was next to them, waiting to be used.

      Footsteps came from behind me, but I didn’t remove my eyes from Luna.

      “She’s quite interesting, isn’t she?” Keven whispered.

      I nodded, watching as her tongue darted out, wetting her lips as she turned the page. “Yes, she is.”

      A soft exclamation slipped from her, and I snapped my eyes over to her. Tapping her finger excitedly on an open book, she reached over and grabbed a sheet of parchment. The feathered quill moved with the speed of someone at ease with writing. As soon as she finished, the quill went back into the ink pot, and she kept on reading.

      I couldn’t stop watching her.

      There was something about her that drew me to her like a moth to a flame. Part of me wondered if this was a side-effect of the Binding, but I had never heard of this happening before. I kept thinking about her, even when she was just a few feet away from me. At first, I thought it was because she was sick. It was natural to be worried about people who were ill. But that didn’t explain why she still haunted my thoughts now that she was alert and well.

      Last night at the ball, I could barely concentrate on anything but Luna. General Triboulet told me about the uptick of refugees coming through the Ithenmyrian border, but all I could think about was her enticing scent.

      Several others army officials reported to me last night, informing me of various skirmishes and other attacks from down south. I had tried to concentrate on what they said, but it was difficult when she looked so captivating in her crimson gown. By the end of the night, though, one thing was clear.

      There really did seem to be darkness brewing in the south.

      “How was the wedding?” Keven asked after a few minutes passed.

      Vampire ceremonies were sacred, blessed by Isvana herself, and only her children who walked beneath the moon were allowed to witness them.

      I sighed. “It went about as well as expected.”

      “Sebastian, I’ve been with my bonded mate for four and a half centuries.” He pulled up his sleeve, showing me the silver and purple lines intertwined on his arm that ran from his wrist to his elbow. “I know what relationships are like. You don’t need to be coy with me.”

      Eyeing Luna, who had moved on to another book, I lowered my voice. “Being married has been… challenging.”

      “Is that so?” Keven raised a brow. “Being married to that beautiful young female is ‘challenging?’”

      Perhaps it wasn’t the right word. Luna was turning my entire world on its head. Not only were we Bound and Tethered, but I couldn’t stop thinking about her. With every passing hour, my appetite seemed to grow exponentially. Instead of forcing her to let me feed, I was watching her read. She was doing something to be, but I wasn’t ready to talk about it.

      Instead, I coughed. “More or less.”

      “I see.” Keven hummed, and I glanced back at Luna.

      She was engrossed in her reading, her hand flying over the page as she took even more notes. I was fairly certain I could yell right now and she wouldn’t hear anything. Still, I lowered my voice and angled myself toward the librarian.

      “It’s just… she’s human. Not only that, but this arrangement was…”

      “Forced on you,” Keven said sagely. “I understand.”

      The librarian touched my arm and opened his mouth, but before he could speak a single word, his eyes turned silver. He froze, his hand stilling on my arm, as he went to that place where only Fortune Elves could go.

      An entire minute went by, the clock on the library wall ticking ominously before Keven’s eyes lost that silver gleam.

      As soon as they returned to their normal shade of blue, he turned to me, his mouth pinched in a frown. “I Saw you. Both of you.”

      Something about his tone caused a pit to grow in my stomach.

      “What did you See?” My wings snapped together as I lowered my voice, taking a step closer to the librarian.

      He shook his head. “I can’t… it’s not clear. The paths are fluid, but there is a black mist looming over her. All I know is you must keep her safe.”

      “Luna?” That pit yawned into a chasm as I glanced at my wife. She hadn’t moved.

      The Fortune Elf turned, gripping my arm with a strength I didn’t know he possessed. “Listen to me, Prince. You need to keep her safe. Alive. Both of you. If you don’t…”

      His voice trailed off, and he shook his head.

      “Let me guess?” I asked dryly. “Darkness is coming?”

      The Fortune Elf’s eyes were wide. “Yes. And it is far worse than you can ever imagine.” His voice deepened and his eyes took on that silver sheen once more, and his voice lowered. “Old things long forgotten are stirring. The gods are angry and the balance is broken. The harbinger is the key. Promise me you will keep her safe.”

      Cryptic messages were part and parcel of being around Fortune Elves, but even so, something within me twinged at Keven’s prophecy. What was the balance he was referring to? Who was the harbinger?

      All things that needed to be dealt with in time. I focused on the last part. Keep Luna safe. That I could do. The scratching of the quill filled the air as Luna mumbled beneath her breath, turning pages with one hand and writing with the other.

      My heart twisted at the sight. “I give you my word, I will keep her safe.”

      After a moment, Keven’s grip loosened, and his eyes returned to normal. He sighed. “Good. You will both need to be strong in the days ahead. Do you want my advice?”

      I had a feeling I was going to get it whether or not I wanted it.

      Keven proved me right moments later. “Talk to your wife. Get to know her. I’m sure you can make things less… challenging.”

      That would be nice.

      “We might yet come to an arrangement that works for us,” I said.

      Hopefully, it would be one where I wasn’t starving. As if in agreement, my stomach twisted into a painful knot. The heaviness that had surrounded Keven during his vision was gone, and he seemed like himself as he elbowed me in the side.

      “You brought her here, to a place that is obviously bringing her joy.” He raised a knowing brow. “I think the two of you will be just fine.”

      I hoped so.

      Luna scribbled something else, her tongue sticking out from the corner of her mouth as she flipped through yet another book. I couldn’t tear my eyes from her.

      “The princess seems rather intelligent,” Keven said. “She was asking questions about plants that grow in the north. There is a curiosity about her I rarely see. She is a good match for you.”

      “She’s intelligent and outspoken.” I glanced at the Fortune Elf. “Do you know she yelled at me?”

      He laughed. “You need someone like that.”

      A booming sound came from the front of library, and a chilly breeze blew into the library as the main door opened. One of Mother’s Favorites strolled in, the red loincloth wrapped around his middle barely covering his nudity. A black-clad vampire marched after the queen’s pet, frowning as the door banged shut behind him.

      Clearly displeased about being on Favorite duty, the guard stomped across the library floor. This human was new, and based on the way his eager eyes took in the expansive space, it appeared he was in Castle Sanguis willingly.

      Interesting.

      “I’d better deal with that.” Keven gripped my arm. “Good luck with your research. Remember your promise, Prince. Keep her safe. No matter what.”

      The librarian spoke to the Favorite, pulling a few books before handing them to Mother’s pet. I watched over Luna, sorting through my thoughts.

      Keven was right. Luna was different.

      It had been far too long since anyone dared speak to me the way she did. Not even Athena, gods be with her soul, dared interrupt me. Luna was different.

      She saw me, not the vampire.

      Most of my kind had shadows or wings, but very few had both. When Isvana poured her blessing into me and I emerged from my Making with far more power than most vampires, I quickly learned a harsh lesson.

      Friends weren’t for people like me.

      Fear was the first response—usually the only response—from those who crossed my path.

      I didn’t exactly blame them. Mother’s errands were not for the faint of heart. I’d done many things since becoming a vampire that my human self would have loathed. After I lost Athena, nothing mattered anymore. Seeing her body torn limb from limb had destroyed me. I’d given in to the darkness and shadows that resided within me, and for years, I had lived in a black fog.

      But Luna, this short mortal who barely reached halfway up my chest, yelled at me. She pushed back when no one else did. It was incredibly endearing.

      The rest of the night passed quickly. I ordered some food from a servant and a goblet of blood for myself before joining Luna at the table. We read in silence, the sound of flipping pages and scratching quills the only sound in the library.

      By the time the sun was about to rise, Luna had a stack of notes in her hands. I shadowed us back to our room, and she fell asleep right away.

      I remained awake long into the day, haunted by thoughts of Fortune Elves, the coming darkness, and the female who was quickly becoming the center of my life.
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      Closing the book carefully so as not to ruin any of the ancient pages, I buried my face in my hands, sighing.

      Three weeks had gone by since the ball, and we had nothing to show for it. Even though I sent letters to Papa and Marius every night, I still hadn’t received a single reply. Sebastian assured me he was sending them, and I’d even sent a few with Julieta as well, but I couldn’t help but wonder why I wasn’t hearing anything back.

      Not only that, but even though I’d searched numerous botanical textbooks, I couldn’t find a single reference to Syndra’s plant.

      When I wasn’t researching the mysterious plant for Marius, I was looking into the history of the Binding with Sebastian. While we had uncovered some interesting tidbits about the vampires’ history, we were no closer to learning anything about the Tethering.

      For such a long-lived people, the vampires were especially terrible at record-keeping. They could run boiler systems through the castle to provide hot water for showers and baths, but they couldn’t figure out how to write things down about themselves.

      I groaned, “Why is this so hard?”

      A matching sound came from across the table and a book shut. I rested my chin on my folded hands, looking up at the vampire prince across from me.

      Dressed in his signature black, Sebastian’s wings were nowhere in sight as he ran a hand through his hair. It was growing longer, the black locks dusting his forehead and the tips of his ears, and giving him a rugged appearance. I didn’t think he could get any more handsome, but apparently, I was wrong.

      “I’ll take that to mean you haven’t found anything either?” Sebastian asked, his voice sharper than normal.

      It probably should have struck me as odd that I knew what his “normal” was, but when one spent every waking hour with the same person for weeks on end, getting to know them was inevitable.

      Sebastian’s face was worn and the skin around his eyes was gaunter than it had been a couple of weeks ago. He continued sleeping on the floor, and our wedding was still on paper only.

      That was a good thing… right?

      Every time I slept, I dreamed about him.

      “There’s nothing here. Not really. They just keep talking about the Binding and how it’s a blessing from Isvana and Ithiar. The goddess of the moon and the god of blood.” I scoffed, running my hands over the markings on my wrist. “Right now, it doesn’t feel like much of a blessing.”

      I hadn’t been alone in weeks. Not really. At this rate, I would never experience the beautiful lull of being in a room with no obligations and no one to talk to ever again. At least I had Julieta.

      Ever since the night of the ball, Sebastian and I had fallen into somewhat of a routine. We woke early in the evening and my maid brought me breakfast while he slipped into the bathing room or the hallway to give us some semblance of privacy.

      After I ate and Julieta left, he would shadow the two of us to the library. Very few people visited the enormous space, which didn’t bother me in the least. Keven helped us when he could, but otherwise, the vampire prince and I were left alone. The only sound in the library was the ticking of the clock.

      Tonight, Sebastian’s black eyes were dimmer than usual. His mouth was drawn, and he kept rubbing his hand over his face.

      Leaning across the table, I reached out and touched his arm. “Sebastian, are you… What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he said gruffly.

      I raised a brow. “Really? Because it doesn’t look like ‘nothing’ to me. It looks like you’re in pai—”

      “I said, it’s nothing, Luna.” Slamming his hands on the table, Sebastian snarled. Shadows gathered around his palms, and above us, the violet lights flickered.

      I pulled back my hand, staring at this male I had married as my heart quickened in my chest. This was the first time he’d raised his voice at me since that awful day we discovered the Tether, and I was not a fan.

      “Sebastian—”

      “No!” he yelled.

      In the silence of the library, the sound was even louder than normal. Keven was nowhere to be seen. We were well and truly alone.

      An animalistic growl rumbled through the vampire prince’s chest, and he pulled back his lips, his fangs glinting in the purple light as he snarled at me. “I told you, Luna, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      The air grew heavier between us as I drew in a heaving breath. Trying to diffuse the situation, I asked, “Are you sure, because if I can hel—”

      “No,” he growled.

      “Sebastian—“

      His nostrils flared, and his fists clenched at his sides. “What do you not understand about the word ‘no’? I thought you were a smart girl.”

      My eyes widened, and blood rushed to my cheeks. “You dare insult my intelligence? After we have spent the past three weeks combing through the library?”

      He shrugged. “It certainly seems like you’re not understanding what I’m saying right now. I’m. Fine.”

      “Good gods.” I glared at him. “Why are you acting like a toddler? I just asked if you were feeling alright, and you exploded on me!”

      Shadows continued to gather around Sebastian, darkening the library.

      “Why won’t you just let it go?” he snapped. “I said it was fine.”

      “Obviously, it isn’t!” I stood, gathering my books in hurried movements. “But if you want to have a temper tantrum, Sebastian, go ahead. I don’t need to see this.”

      “Where are you going?” he snarled.

      “Away from you.” I shoved three heavy tomes into my bag, slipping the whole thing over my head. “I’m going to see Julieta.”

      I didn’t wait for a response before stomping towards the door. It was up to him. Either he would come with me, or we would both be in pain.

      His choice.

      Before long, muffled curses came from behind me. Since my body didn’t burst into agonizing pain as I stomped down the stone hallways that made up this frigid castle, I assumed the stubborn, ancient vampire prince was following me.

      Several vampires stared at me as I stormed past them, but the second they caught a glimpse of the storming male following me, their faces paled and they scurried out of the way. His footsteps were heavy, and even from here, I could feel the anger coming off him in waves.

      In my time since coming to Castle Sanguis, I learned that most of the servants did not frequent the same passages as the residents of the castle. I rarely saw them, and when I did, they were usually on a vampire’s arm. Julieta was the only one I’d seen with a violet ribbon—all the others seemed perfectly happy to donate their blood to the “cause”. I shuddered.

      I couldn’t imagine why anyone would volunteer to let a vampire bite them. The entire act of being bitten seemed completely and utterly animalistic. Every time I glimpsed Sebastian’s fangs, they reminded me of what he was. Who he was.

      The Prince of Darkness.

      The shadows that gathered around him like eager pets waiting to do his bidding were proof of that.

      Rubbing my arms to ward off the perpetual chill, I continued down the halls. This castle was massive, and it took far too long to get anywhere on foot.

      Sebastian was behind me, cursing under his breath as he muttered about insufferable females. Fine. That was fine. Let him be angry. I was angry, too.

      “Slow down, Luna,” Sebastian said after I turned yet another corner. “We need to talk.”

      “No,” I snapped. “I don’t want to talk to you right now.”

      A servant popped their head out of a room, but the moment they saw us, their eyes widened. They slipped back into the room; the door slipping shut moments later.

      I didn’t blame them for wanting to hide. I didn’t want to deal with an angry vampire, either. Unfortunately, mine was Tethered to me, so I didn’t have much of a choice.

      Continuing down the hall, I clutched my arms around my middle. My heart pounded and my lungs were tight as the book bag rhythmically tapped against my hip.

      “Why is this castle so big?” I huffed.

      All I wanted to do was to see my friend.

      Seeing Julieta was exactly what I needed right now. Earlier this week, she told me her room—which would have been my room, if that damned priest hadn’t Tethered me to the vampire prince—was a floor below ours and on the other side of the castle.

      If I hadn’t already known that my marriage was not wanted, that would have been a sure sign. Sebastian tried to put me as far away from him as possible. Well, too bad for him. We were stuck with each other, whether we wanted to be or not.

      Even so, the Tether did not give him the right to take his anger out on me. Just thinking about the way Sebastian snapped at me at the library made my blood boil.

      I deserved better than that.

      Finally, I caught a glimpse of a grand staircase. Made of stone like the rest of this castle, a red carpet ran down its length. Grabbing the railing, I was halfway down the stairs when a hand landed on my arm.

      “Luna,” Sebastian growled, “stop.”

      I tried to get away, but his grip tightened around my arm. Glaring over my shoulder at the Prince of Darkness, I snapped, “Let me go!”

      He shook his head. Somewhere along the way, his wings had snapped out. Now, he loomed above me as we stood on the stone stairs, his wings casting large shadows over us both. “No. You can’t just go stomping around this castle alone. It’s not safe.”

      “I’m not alone, am I?” Lowering my voice, I moved up a step and leaned in close until our chests were nearly touching. “Unless we somehow break this stupid curse, it looks like I’ll never be alone again.”

      “Neither will I!” he yelled. Shadows gathered around him, swirling on the stairs and sucking the light out of the space. “Do you think this is just bothering you, Luna? That you’re the only one suffering here? Do you think I asked for this?”

      I glared at Sebastian. My face was warm, and I knew it was red, betraying the way my blood boiled in my veins. The shuffling of feet came from below, but I couldn’t look. Not right now.

      Clenching my fists, I seethed, “Suffering? How are you suffering?”

      His grip tightened around my wrist, and I moved onto his stair. The heat of his breath warmed my cheek and his nostrils flared, but he did not speak.

      I hissed, “Let me guess. The big, bad Prince of Darkness is upset because he was forced to marry a human. And now, whether he likes it or not, he’s stuck with her.”

      The prince’s black eyes locked on mine, a vein in his jaw pulsing as he stared at me. “You know it’s more complicated than that.”

      Obviously. Neither of us could have guessed we would be Tethered together.

      “What was wrong earlier?” I raised a brow. “If you want to talk, let’s have a discussion about that.”

      He shook his head. “No. I won’t talk about that. Suffice it to say, wife of mine, you aren’t the only one suffering in this relationship.”

      There was that word again.

      “You think you’re suffering?”

      He simply stared at me.

      All the anger, all the frustration that had been gathering up inside of me since I was thrust into this arranged marriage was pushing its way out of me. “You know what, Sebastian? I don’t think you know what it means to suffer. Whatever you’re feeling, I’m feeling it ten times worse. This is your home. Your country. Your mother is the queen. What do I have? Nothing.”

      Now that I was going, I couldn’t stop. The words flooded out of me. “I was plucked from Ipotha. I lost my friends. My family. My home. I was brought here, and then this was done to me.” Waving my marked hand in front of his face, I whisper-shouted, “I used to be the best at everything, and now I’m useless. All I can do is read, which is proving fruitless. I can’t even go to see my friend without being followed by a grumpy old vampire.”

      “Luna—”

      “No,” I gasped. Of course, now, silver lined my eyes. I couldn’t cry when I was being taken away from my family, but in the midst of an angry spurt, my body decided this was the time for tears. Blinking furiously, I forced them to remain at bay as I shook my head. “I had everything taken from me.”

      His grip slackened, and I yanked my arm out of his grasp, turning around. A dozen vampires and servants stared up at us, their expressions ranging from curiosity to downright horror.

      I supposed we had put on quite the show. “What do you want?” I snapped.

      As a group, they blanched, scattering like snowflakes blowing in the wind.

      Stomping down the carpeted stairs, I made it halfway down the nearest hallway before dark shadows gathered around me. Moments later, an arm wrapped around my waist.

      Sudden and complete darkness blinded me, and I gasped.

      “Let me go!” I cried, pulling at Sebastian’s arm, trying to force him to release me.

      “No,” he snarled.

      I pounded on his flesh, scratching. “Stop!”

      “Enough, Luna,” he snarled. His hand laced through mine, stopping my assault as the darkness thickened. Then, the pull I associated with moving through the shadows tugged at me.

      Thick, black, horrible darkness surrounded me and my anger increased ten-fold. How dare he pull us into the shadows during an argument? My heart thundered and my lungs tightened as a bitter, arctic wind slammed into me with the strength of a thousand soldiers. I tried to breathe, but the air felt like bits of glass stabbing my lungs.

      Cold

      I was so cold.

      Shivering, my teeth chattered as I blinked. There was nothing but darkness around us. The wind howled, and I tried to figure out where we were. Had someone opened a window?

      Warmth tickled my ear, and Sebastian asked, “Do you still think you’re the only one suffering here, Luna?”

      “I do,” I replied as the darkness continued to be absolute. “You don’t seem to have any issues. Unlike me, you’re a gods-damned pillar of strength.”

      To prove my point, I struggled against his grip. I kicked what I assumed was his knee, but of course, he didn’t react.

      “You’re wrong,” he snarled. “I am suffering.”

      “Tell me then,” I hissed as another gust of wind blew by. “How are you suffering? We’re in your home with your people. Your friends. Every day, we sleep in your bedroom. How are you suffering, oh great, mighty vampire? You have everything, and I have nothing!”

      A long moment passed, and the air became impossibly thick as tension grew between us. Sebastian’s arm was an iron band around my waist, locking me against him.

      Then, when I thought I couldn’t handle another second of complete darkness, the shadows lifted. My eyes widened, and my heart dropped straight to my feet.

      Snowflakes were landing. On. My. Head.

      Even here, in the freezing north, it did not snow indoors. It did not take a scientist to deduce that we were no longer inside. Looking up, I gulped as I saw nothing but the dark, cloudy sky.

      Then I looked down.

      “Oh my gods,” I moaned.

      That was definitely a mistake. I should have shut my eyes the moment I saw the sky. My stomach churned, and a tremor ran through me despite the arm locked around my waist. I stood on the thinnest of ledges, my slippered feet an inch from being on nothing but air.

      And Sebastian?

      He was not standing on the ledge.

      No.

      His arm was locked around my middle, and there was nothing beneath his feet at all. Those large, dark wings were beating steadily in the air as he flew in front of me. Below him, there was nothing but snow-covered trees.

      “I don’t have everything,” Sebastian snapped, drawing my attention back to him. His brows were furrowed, and he frowned. “I haven’t left the castle since the night of our wedding. I’m as much of a prisoner as you are.”

      My stomach twisted, and bile rose in my throat. It took everything I had not to lose the remnants of my breakfast. Whether it was because of his words or because of the heights, I wasn’t sure. Closing my eyes, I took a series of deep breaths, grounding myself.

      When I was certain I wouldn’t throw up, I opened my eyes and met his black gaze once more. My voice was cooler now. More level. “We are not the same, Sebastian. You have a life here. I have Julieta. That is it. She’s all I have. You have everything.”

      He stared at me for a long moment, his dark eyes filled with storms and secrets. Then, his jaw hardened and he did something I never expected.

      He moved.

      I squealed, wrapping my arms around the vampire prince’s neck and holding on tight as I squeezed my eyes shut. His wings beat in my ears, stirring the wind, and my teeth chattered as my bag hit my hip.

      That arm tightened around my middle, and he growled, “Look around, Luna.”

      I didn’t want to. My entire body urged me to keep my eyes closed, to shut out the terror of flying. But I didn’t. I forced them open, keeping my gaze trained on Sebastian as he carried me over the forests.

      “I used to have all of this,” he said angrily. “I could go flying every night. The entire world was mine. Now, I am trapped by your side.”

      Trapped.

      As if I was the one keeping him here.

      “So drop me then,” I dared him, staring up at his moonlit face. Anger laced my words and I released my grip on his neck. Now, the only thing keeping me alive was his arm around my middle. “Neither of us asked for any of this. Our marriage. The Binding. The Tether. If it’s so horrible, Sebastian, then drop me. Let me die.”

      He glared at me, his black eyes hard and calculating as shadows swirled around him. If he did this, we would both be free.

      My hands grew clammy and goosebumps covered my body as I shivered. My dress was an inadequate barrier against the cold slamming into me from all sides.

      “Do it,” I said through chattering teeth when he didn’t reply. “Drop me. Let us be done with this charade. We tried. We did our duty. The alliance was formed. Eleyta and Ipotha can still be stronger, and we can be done.”

      Time seemed to slow as Sebastian’s wings beat against the winter air. Snowflakes landed on his head, the light of the crescent moon peeking through the clouds as his dark eyes searched mine.

      For one long moment, I believed that he really might let go. That this might be the end.

      I readied myself for the feeling of falling to my death. I imagined the way the wind would blow around me, pushing me to the ground. My dress would billow around my legs. My hair would fly behind me. The icy breeze would be a harsh caress against my skin as I tumbled to the ground.

      I didn’t require any research to know it would hurt. That much was obvious. But at least then we would be free.

      Just as I thought he was about to let go, Sebastian did something I never expected. His arm tightened around me. His eyes fluttered shut, and he pressed his forehead against mine.

      “I won’t do it,” he said in a gravelly voice as his breath warmed my frozen cheek. “Isvana only knows why, but I won’t.”

      His other arm went around me, and he held me tighter to him. His chest heaved, and for a long moment, the sound of his wings against the night air was the only thing I heard.

      I pressed my head against his chest, listening to his slow, steady heartbeat. Deep within me, something shifted.

      Why didn’t he let me fall?

      Without saying another word, Sebastian turned. His wings flapped, and he flew towards the castle.

      When the gargoyles lining the roof were in sight, I pulled my head away from his chest. The wind whipped at my face and I asked, “Sebastian, I… What do you want from me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Our feet landed on the icy roof, but he didn’t let me go.

      “Why did you bring me out here?” I asked. “To fly?”

      “I… I don’t know, Luna.” One of his arms released my waist, and he ran a hand through his hair. “When I’m around you, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”

      “Why?” I whispered.

      His chest heaved, and he pulled me against him. His finger landed under my chin and his eyes bored into mine. “You want to know why I have trouble thinking when you’re around?”

      I nodded, suddenly unable to speak as thick tension stretched between us.

      “Fine,” he bit out.

      Those damned shadows were back. My stomach churned, but within the space of a breath, we were back inside the castle. My feet stumbled against the stone as my body adjusted to being indoors once more. When I was certain I wouldn’t be sick, I looked up. My stomach twisted for an entirely different reason.

      Sebastian loomed over me, his powerful arms braced on either side of my head as he leaned in so close that I could feel the ridges of his stomach against my chest. Those wings fanned out behind him, hiding us from view. I couldn’t see where we were, but at that moment, it didn’t matter.

      It was just the two of us.

      Vampire and human.

      Husband and wife.

      Allies and…

      Whatever else we were.

      A feral look took over his eyes, and he rasped, “You want to know how I’m suffering, Luna?”

      Did I?

      I thought I did. But now, I wasn’t so sure.

      Sebastian looked at me like he wanted to devour me whole. Which, now that I considered it, might have been the case. My mouth dried as I stared at the predator looming above me. His fangs were so close, I could reach out and touch them if I wanted to.

      A large part of me—the rational part of me that enjoyed science, numbers, and being alive—wanted to run in the other direction.

      The rest of me—the irrational part that dreamed about this handsome vampire prince and his wings—wanted to stay and find out what he had to say.

      I couldn’t even remember how we had gotten to this point. All I wanted to do was to see my friend. But no matter how we had started down this path, we were here now. I was not a quitter and I would not give in so easily.

      “Tell me,” I breathed, my irrational side winning out. Raising a hand, I placed it on his heaving chest. “How are you suffering, Sebastian?”

      Black, swirling eyes filled with shadows and storms and darkness searched mine as though he were looking into my very soul.

      “There’s something I didn’t tell you about the Tethering,” he rasped.

      My heart pounded. “What?”

      Pulling an arm off the wall, Sebastian raised a hand. Running it over the strap of my book bag, which hung from my shoulder like a heavy weight, his fingers moved toward my face.

      His touch was gentle as it ran down my cheek, the gesture so at odds with the tension radiating off him that it felt like a dream. “From the moment your blood entered my system, you were tied to me.”

      “I know,” I whispered. Even if I wanted to move at that point, I couldn’t. His gentle touch sent flickers of warmth straight to my twisting core. “We can’t leave each other’s presence.”

      He laughed bitterly. “No, you don’t.” He shook his head, tightening his grip around my cheek. “For a human, the Tethering is a physical binding. That’s all.”

      For a human.

      I was almost afraid to ask the next question, but I needed to know.

      My tongue darted out, wetting my lips, and I asked, “And for vampires?”

      The prince looming above me exhaled slowly. His fingers left my cheek, running down my neck, where my artery throbbed. Every single place he touched burned like it was on fire. My body yearned for more. For those fingers to continue trailing down my skin. The cold was long forgotten as he warmed me with his touch.

      With deft fingers, Sebastian pulled back my hair and exposed my neck. A shiver ran down my skin. My breath stuttered and my heart—that vital organ I relied on for life—skipped a beat.

      Damn my treacherous body.

      This male was capable of killing me with little more than a glance, and here I was, practically panting as he touched me. The worst part of it was, I was enjoying it. There was no other possible explanation as to why I arched my neck, giving him more access to my body.

      I told myself it was because of the Tether. That this meant nothing. We were allies, forced into an arranged marriage, and nothing more.

      I was a liar.

      Soon, the pounding of my heart was the only thing I could hear. Sebastian’s fingers trailed down my neck, and I stared at him.

      “You don’t know what the Tether does to me,” he murmured hoarsely. His dark eyes flashed, and warmth coiled in my core. “The way being around you makes me feel.”

      Even if I hadn’t wanted to see where this was going, I couldn’t have moved. My legs felt as though they were made of water. Remaining as still as the marble statues lining the Great Hall of my father’s castle, I stared at the winged male as he inhaled sharply.

      “Sebastian?” I asked breathlessly. “How do you feel?”

      A beat passed before he bent, closing the distance between us. His lips landed on my neck, and he kissed me.

      My eyes widened, and for a moment, I froze. His touch was little more than air, and yet, his mouth seared my skin, leaving a trail on my neck.

      The graze of his fangs was at once far too much and not enough. Warmth shot through me as his barely there kisses covered me from my chin to my collarbone. I squeezed my knees together as a groan rumbled through him.

      “I need you,” he whispered, his voice so rough it was barely more than a breath. “All of you. You’re driving me mad. The way you taste. Your smell. Sitting across from you in the library for the past twenty-one days, sleeping in the same room as you, and refraining from touching you has been the most agonizing experience of my entire existence.”

      Another kiss to my neck. This one was rough, edged with need as he lined our bodies up. Somehow, we fit together perfectly. Pure want pounded through my body. The part of me that knew I should have been scared of this vampire was long gone.

      He needed me, and I…

      I might have needed him, too.

      Curling my fingers around his tunic, I pulled him close and whispered his name.

      He groaned, pressing his forehead against mine as we shared the same air. “I need you so desperately, Luna, I’m losing my mind. It’s slipping from me, a little bit more every day. I’m starving, and yet, the hunger is nothing compared to what I feel inside for you. Every part of me wants to know you more. You think I’m not suffering?”

      Sebastian growled. “I never asked for this, but I need you more than I needed anything in my entire life. I can’t even leave.” His chest heaved beneath my touch as shadows swirled around him. “Do you have any idea what that’s like? To want something so badly, to be forced to remain near it day in and day out, and to not act on it?”

      Sebastian lowered his head once more, the tip of his fangs grazing my neck. “I’m living in hell.”

      My mouth opened, but I had no words.

      Neither of us moved. We remained there, our chests heaving in unison, as his wings shielded us from the rest of the castle.

      He needed me. My blood? My body? Both? Or something else entirely?

      An untold amount of time went by as we remained against the wall before Sebastian pushed away from me.

      Cold washed down my front and I looked up at him. “Sebastian…”

      He shook his head. His face was flat and impassive, as though he hadn’t just been running his lips and fangs all over me. “Your friend’s room is just down the hall.”

      I stared at him. That was it? We were just going to pretend that this—whatever in the gods’ name “this” was—didn’t happen?

      Apparently so, because he did not wait for a response before he snapped his wings behind him. Those long strides of his ate up the hallway, and he walked away from me.

      I hurried to follow him, clutching the book bag at my side as he turned a corner. By the time I caught up with him, he stopped in front of a plain wooden door.

      Why he hadn’t just shadowed us here, I didn’t know. But here we were. Hopefully, Julieta would be available to talk. Earlier, she mentioned she didn’t have any plans for tonight.

      “This is it,” Sebastian said, his wings folded behind him and his arms crossed as he leaned against the doorframe.

      Raising my fist, I knocked. The sound echoed through the empty hallway, and I shifted from one foot to the other, waiting for a response.

      It never came.

      “Maybe she’s in the bathing room,” I murmured.

      We waited some more. Sebastian glanced at me, his brows furrowed. I raised my fist again, knocking on the door with more vigor.

      “Julieta?” I called out. “Are you there? It’s Luna.”

      As if she didn’t know who it was.

      We waited. And waited.

      I was just about to give up when glass shattered inside the room. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled and Sebastian cursed. His wings flared out behind him and shadows curled around his hands. He grabbed my shoulder, pulling me away from the door.

      “Stay here,” he ordered, moments before disappearing in a flash of shadows.

      He was gone for less than a minute before he reappeared in front of me. The moment I saw him, my stomach twisted into a knot. His eyes were drawn and his face was paler than normal.

      “Luna…” Sebastian’s voice trailed off, and he shook his head. Reaching out, he placed his hand on my arm and tried to tug me away.

      I wouldn’t move. I couldn’t. Right then, I knew something horrible had happened. After today, nothing would ever be the same.

      “Tell me,” I demanded.
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      Luna’s eyes were wide and her face was pale as she stared at me. She knew. I didn’t know how she knew, but she did. She must have had a sixth sense about her. I shook my head, tugging on her arm as I tried to steer her away from the room.

      Already, the scent of blood was filling my nose. It would be mere minutes before someone else showed up to investigate the source of the scent. “Your maid—”

      “Julieta,” Luna said, refusing to move even an inch. “She has a name. Julieta. You know that. She’s not just my maid. She’s my friend.”

      She might have had a name, but she didn’t need it any longer.

      The moment the callous thought appeared in my mind, I flinched. Gods. I was not the right person for this job. I was, perhaps, the worst person in the entire castle to be delivering news of death and destruction and sadness. Anyone else would have been better than me.

      I had been courting darkness since the day I was Made, and it ate away at my soul. Someone else should have been here. But there was only me.

      Death was no stranger to me. It wasn’t something that hid in the darkness, waiting to pounce when I least expected it. Death was my companion. It was in the very shadows I wielded. It pulsed through my veins, singing a lullaby as I drifted off to sleep.

      Right now, I wished it wasn’t so. I didn’t want to be the one to tell Luna that now she really was alone. And yet, here we were.

      Blowing out a long breath, I shook my head. There was no gentle way to say this. No way to temper the news.

      Pulling Luna towards me, I wrapped my arms around her and pressed my lips against her hair. “I’m sorry. Julieta is… dead.”

      Luna stilled. “What do you mean?”

      “She’s dead. The window was broken and whoever did this has left.” I shook my head. “I’m so sorry, Princess.”

      “You’re wrong,” Luna said disbelievingly. “Julieta can’t be dead. She brought me breakfast this morning, and she was fine. Better than fine. She seemed almost… happy.”

      “I know.” I tightened my arms. “She was fine…”

      But now she’s dead.

      My unspoken words hung in the air around us.

      Pulling her head from my chest, Luna’s wide brown eyes looked up at me. “I need to see her.”

      I balked. Wishing Isvana had seen fit to bless with the ability to read minds—that would have come in handy right about now—I tried to pull Luna away from the door. “No, you can’t.”

      Shadows pulsed in my veins, eager to be used, but I didn’t give in to their call. Not yet. I didn’t want to destroy whatever fragile trust lay between us.

      “I have to,” she insisted. “If she’s… I have to.”

      Drawing my wings around us both, I wrapped Luna in a cocoon of safety. “You can’t go in there.”

      “Please,” she whispered.

      I shook my head. “There is no way in the seven circles of hell I am letting you step foot in that room.”

      A long moment passed, and I thought she conceded, understanding that I was right. I was gathering my shadows around me, ready to bring her back to our room before summoning the guards, when she pulled away from my chest.

      Brown eyes filled with swirling pools of grief met mine. My heart fissured at the sight. Luna raised a hand, her fingers cupping my cheek, and my breath caught in my throat.

      Her voice was barely more than a whisper, but I felt every single word deep within my core. “Sebastian, I need to see. To believe it. If not… I just… I need to see her.”

      The way her voice cracked on the last word took that fissure and smashed it, shattering my black heart into a thousand pieces.

      I wished we had never come here. I should have followed the call of the wind and flown us far from the castle. We could have gone north, to my cabin.

      We could have gone anywhere.

      Life was funny like that. Choices we could have made, things we could have done, always seemed to come when the most horrible of realities faced us head-on.

      I should have taken Luna away, but instead, my head was nodding slowly against my will.

      “Thirty seconds,” I heard myself say even as I told my mouth to stop talking. “That’s all. You can look, but then, we are leaving. The guards need to know about this.”

      “Thank you,” she breathed.

      I placed my finger beneath her chin, tilting up her head until her eyes met mine. “Luna, it’s not… good.”

      That was an understatement.

      I had seen an abundance of death, but little compared to what was on the other side of this door.

      “I understand,” she whispered. “Give me a moment. I’ll prepare myself.”

      I didn’t really think there was a way to prepare oneself for the scene we were about to enter, but I didn’t say that. Luna deserved a moment of peace.

      My mind was already focused on the next problem. Someone in this castle was a murderer. As if I didn’t have enough problems between the war brewing in the south, the wasting illness in the northern human villages, the Tether I never asked for, and the wife pushing her way into my heart. Now there was a murder?

      If I didn’t know any better, I would say the gods had a sick sense of humor.

      “All right.” Luna drew in a deep breath, straightening her back. “I’m ready.”

      Drawing on my shadows, I kept my wings curled around us both. The darkness enveloped us like a kiss, brushing up against us and moving us from the hallway into the middle of the bedroom.

      The stench of fresh blood was overpowering. A cool breeze blew in through the broken window, but it did nothing to hide the acrid scent of fear underlying everything else.

      My stomach twisted as I took in the bloody room. Whoever did this was not kind or clean or merciful.

      The killer’s black heart rivaled my own.

      Taking in the bedroom that would have been Luna’s, I couldn’t help but picture her broken body in the middle of the bed. If Ciro hadn’t Tethered us, it would have been her things strewn all over the floor. Her mirror would have been the one reduced to hundreds of tiny shards of glass, littering the floor.

      Her blood would have been painting the once-gray walls.

      “This was a mistake,” I said, pulling on the shadows, intent on taking us out of here. “We should leave. I need to get the guards, and—”

      “No,” Luna said. “I need to see.”

      She turned in my arms, her back against my front, as her hands landed on my wings. She tried to draw them apart, but I held them firm.

      “You can’t, Luna.”

      I tried to pull her into my arms, but she batted my hands away.

      “It’s too much,” I said. “Coming in here was wrong. We need to leave.”

      “No.” Her hands curled into fists, and she pounded on my wings. I fed more shadows into them, strengthening them against her assault. When it became clear, she wouldn’t break through the barrier, she sagged. I looked up at the ceiling, wishing we had never come here.

      Luna drew in a shuddering breath, and she shook against me. “Please, Sebastian,” she whispered. “I need to see.”

      There was something about the way she said “please” that broke me. Desperation laced her voice, and the look in her eyes was like a dagger to my heart. Against my better judgment, I opened my wings an inch. Just enough for her to see the destruction in the room.

      It was an inch too much.

      A ragged sob escaped Luna, and she wilted against me as she took in the devastation. Copious amounts of blood covered the floor, the bed, and the walls. Two torn blue wings lay crumpled and bloody on the floor.

      The worst of all was the broken, lifeless body lying in the middle of the red mattress. Julieta’s hair had been pulled away from her neck, which was snapped at an odd angle, and her face was frozen in a silent scream as twin trails of blood ran down her skin. The violet ribbon dangled from her broken fingers, a final taunt from her murderer.

      “Julieta is dead,” Luna whispered. She didn’t move, she didn’t push to look any further. Her voice cracked. “She’s really dead.”

      Her breaths were ragged, but she didn’t cry. She turned around, burying her face in my chest and wrapping her arms around my middle.

      “I’d like to go now,” she whispered.

      Hoisting her up so her arms hung around my neck, I drew my arms around her. Holding her tight against me, I squeezed as her legs wrapped around my waist. “I need to tell the guards, and then I’ll take us back home.”

      She looked up at me with weary eyes. “Alright.”

      The desire to Persuade Luna to forget all the things she saw in this room was strong. My fingers itched and my shadows strained beneath my skin as I yearned to push my will onto hers. Perhaps I could take this entire night from her. But even if I did that, her friend would still be dead.

      Instead, I rested my forehead against hers. “I’m sorry, Luna.”

      Laying her head on my shoulder, she whispered, “Me, too.”

      She was a silent weight against me as I called on my shadows. They swirled around us, moving us not to our room, but to the main barracks in the lower west wing of the castle.

      My feet landed on the stone, but I did not release my grip on the shadows. Leaning against a crumbling black wall, I kept my wings wrapped tightly around us both as we remained in the embrace of my darkness, taking in the space before the guards knew we were there.

      A barely dressed human straddled a vampire on one of the three shabby couches lining the walls, their sounds of enjoyment filling the room, while a trio of vampires in various states of undress drank coffee around a table nearby. Others consumed blood from goblets, and a rowdy game of cards was underway in the corner.

      Luna sniffled, pressing her head against my shoulder, and I released my grip on the shadows. As soon as they slid back into me, silence fell over the room as a dozen pairs of black eyes turned to us.

      “Your Highness.” A tanned vampire I didn’t recognize stepped forward, bowing as though she was wearing elaborate court clothes and not a minuscule strap around her breasts and tight-fitting leggings. “How can we be of service?”

      Strengthening my grip around Luna, who was still clinging to me like a monkey, I met the vampire’s gaze. There was no time for pleasantries. “I need to know where Gareth is.”

      The vampire nodded. “He’s in the Northern Wing tonight, Prince. Walking the outer walls and checking on the parapets. Can I—”

      I shook my head, pulling on my shadows. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll find him.”

      The guard dipped her head, and Luna and I disappeared into the darkness once more.
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      Burrowing my head against Sebastian’s chest, I clung to him as he moved us through the shadows. He spoke, but I could barely hear his words, let alone understand them.

      Visions of the horrifying scene in Julieta’s room—what should have been my room—flashed before my eyes until they were all I could see. The scent of her blood was all I could smell.

      Her death would haunt me for the rest of my days.

      Julieta was dead.

      Time passed, but it had no meaning. Not anymore. I clung to Sebastian like he was the only thing keeping me alive.

      Maybe he was.

      There had been so much blood. How could one body hold so much blood?

      And her wings. I would never forget the sight of those beautiful, blue wings, torn from Julieta’s back.

      I should have been sobbing. Screaming. Yelling. I should have been trembling with rage and fear and anger. That was what any rational person would have been doing. But every single part of me was numb.

      I had nothing left.

      The feelings Sebastian had incited in me earlier had blown away like ashes in the wind. Now, I was hollow. My mind emptied as I came to terms with my fate. I should have cried, but I didn’t have any tears to shed.

      I was frozen. It turned out my sisters were right when they called me the Ice Queen. That was exactly who I was.

      Sebastian’s voice rumbled through me, and he tightened his arms as he spoke to someone. I couldn’t see them, his wings shielding me from the outside world.

      Eventually, he lowered his head. “We’re leaving now,” he whispered.

      He didn’t ask me if I was all right. That was good. I definitely wasn’t anywhere close to being all right.

      His shadows swirled around us once more, and I closed my eyes. Pressing my face against the vampire prince’s chest, I let the numbness take over me.

      My stomach churned when the dark wisps released us, but I didn’t look up. A wash of cold air came down my back and the sound of footsteps on stone filled my ears, but I kept clinging to Sebastian.

      A hand cupped my cheek. “Look at me, Luna,” he whispered.

      I tried to open my eyes, but everything was heavy. My head, my hands, my heart, and my feet all felt like they weighed a thousand pounds.

      All I wanted to do was lie down and curl up into a ball. Maybe this was all a bad dream. Maybe I would wake up back home in Ipotha and spend the day in the sun with my family.

      Even as the thought entered my mind, I knew it wasn’t the case. I was in Eleyta, and Julieta was dead. Winter Solstice was coming. It was Julieta’s favorite time of year. She loved the entire season, from opening presents to singing carols.

      She wouldn’t get to do that anymore. Julieta wouldn’t get to do anything anymore.

      “Luna,” Sebastian said again, his tone harder this time. More urgent. Part of me knew I should react. But I was so tired. “Look at me,” he commanded.

      I sighed, slowly shaking my head. “I don’t think I can.”

      A long moment passed before he shifted. Keeping one arm underneath me, Sebastian pulled on my right slipper. It landed on the floor with a soft thud, followed quickly by the other. Then, he lifted the strap of my book bag, and the whole thing joined my footwear on the floor.

      Sebastian grunted, keeping his arms wrapped around me. I felt the soft mattress beneath my knees and registered the fact that we were on the bed, but still, I didn’t move. My head rested against Sebastian’s chest, and I could feel his heart beating as he held me. A warmth landed on my back, and he wrapped me in a blanket, rubbing my back as he murmured nonsense.

      Numbness coursed through me.

      Eventually, his hands landed beneath my thighs once more. Slowly, he picked me off him and placed me on the mattress. He tucked another blanket around me, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Don’t leave me,” I whispered, shivering.

      The mattress dipped, and Sebastian lined himself up behind me. His body was a warm comfort, a grounding presence in this horrible night.

      “I won’t,” he murmured, running his hand over my hip slowly. “I won’t ever leave you.”

      Sebastian’s hand continued to sweep over me, his touch promising nothing but comfort and companionship.

      It was exactly what I needed.
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        * * *

      

      Minutes became hours. Time had no meaning. Not anymore. Eventually, I felt the soft press of Sebastian’s lips against my hair.

      “My people are going to look into this,” he murmured. “We’ll find out what happened to your friend.”

      In a castle filled with vampires, how did one find a murderer? Weren’t they all killers? I didn’t have the energy to debate the semantics right now. I didn’t have the energy for anything.

      Already, I understood what happened. I had seen the blood and the puncture wounds on Juliet’s neck. Her killer had tortured her before tearing off her wings and feeding from her.

      Whoever that sick and twisted vampire was must have found delight in her death. And they had been there moments before us. The broken window spoke of their hurried escape.

      A shudder ran through me. What if Sebastian hadn’t taken me outside? What if I had made it to Julieta’s room faster? Could we have saved her from her death? Or would I be dead right alongside her?

      It didn’t matter anymore.

      She was gone.

      The ice around my heart broke into a thousand pieces. A low, keening sound escaped me. Then another. And another.

      Soon, breathing was nearly impossible as shuddering sobs escaped me.

      Sebastian turned me in his arms, pulling me tightly against his chest, and I sobbed. My shoulders shook and my tears soaked his tunic, but he never moved.

      “She’s dead,” I wailed.

      Sebastian rubbed my back. “I know.”

      Then, I had no more words. I couldn’t speak. I could barely breathe.

      Julieta was dead, and it was all my fault. If it wasn’t for me, she would have never left Ipotha. She’d be happily living her life on the plains, unaware of the darkness in Eleyta. She would still be alive.

      I wept until sleep finally came to claim me.
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        * * *

      

      Hours slipped by. Days. I lost track. Sleeping and waking melded together. When I pulled myself out of my nightmares, I was disoriented and confused.

      Each time, the memory of Julieta’s blood-soaked bedroom crashed into me. Each time, I grew more and more numb. Sebastian forced me to eat and drink, refusing my request to have the witches keep me alive like before, but that was it. He tried to get me to write a letter to Marius, but I couldn’t even form coherent sentences, let alone hold a quill.

      Besides, I wasn’t getting any replies. What was the point?

      Vampires came in and out of the room, speaking with the prince in low tones, but I barely paid them any attention.

      Eventually, I was so numb that I knew there were only two options left. I could slip away into the emptiness eagerly waiting for me, or I could get up and fight. I wasn’t even sure what that looked like.

      As I was debating what to do, a soft snore came from beside me. I looked over my shoulder, drawing the blanket around my chest. Sebastian was beside me, his hand resting on my hip as he slept. Purple shadows darkened the skin beneath his eyes, and his face was far paler than normal.

      If I gave into the numbness, if I just… slipped away, there was a chance I would pull him with me. I didn’t want to be responsible for his demise. Not when he hadn’t done anything to deserve it. If anything, Sebastian had been a friend to me when I didn’t deserve him. I had done nothing since Julieta died except wallow in my pain.

      I had to try. For him.

      Even if it took everything I had.

      Careful not to jostle the sleeping vampire beside me, I pushed off the blanket. A horrible odor wafted up, and I wrinkled my nose, gagging.

      Good gods. At least now, I knew my first step.

      Brush your teeth.

      Take a shower.

      Clean your hair.

      Find something to eat.

      Already, I felt a little better. Lists were good. Lists were doable. If I worked on the list, I didn’t need to think about anything else. I could focus on staying alive. Everything else—Julieta, Marius, the mysterious plant, the Tether, and the murderer—would all have to wait.

      Tiptoeing my way out of bed, I found a plate of rolls and dried fruit on the small table by the bathing room. Grabbing it as I walked by, I shoved a roll in my mouth while I turned on the shower. Then, I took care of my needs.

      When I completed the list—it was woefully short and did not take me long—I stared out the window. The moon was up, and it was snowing. So basically, it was like every single night since I came here.

      Changing into a black gown—the color felt appropriate, for once—I braided my damp hair behind my back. Soft snores came from the bed, and I slid the bathing room door open, careful not to wake Sebastian.

      Sleep called my name, but I ignored its call. I needed to remain alert. Upright.

      Instead, I pulled a shawl around myself and sat in front of the fireplace. A violet orb hung in the center of the hearth, glowing brightly but not giving off any heat. Pulling my knees up against my chest, I stared at the dark stones. They were pristine, clearly having never housed flames.

      Why was there a fireplace in a castle full of vampires? In Ithenmyr, I could understand the reasoning. The land was filled with elves of all kinds, werewolves, and humans who lived in… a forced kind of peace. I knew that at one time there used to be dragons who lived there as well, but they were gone. They could have used the hearths. But the vampires hated fire.

      The question was a good distraction. I stared into the empty hearth, wishing for a crackling fire. In Ipotha, I never appreciated the beauty of yellow and orange flames flickering over logs, or the way wood spit and crackled as it released heat. Only now, as a frigid breeze came through the cracks in the stone and I sat on the cold floor, did I remember that I used to love sitting in front of fires on late winter nights.

      Now I lived in the land of eternal winters, and yet, I had no fire. No flames. All because of them. The vampires. They were the reason for everything bad in my life. I was here because of them. Julieta died at their hands.

      And I…

      I was Tethered to one of them. My life was Bound to Sebastian’s. If we didn’t break this curse, I wasn’t sure what would become of me. Would I live my life out in this castle, constantly at Sebastian’s whim? Being pulled along through the shadows like his little assistant who couldn’t even defend herself?

      Maybe it wouldn’t come to that.

      Something Sebastian said the day Julieta died struck me. He needed me. He was… hungry. What happened to vampires if they didn’t eat? Could he die? If that came to pass, what would happen to me?

      I was so lost in my thoughts; I didn’t hear Sebastian’s approach. His hand landed on my shoulder, and I squealed.

      “Luna.” He crouched beside me, and I shifted, turning to face him.

      The vampire’s black eyes were wide, and his wings were fanned out behind him as he eyed me as one would an injured animal. “What are you doing?”

      The back of his wing brushed my shoulder, but other than that, he didn’t touch me.

      I stared at the empty hearth. “I’m just… thinking.”

      “What about?”

      Sighing, I ran a hand down my damp braid. “What is the meaning of all this, Sebastian? Why did Julieta die and not me? Why did Ciro Tether us? None of it makes any sense. Even our marriage. Why now? What is happening in the Four Kingdoms that has your mother so spooked?”

      “That’s a lot of thoughts,” he said after a moment.

      “And I don’t have any answers.”

      Sebastian tilted his head, his dark eyes studying me carefully before he dropped to the ground with a sigh. His long legs stretched out beside me, and his wings flared out behind us both. He leaned back on both hands, staring into the purple lights.

      For a long time, the only sound between us was our breathing. The silence was strangely comforting, and I didn’t feel the need to speak. The clock ticked, and in the hallway, soft footsteps walked past.

      In here, we were silent. Alone. Just the two of us.

      After a while, Sebastian drew in a deep breath. “Did you know I used to be like you?” His voice was soft, and when I glanced at him, his lips were tilted down. “A human, I mean.”

      I blinked, wondering where he was going with this. “I had… assumed as much.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure how vampires were Made, but it seemed like a reasonable assumption that Sebastian was, at one point, human.

      The vampire prince nodded, tracing circles on the stone floor with his index finger. I watched him, mesmerized by the movement. “My father was a wealthy merchant in a small northern town near the Black Sea. When I was a boy, my parents wanted me to take over the business and learn from my father, but I didn’t want to.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was young,” he said. “Stubborn. I didn’t realize how good I had it until it was too late. In my youth, I allowed the call of adventure to shove aside common sense. Stupidity took hold of me, giving me grandiose dreams of what my future could be. In my hubris, I thought I could do better for myself than my parents. I wanted…” He paused, drawing in a shuddering breath. “No, it doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me,” I whispered, twisting the ends of the shawl through my fingers. “What did you want, Sebastian?”

      For a moment, I didn’t think he was going to answer. He lifted his hand, tracing the lines of his Binding Mark, before exhaling loudly.

      “I wanted adventure. When I was twenty, I left. My parents begged me to stay, but I didn’t listen to them. I took all the earnings I had from working for my father—he believed in paying his children for their labor—bought a sword and joined the army.” He snorted. “I was wrong.”

      A long pause filled the air, and the vampire prince grew tensed.

      “What were you wrong about?” I whispered.

      “Everything. Being a soldier in Queen Marguerite’s army was all fun and games until the actual fighting began. Back in those days, there was a lot of it going on. In Ithenmyr…” Sebastian’s voice trailed off, and something dark flickered through his eyes. “Well, let it just be said that there were hundreds of refugees coming into the north. Most were good, but some of them had been poisoned by that king of theirs.”

      “How long ago was this?” I asked, the academic in me always curious about history.

      Pausing, Sebastian moved his hand in between the two of us, and I stared at it for a moment before placing my hand in his. The moment our skin touched, my heart warmed.

      Sebastian rubbed his thumb over the back of my hand. “Three hundred and twenty-seven years ago. After a while, it all…. blends together.”

      I blinked, trying to wrap my mind around that number. “That’s a long time.”

      He snorted. “Not for a vampire. Mother has seen over two thousand years come and go. Even when she Made me, she was ancient.”

      “I see. So you’re… young?”

      “Young enough,” he said softly.

      “In those days, when I was still mortal, death was rampant in Eleyta,” he said, his hand tightening around mine as sadness tinged his voice.“The world was in flux. I hadn’t even been in the army for a week before I witnessed my first execution. I’ll never forget it. A male elf who wasn’t even Mature had been accused of a petty crime. I can’t even remember the specifics. All I know is that before the night fell, his lifeless body swung off the scaffold in the middle of the square. They left it there for a week as a warning to others.”

      I could imagine that far too vividly.

      Sebastian rubbed a hand on his neck. “Less than six months after I joined the army, a wave of refugees came through the Koln Mountains. I was told it was the third one in as many years. Elves, humans, werewolves, and even some vampires who had been living in Ithenmyr took advantage of the summer heat and traveled across the deadly passes. The crossing is dangerous, and many died before they made it. If they survived, most were so thin, their skin was like paper against their bones.

      “I was in Eastborne with the army, patrolling the border town with three other soldiers. All of them were older and more experienced than me. It had been a long day, and we were all tired. It was nearing suppertime, and we were walking to a tavern, eager for a drink, when a cry for help came from down the snow-covered street. A baker, a big burly vampire covered in flour, was pulling one of the human refugees down the street. The younger male was screaming, and when we got close enough, I could make out the tears streaking down his pale face. He was dressed in rags—it was a miracle he hadn’t frozen to death.”

      Sebastian drew in a deep breath, lacing his fingers through mine tightly. It felt like he was holding on for strength. “The refugee was sobbing, begging the baker to let him go. He was trying to feed his family, he said. Wailing, he told us about his wife and baby. They had crossed a few days before, and they needed food. He was just trying to keep them alive.”

      A knot formed in my stomach. Steeling myself for what I could feel was coming, I moved closer to Sebastian. “What happened next?”

      A long pause ensued, and that knot in my stomach twisted further.

      Eventually, the vampire prince pulled his hand out of mine. He traced the threading on his trousers, sighing. “I thought we should bring the thief back to camp and let the commander deal with him. There are laws in Eleyta, you know. Especially for humans. In the castle, it may look like there are only vampires, but there are many human cities and villages throughout the country.”

      “Like the ones in the north,” I whispered.

      Villages like the ones Syndra was visiting, afflicted by the same wasting illness as my brother.

      He nodded. “The other soldiers laughed. They told me the commander wouldn’t want to see a filthy thief. It was beneath him. I argued against their plan, but my words fell on deaf ears. They were bigger than me, and there were three of them and only one of me.”

      My heart thundered in my chest. “What happened?”

      “They took the thief from the baker, assuring him they would take care of it.” Sebastian’s hand formed a fist, and he banged it into the ground. His voice was hard as he said, “The refugee was dead within the hour. The soldiers killed him, and then, painted in his blood, they went to find the new widow. For a different kind of ‘fun’, they said.”

      Disgust dripped from his voice.

      I shuddered. “Oh, my gods.” In Ipotha, we had laws. Prisons. Judges and court systems. The Council of Lords often implemented various punishments that did not involve time spent in jail. This was… not that. “That seems—”

      “Horrible.” Sebastian laughed, but there was no humor in it. “They called themselves soldiers, but they were really just criminals wearing the queen’s sigil. I didn’t go with them to find the widow. I wouldn’t… they wanted to…”

      “I know,” I whispered. Putting my hand on his, I laced our fingers together. “I know you would never do that, Sebastian.”

      His wings sagged. “They went off to find her and I went to my commanding officer. As soon as I found him, I told him everything. Instead of finding the others and stopping them, he told me to strip.”

      I gasped. “What?”

      Staring straight ahead, Sebastian nodded. “He told me the thief got what he deserved. Then, I was informed that I needed to learn a valuable lesson. In Her Majesty’s army, we were a team. He felt like I turned against my fellow soldiers by telling him about the unauthorized execution. I can remember his tone of voice even to this day. ‘Death comes in many forms, Sebastian.’ It wasn’t for me, a lowly recruit, to question my superiors. Unity and loyalty were the two most valuable things in the army.”

      My back stiffened, and my heart pounded in my chest. I dared a glance at the male beside me. His back was straight, his shoulders tense, and I could make out every line of his wings.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I whispered.

      Sebastian turned towards me, and I flinched at the haunted look in his eyes. “You need to know what happened.”

      “Not if—”

      He shook his head. “Let me tell you, Luna.”

      I fell silent as horror grew within me. Every single part of me wanted to turn and run away, but I couldn’t.

      This was Sebastian’s life. His story. He was choosing to tell it to me, and I would listen, even if it made me sick.

      “I did what he asked,” Sebastian said in a monotone voice. “I stripped, and the commander forced me to kneel, tying my hands to a pole in the middle of the square. The moon was rising, and though it hadn’t yet snowed, winter was in the air. The nights were so cold, frost covered the ground in the mornings. My breath misted the air every time I exhaled, and all around me, the others wore clothes suitable for the weather.

      “They left me there, naked and kneeling on the cobblestones, while they gathered the entire camp. Every single person, including the soldiers who had murdered the thief, was made to watch. Punishment in the army isn’t for individuals. It’s done to instill fear. And apparently, everyone needed to learn a lesson. Most of all, me.”

      Bile rose in my throat.

      Speaking as though he were in a trance, Sebastian’s voice lowered. “The first lash wasn’t too bad. Being in the cold air had numbed me, and I barely felt it as it landed across my back. I thought… I thought I could handle it.” He groaned, his eyes flashing with the pain of past memories. “I was wrong.”

      My heart twisted as I pictured this strong male beside me being treated in such a horrifying fashion.

      “The commander whipped me until my back was nothing more than slivers of broken skin and blood. I lost count of how many times that woven leather landed on my back. By the time unconsciousness was pulling at me, my blood painted the cobblestones. Pure agony like the fire of a thousand suns ran through my body until finally, I fell into the darkness.”

      He drew in a shaky breath. My heart thudded in my chest, but I didn’t interrupt him.

      “When I woke a short while later, I could barely move. The crowd had dispersed and the temperature was falling. It must have caused my blood to thicken because I was still alive. I was… weak.” Sebastian shuddered. “I had never been that weak before in my entire life.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I leaned against the vampire prince. “I can imagine,” I whispered.

      His thumb traced the mark of our Binding on my wrist, those black and red lines tying us together.

      A minute went by. Then two. Ten.

      It felt like I was in a bad dream and no matter what I did, I couldn’t wake up. I was stuck here, waiting for the horrible ending.

      When Sebastian spoke again, his voice was gravelly. “When the moon was high, I knew I was going to die on that pole. I prayed to Isvana, begging for help. The rest of the camp was under strict orders not to speak to me, and despite my pleas, no one came. I drifted in and out of consciousness. The last time I woke, something was different.

      “I could barely pry my eyes open, and every beat of my slowing heart reverberated through me. I was so close to death, I felt it calling my name. Then I saw her. Skin as white as the snow dusting the mountain tops. Long black hair piled on her head. A red ruby at her throat. The dress she wore was so incongruous with the rest of the army camp, I thought her to be an angel. She glided through the square, her movements too fluid to be real.”

      Everything within me tightened. My heart pounded, and in my mind, I saw the scene Sebastian described as though it were right in front of me.

      “The queen?” I whispered.

      His hand tightened around my own. “The queen,” he confirmed. “I’d never seen her before. I hadn’t even known she frequented the camps. But there she was. I groaned, and the sound must have caught her attention. One moment, she was gliding away, the next she was right in front of me. She crouched, reaching out with her cold hands and touching my face.”

      I remembered that touch, the scrape of her nails against my skin, and I shivered. Nothing about Queen Marguerite seemed kind.

      Sebastian sighed, still lost in memories of the past. “She asked what I did to deserve this, and so I told her. What else did one do when faced with a queen? After that, she seemed to think for a moment before surprising me. She had an offer, she informed me. One that could change my life forever if I accepted it.”

      He turned, wrapping his wing around me as he brought us face to face. “It was the last choice I would ever make.”

      It always came down to choices.

      “She Made you,” I whispered.

      “After my first Feeding, my power grew.” He shook his head, holding out his hand as shadows swirled above his outstretched palm. “When the other vampires heard of what I could do, they grew afraid of me. Of what I was. Who I was.”

      “The Prince of Darkness,” I whispered. “Is that where the rumors came from? Walking through shadows and ripping out the throats of anyone who dared cross you? Draining entire villages?”

      He tilted his head. “They’re not all rumors, Luna. I’m not a good male. I’ve seen plenty of death and caused even more of it. I deserve the name they gave me.”

      “Sebastian—”

      He cut me off. “Sometimes I wonder why I was Made. Why didn’t I just refuse her offer? I could have died on the pole like a good soldier. I was a decent male, once. But now… I don’t know what it means to be good anymore.”

      After that, it seemed like Sebastian ran out of words. His wings curled around us both, cocooning us from the outside world as he stared at the Binding Marks on our wrists.

      I didn’t even think he knew he still held my hand.

      We sat there on the cold stone as the sounds of life in the castle filtered through the closed door.

      Outside of our room, people continued to live. There was shouting. Footsteps. The occasional flapping of wings and a bird’s cry. But in here, it was quiet.

      How did the two of us end up in this same place at the same time? There were so many factors that went into our arranged marriage. So many moving parts that all had to line up at once.

      Maybe this was my fight. Maybe this was the reason I needed not to give in to the numbness that still pushed at the edge of my consciousness.

      Inhaling deeply, I met his gaze. “What if we were both brought here for a reason?”

      “What do you mean?” Sebastian stopped rubbing our Binding Marks and looked at me.

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure, but I can’t help but feel as though there is something else here. Do you believe in coincidence?”

      The vampire prince laughed, the sound bitter. “Darling, I don’t believe in anything except Isvana and Ithiar, and even that belief is thin at times.”

      “There must be a reason,” I said, firm in my conviction. “Look at what you just told me! You shouldn’t be here. Neither should I. If I had been in that room, I would be dead.”

      Instead of Julieta.

      “And?” He raised a brow.

      “And yet, we are.” Emboldened by my thoughts, I pushed myself to my feet. He watched me as I stood, brushing out the wrinkles that had taken up residence in my clothes.

      “Come on, Sebastian.” I held out a hand. “Let’s go.”

      He stared at my outstretched hand. “Go where?”

      “The library.” Glancing out the window, I nodded resolutely. “It looks like we have a few hours of moonlight left. Tonight, we will continue our research about the Tether. And tomorrow, we’ll begin our search for Julieta’s murderer.”

      His wings rustled, and for a moment, I thought he might not come. Then he stood, taking my hand. Silence stretched between us as his shadows enveloped us both, moving us to the library.

      Our hands remained joined the entire time.
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      “This isn’t a good idea,” I warned Luna for the third time as I summoned my wings out of the darkness.

      We had been having the same discussion for the past twenty minutes. I glared at the human daring to argue with me, my shadows thrumming in my veins as they begged to be let out.

      Luna was incredibly persistent. She crossed her arms, mimicking my posture. “You said Julieta’s body has been sent home, right?”

      “Yes.”

      Humans in the nearby village had taken care of the cremation of the maid’s remains, and yesterday, Estrella shadowed them back to Ipotha. The elf’s family didn’t need to know what she looked like in her final moments.

      “And the room has been… cleaned, right?” Luna asked. “Fleur said it was.”

      I groaned. Of course, the new maid had said that. She was human, so she didn’t know that no matter how “clean” the room was, the stink of blood and death would never go away.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Then we’re going,” she insisted.

      “Luna—“

      “No, Sebastian. We’re going.” Her eyes widened, and she reached out, placing her hand on my arm. “I need to do this. I can’t just move on as if Julieta never existed. Please.”

      It wasn’t as if I didn’t already have people looking into this. During those seventy-two hours when Luna was in that dreadful state of numbness, I sent four of my trusted guards out to search for information. They were still crawling through the castle looking for clues, but they hadn’t found anything yet. I doubted we would either.

      But if doing what she asked would keep Luna out of that numb state, then I would give in. For her, I would do anything. Give her anything. I was already starving myself. A little expedition that would probably prove fruitless didn’t seem to be such a big deal in comparison.

      “Fine,” I said as my shadows slithered out of me like snakes. “But if I sense anything off, we’re leaving.”

      Luna bit her lip, fighting back a smile. “All right.”

      She walked toward me, threading her fingers through mine willingly as the shadows came for us both.
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      The two red-headed vampires guarding the murder scene, Valerian and Draven, were twins. Loyal to me and no one else, the twins were part of a small, trusted group of vampires that I knew I could rely on.

      Gareth, the head commander of the guards at Castle Sanguis, had been less than pleased when I insisted he station the twins outside the empty room to guard it, but he did what he was told.

      “Why don’t the two of you get something to eat?” I said to them, wrapping my arm protectively around Luna’s shoulder. She hadn’t said a word since we shadowed here, and I knew this would be hard on her.

      I had brought us to the hallway, thinking that if I gave her time, Luna might back out. Now that we were here, I was beginning to realize she probably wouldn’t.

      The twins grinned. One of them—I couldn’t tell which one—tilted his head. “Let’s go find Winnie,” he said suggestively, waggling his brows in his brother’s direction.

      I wasn’t sure of the story of their Makings—vampire siblings were rare, let alone twins—but the two tended to stick to themselves. They’d proven themselves to me, though, and that was all that mattered.

      The other twin made a sound of appreciation. “I do love the way her blood tastes.”

      “That’s not the only thing about Winnie that tastes good,” the first twin said, laughing crudely.

      I tensed. This conversation was the last thing I wanted to hear right now. Already, my stomach was curling in on itself. The hunger pains were getting worse, and I knew I couldn’t continue to subsist solely on deer’s blood forever.

      Blood fed my power, and without it… I didn’t want to know what would happen.

      “Go,” I snapped impatiently, waving a hand in the air. “Get out of here.”

      The twins gulped, disappearing in a blur as they ran down the hall. When we were alone, I squeezed Luna’s hand. She still hadn’t said anything. “Are you all right?”

      Luna shook her head, her eyes still glued to the door.

      “No,” she said slowly. “But we are going to do this. We need to do this.” Lifting her chin, she turned to me. She barely made it halfway up my chest, but her voice was strong and laced with authority when she said, “Shadow us in.”

      She was brave, this wife of mine. Far braver than I had ever thought a human would be.

      I couldn’t deny it any longer. The feelings I had for her weren’t those of just a companion or an ally. I liked her. A lot. Far more than I had ever liked anyone else in my entire existence. Even Athena, gods be with her soul, didn’t make me feel this way.

      This specific turn of events was one I would never have anticipated, but now, every single thought and action of mine revolved around Luna. Waking and sleeping, she was all I could think about.

      I needed to keep her safe. Not just because of Keven’s vision, but because she was my… everything.

      If she died, I thought I would probably survive—the Binding Ceremony was created to allow the weaker of the partners to draw strength and life from the stronger one—but that wasn’t the point. Life wouldn’t be worth living without this fascinating human in it.

      Whether she liked it or not, Luna was mine. I would destroy anyone who dared even think about harming her.

      The moment I said those vows and Bound myself to Luna, her problems became my problems. Her enemies were now my enemies. Even if we broke the Tether, I would always keep her safe.

      “Sebastian?” Luna’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “Are you going to bring us in?”

      I blinked, shaking my head as I pulled myself back to the present. “Yes. Hold on.”

      Drawing on the darkness in my veins, I moved us into the room. Barely a second passed before the shadows deposited us in the middle of the bedroom. Luna’s grip on my hand tightened, and I drew my dark power back into myself.

      “It’s so… empty,” she said.

      A servant had stripped the four-poster bed, and the broken furniture and glass were gone. The blood stains on the walls were gone, but a faint sheen of red remained. All that was left was the bare mattress on the empty bed.

      The broken window was boarded up, and the chill in the air was obvious even to me. It did nothing to remove the stink of fear and death. A shudder ran through me. This could have been Luna.

      My hand moved of its own accord to her shoulder, pulling her against me as we both stared at the room. I didn’t know if it was the Tether or something else entirely, but I had an intrinsic need to keep her as close to me as possible.

      “I… I don’t know where to start.” A strange, disbelieving laugh escaped Luna as she turned in a slow circle. “How does one go about catching a killer?”

      There were many ways, and I was well-versed in nearly all of them. It was a side-effect of being an instrument of death and destruction. However, most of my methods were unpleasant, to say the least, and I would not risk getting Luna involved in anything dangerous.

      Thankfully, one of the side effects of our Tethering was that, at least for now, the queen did not have any of her special projects for me.

      She had others at her disposal, of course. Vampires who were, if not as skilled as I was, at least adequate tools of destruction. None of them were as strong as me or came close to rivaling the power running through my veins.

      For now, Luna and I would stick with the safest option.

      “We should look for a clue,” I said.

      “What are we looking for?” she asked.

      Rubbing a hand across the back of my neck, I sighed. “We need to see if we can find something that is strange, or out of place. Is that… do you want to wait while I search?”

      She shook her head. “No. I need to do this. Julieta was practically my sister. From the moment my first stepmother died, she was by my side. I can’t abandon her in this. It wouldn’t be right.”

      There was so much to unpack in that sentence, so much hidden pain, that for a moment, all I could do was suck in a breath. “I’m sure Julieta would be happy to know that you’re looking into her death,” I said softly.

      “I hope so,” Luna whispered, wrapping her arms around herself as she took a step back and pressed herself against me.

      “I know so.” Something within me compelled me to move, and I bent, brushing my lips over Luna’s hair.

      That was my mistake.

      The scent of golden wheat flooded through me, and my entire body tightened. The hunger that had been a mere inconvenience minutes ago woke with a roar. Like a child demanding to be heard, it howled, roaring through my veins.

      All of a sudden, the only thing I could think about was Luna’s blood. Black edged my vision, and the shadows begged to be released from my hold on them as her blood called to me.

      The marking on my wrist burned and my stomach felt like someone was dragging a knife through the center of it. Hunger pulsed through me until it was the only thing I could think about. The sound of Luna’s steady heartbeat in her chest, pumping that vital liquid all through her body, was the only thing I could hear. I wanted to taste that crimson elixir so badly, my fangs hurt.

      My head lowered of its own volition, and my hand raised, brushing aside her hair to expose the tanned skin of her neck.

      Luna stiffened beneath my touch, drawing in a sharp breath. “Sebastian, what are you—”

      “Shhhh,” I whispered, staring at the beauty mark just below her ear. I dreamed about this neck. The softness of her skin. The sweet smell of her soap mixed with the honeyed scent of her blood.

      Every day, I wanted her more and more. My fangs ached as I ran my finger over the pulse of her artery. It would be so easy to take what I wanted. Every part of me urged me to close the distance between us and taste her blood once more, putting an end to my hunger.

      The only thing stopping me was her.

      Luna wouldn’t forgive me if I drank from her like this. I knew it in the depths of my soul. I wanted her blood. I needed it. But more than that, I wanted her to not hate me.

      “Sebastian?” she whispered.

      “Hold on,” I rasped.

      I needed to pull myself together. This was not the time or the place for me to fall apart. Despite the ache in my jaw and the twisting pain in my stomach, I pulled my hand away from Luna’s neck. Stepping away from her, I stumbled back and leaned against the wall with a groan.

      Gods, I was acting like a newly Made vampire before his first Feeding. It was as if I hadn’t already existed for more than three centuries.

      I knew better than to let hunger get the better of me. Staring at the stone wall on the other side of the room, I forced the raging desire to feed away. Pushing it to the depths of my consciousness, I barricaded it behind a brick wall. I needed to be strong.

      When I was certain I could keep my fangs to myself, I moved even further away from Luna.

      She turned, her brown eyes wide as they swept over me analytically. “Are you…”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said hoarsely, lying through my teeth.

      She stared at me. Her gaze was heavy, as though she was looking straight into my soul. I forced myself to remain still, to push the ache in my fangs away, until she dipped her head.

      “All right,” she said. “If you’re fine, let’s get started. We need a clue.”

      “Yes.” My voice was rough, and I cleared my throat. “Good idea. A clue.”

      I needed to remember why we were here.

      She continued to stare at me. “Why don’t you look in the bathing room, Sebastian?”

      Grateful for the opportunity to put space between us, I grunted a response and shadowed into the adjoining room. The moment my feet landed on the floor, I stumbled forward and leaned against the closed door.

      Breathe.

      In and out.

      My wings flexed behind me, and I forced my lungs to expand and retract. I needed to focus on something—anything—other than Luna’s presence in the other room. Even from here, I could hear her heart pounding. The swooshing of her blood leaving her heart to move around her body was a siren’s call to my starving body.

      In the back of my mind, I knew this fixation on Luna’s blood was not a good thing. The longer I let it go on, the worse it would become. The best thing I could do was to keep putting as much space between Luna and me as possible.

      Unfortunately, thanks to the gods-damned Tether, I didn’t have many options. Or really, any options.

      Every single curse word available beneath the moon left my lips as I rubbed my temples. My stomach churned, and my fangs ached. Even with the door between us, her scent wafted over to me.

      I could always smell her. It didn’t matter what I was doing or who I was speaking with. When my spies reported their findings about the war in the south, I could smell her. When I wrote letters at my desk, her scent pervaded my thoughts.

      I needed her more than I’d needed anyone else in my entire life.

      Pressing my head against the door, I stayed there until I was confident I was no longer about to tear through the barrier and sink my fangs into her unsuspecting throat.

      Only then did I begin my search. Pulling open drawers and rifling through cabinets, I looked for anything that might tell us why someone wanted to kill Luna’s only friend.

      All I found were soaps and brushes. Nothing of importance at all. I looked beneath cabinets and checked under the window, but there was nothing of note.

      I was rifling through the wardrobe filled with female garments when a cry came from the other room. My body tensed, and alarm pulsed through me. I pulled on my shadows so fast that my head spun as I landed on the other side of the bathing room door. My wings flared behind me and my hands clenched at my sides as I turned in a slow circle.

      Only… I didn’t see anything amiss. The room was just as I had left it. The window was still boarded up; the door was still shut, and even the furniture was in the right place.

      Luna stood in the middle of the room, her eyes as wide as moons as she stared at me. She looked fine, but I had heard her cry out.

      “What’s wrong?” I snarled.

      My voice was barely recognizable to my ears. My lips were curled back and red tinged my vision as I sought the source of the threat.

      Every single part of my body screamed at me to protect Luna as I stepped toward her. “Who hurt you? Did the murderer come back? Why did you cry out?”

      Luna stared at me, her mouth opening and closing as she wrapped her arms around herself and slowly backed away. Her face paled, and she clutched something in her fist.

      Pulling on my shadows, I appeared in front of Luna and grabbed her shoulders. Something must have happened. I couldn’t stop the pounding of my heart as cold dread like the arctic wind took hold of my heart.

      Someone had frightened her. The fear that she was hurt was deeper than the Bond, more than the Tether tying us together. It ran to the innermost part of me, the one that I thought had died when I was Made.

      “What’s wrong? Who hurt you?” My eyes swept over her, looking for an injury. I didn’t smell blood, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t injured. The bitter scent of fear was coming off her in waves. I shook her shoulders. “Luna, tell me why you’re scared!”

      Her eyes widened impossibly further, and she shrank beneath my touch.

      “It’s you,” she whispered, her voice little more than a breath.

      Her quiet words struck me like a pile of heavy stones falling from this gods-damned castle. I gasped, “What?”

      She inhaled sharply. “You’re scaring me, Sebastian.”

      My empty stomach twisted in a knot, and a shuddering breath escaped me as the realization of what she said washed over me.

      I scared her.

      Releasing her shoulders, I stumbled back until the cold walls stopped me from going any further. My chest heaved and my wings plastered against the stones as her words echoed through my mind.

      My wife was scared of me.

      Luna rubbed her arms, those big, brown eyes never leaving mine.

      “I… I heard you cry out,” I said, grappling the wall as my heart raced. My words were little more than incoherent thoughts as they left my lips. “I thought… maybe they had come back… I was so worried.”

      “I know,” she replied softly. “I understand that, Sebastian. You were worried about me.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

      “It’s just… The way you appeared, with the wings and your fangs…” Her arms tightened around herself. “It just scared me, Sebastian.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. Forcing my wings into the shadows, I let the cold seep into my back as I rubbed my temples. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “I know you didn’t.” Luna drew in a shaking breath, her eyes still holding mine. “Are you… okay?”

      The question was innocuous enough, but undercurrents of tension ran through it. The hidden meaning was clear.

      Was I going to hurt her? Bite her? Was I going to lose control?

      “I’m fine.” Swallowing, I took a single step forward and held her gaze. “I won’t hurt you. Not now. Not ever. I promise.”

      My words hung between us, and the air thickened. Shadows swirled within me, begging to be released, but I shoved them down.

      This moment was important. Somehow, I knew that our entire world could change based on the next few minutes. It was all up to Luna.

      I wouldn’t take this choice from her.

      Holding my fists at my side, I remained still as Luna’s brown eyes swept over me. Her mouth moved silently once more, and I wondered if she was praying.

      Every single second felt like an eternity as I waited for her to choose what to do next. My heart thundered in my chest, and every breath felt like it was too tight as I waited.

      Slowly, as though she was thinking over every step, Luna approached.

      When she was close enough to touch me, she extended her hand until it rested on my chest. “I believe you, Sebastian.”

      A knot unraveled within me as something intangible shifted between us.

      Her hand rested on my chest, and I reached up, tracing the mark of our Binding on her wrist. “Why did you cry out?”

      Luna licked her lips, and my fangs ached at the sight. Raising her other hand, she unfurled her fingers. An obsidian stone rested in the palm of her hand, so dark it seemed to absorb the light. “I found this under the bed near the back wall.”

      I raised a brow. “May I?”

      She nodded.

      Reaching over, I took the stone in my hand, weighing it carefully. Luna was right. It was out of place.

      Slipping it into my pocket, I raised my eyes. “I know where this came from.”
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      Sebastian held out his arms, and I went into them willingly. The fear I felt earlier was long gone. Something between us shifted a few minutes ago, and now…

      I didn’t know how I felt about Sebastian. I wasn’t scared of him. Not in the least. He promised he would never hurt me, and I believed him.

      “You need to hold on,” he said, wrapping his arms around me tightly. “We’re going a little further than you’re used to. This stone comes from a tunnel that runs beneath the castle, near the outskirts of the Dead Forest.”

      That sounded about as ominous as I would expect a forest surrounding a castle filled with vampires to be named.

      “I won’t let go,” I assured him.

      Sebastian nodded, and his wings curled around me. Comfort flooded through me as he pressed them against my back. Even the sight of the shadows swarming at his feet didn’t detract from the feeling of safety running through my body.

      He pressed his lips to my hair. “Hold on, Luna. I’ve got you.”

      There was a promise in his words that were far greater than this moment between us. My vampire prince would look after me, no matter what.

      A tiny grain of hope sprouted within me. Maybe, despite the circumstances of our marriage, we might be able to make something together. Maybe we really could solve Julieta’s murder, find Syndra’s plant, and help my brother. Maybe we could break the Tether, and I could still have a life here in Eleyta. Maybe one day, we could be something… more.

      My vampire’s shadows swirled around us both, their caress against my skin mimicking their master’s gentle embrace. The air darkened, and the ground shifted beneath us. This time, the darkness didn’t seem as bad. We moved through the shadows quickly, our feet coming to rest on uneven ground as my stomach churned. I sucked in deep breaths until my stomach settled.

      “We’re here,” Sebastian said.

      An icy, wintry wind went down my back as he withdrew his wings, and I turned around.

      Dim purple lights illuminated a long, narrow tunnel. Barely large enough for two people to walk side-by-side, the space was clearly not built for comfort. A rustling sound came from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder. Sebastian’s wings were gone, and he handed me a lit lantern with a smile.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      Lacing our fingers together, he led me down the passageway. “Transport tunnels run from Castle Sanguis to all the nearby towns. They allow us to move during the day, since the sun…”

      Was the kiss of death for his kind.

      He didn’t need to finish the sentence. I understood perfectly.

      “That makes sense.” Pursing my lips, I looked around. “Why doesn’t everyone shadow?”

      “Shadowing long distances takes a lot of power. Few vampires have the ability to do it well or reliably. Not only that, but we can only shadow walk to places we’ve been to at least once before. It isn’t an infallible method of transportation.”

      I mulled over that fascinating piece of information as the tunnel widened. As soon as the space was large enough, Sebastian’s wings appeared back out of the shadows. He stretched them, sending a flicker of cool wind down my back.

      “And your wings. They’re also a sign of power, right?”

      Even at the ball, I hadn’t seen many other vampires with that ability.

      He chuckled softly. “They are.”

      Interesting.

      The academic within me wanted to know how power was distributed among vampires. Why did Sebastian end up with so much more magic than others of his kind?

      My mind whirled as I thought over everything I knew about the people of the north, and we fell into a comfortable silence as Sebastian led us into the earth.

      “How much further are we going?” I asked after a while.

      “We still have a ways to go,” Sebastian said. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the stone and turned it over in his hand. “I recognize the spot where this came from, but we can’t shadow into the majority of the tunnel. It’s too dangerous.”

      My eyes flickered over the looming walls and low ceiling of the tunnel as I pressed myself closer to Sebastian. “If it’s that dangerous, should we even be down here?”

      “It’s fine.” He slipped the stone back into his pocket, shrugging. “The tunnels are old, that’s all. We just don’t want to disrupt the architecture.”

      “Will we run into anyone else?” I asked.

      “No.” Sebastian’s wing rubbed up against my shoulder in a comforting gesture. “There shouldn’t be anyone else down here. It’s the middle of the night, and the tunnels are usually only used during the day. But even if someone does come, I’ll keep you safe.”

      His words sent a flurry of warmth through me, and my core tightened. I never would have thought of myself as one of those females who swooned over a male ready to fight someone for her, but apparently, I was wrong.

      This moody vampire prince was making his way into my heart. With every passing day, it was becoming more and more difficult to see him as just an ally. He was my friend… and maybe something more?

      It certainly felt like we could be something more.

      As though he read my mind—something which, after spending weeks together, I was fairly certain he could not do—Sebastian pressed a kiss to the top of my head. I wanted to stop moving, to pull him against me and feel the press of those lips against mine.

      Julieta’s death had already taught me a valuable lesson: life was too short. I couldn’t just sit around and wait for things to happen to me. I had already been forced into this marriage, and now, we were hunting a murderer. But if I waited for the right time for everything, there was a very real chance life would pass me by.

      There was no right time in life. It was just the here and now.

      I wanted to know how Sebastian kissed. Would he be gentle? Considerate? Would his lips be soft and kind against mine? Or was he all-consuming in the way that he loved?

      Based on the way he already made me feel, I was fairly certain that kissing Sebastian would be like nothing I’d ever done before. I dreamed about the way his lips had felt when they brushed over my neck, the way he had pinned me against the wall in the alcove.

      What did that say about me? My friend was dead, and I was dreaming about the way my husband’s lips would feel against mine. Some people would probably say I was coping. Others might take offense and say I should have been grieving Julieta.

      I was fairly certain if I grieved her anymore, I would lose myself entirely. At least now, walking through the tunnel with Sebastian and dreaming about his lips on mine, I was moving. I was living. The numbness was out of sight. For now.

      Sebastian was my ally, and we were going to find out what happened to Julieta. Allies didn’t kiss other allies, did they? I didn’t think that was the case. The way his hand gripped mine and his wings brushed against me didn’t feel like we were just allies.

      I would have to pay attention the next time he kissed me. For research purposes, of course.

      As we continued our trek, the structure of the tunnels changed. Interspersed between dark gray stones, as though someone had purposefully put them there, were long thin white strips.

      At first, there were just a few of them, but soon, the majority of the tunnel was made up of the mysterious white material. I reached out with a hand to touch one of them when Sebastian pulled me back.

      “I don’t think you want to do that, Luna,” he warned, tightening his grip around my hand.

      I raised a brow, coming to a stop in front of one section of the wall.

      Raising my lantern, I peered closely at it. “Why not? What kind of minerals make up that stone? I’ve never seen anything like it before.” When he didn’t answer, I asked, “Why don’t you want me to touch it?”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you to,” he said. “I just… advise against it.”

      I huffed. “That’s not a good enough reason. I want to know what they are.”

      Sebastian released my hand, only to throw his arm over my shoulder.

      He leaned close to me, his breath tickling the back of my neck, as he whispered, “Fine, then, darling.” The tone of his voice made my core tighten in ways that were definitely not appropriate, considering our surroundings. “Touch them. I just thought you might not like to because they, like me, used to be humans.”

      Understanding flooded through me, and I gasped.

      Bones.

      They were bones.

      Hundreds of skeletons, stripped of flesh, made up the structure of the tunnel. Now that I knew what the white strips were, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t figured it out earlier.

      How many humans lost their lives to build these tunnels? I looked around. The walls, the ceiling, and even the floor beneath my feet were made of the same material. My stomach curled in on itself and I hastily pulled back my hand.

      “That’s what I thought.” Sebastian chuckled darkly. “Come on, Luna. We need to keep going.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time the tunnel widened into a large open space, my leg muscles were protesting this sudden uptick in exercise. We had been walking for at least an hour, and my entire body was sore.

      “This is it,” Sebastian said, letting go of my hand before giving me the stone. “I believe it came from here.”

      Appearing to be a central meeting point, this part of the tunnel was illuminated by two dozen glowing purple orbs. The large chamber was twice the size of our bedroom. A dozen separate passages branched off from the space, going in all different directions.

      I pursed my lips, turning the stone over. “Alright. So we find the tunnel where this stone came from and then…”

      “Once we know where the killer came from, we can find out why they did this,” Sebastian said. “It seems unlikely that Julieta was the intended target. It would explain the… overkill.”

      My chest tightened. “You mean—“

      “This was an attack against you,” he said gravely. “An attack against both of us.”

      “Who would want me dead? I’m just… me.” My voice betrayed the bewilderment roiling within me. I had suspected that Julieta’s death was my fault, but this served as confirmation.

      But why?

      “I don’t know.” Sebastian pulled me into his arms, hugging me tightly. “But I’m not going to let them hurt you.”

      Renewing my vow to find whoever did this, I drew in a deep breath.

      “Alright,” I whispered. “Let’s take this one step at a time.”

      At least I was good at that. Making lists. Analyzing things. Breaking them down. Following recipes. Steps were good. They were simple. Steps didn’t require emotions.

      Shoving the bewilderment down into the same dark place within me where the numbness waited, I forced myself to become a blank slate.

      Julieta needed me to be strong.

      Holding the stone with one hand and the lantern with the other, I stepped away from Sebastian and turned in a slow circle. Black rocks the same color as my stone filled the gaps between the numerous bones that lined the walls. Worn wooden support beams stretched to the ceiling, and sconces made of bones added to the eerie atmosphere.

      Running my hands over the walls, I carefully avoided touching the bones. The black rocks were smooth and frosty beneath my fingertips, and from the corner of my eye, I watched as Sebastian did the same on the other side of the space. A few times, I thought I might have found a match, but when I held up my stone, they didn’t quite line up. The rock I found in Julieta’s room had a silver line that ran through it, and none of the smooth black stones down here seemed to match.

      I frowned. “I don’t know. What if this is the wrong place?”

      “Can I see it?” Sebastian held out a hand, and I tossed the stone over to him. It curved, a marker of my terrible aim, but he caught it anyway.

      Pursing his lips as he inspected the only clue we had, Sebastian raised a brow and turned in a slow circle. He ran his hand down a tunnel a few feet away from him.

      “This one.” He patted the wall. “I think—”

      A massive tremor ran through the ground, cutting off Sebastian’s words. I cried out, my heart pounding, as I flung out a hand and grabbed onto the nearest wall. The ground shook beneath my feet, and my heart pounded as a distinctive rumbling sound came from down one of the tunnels.

      “Luna!” Sebastian shouted. He turned, stretching out his hand towards me as his eyes widened. Fear tinged his voice, and his words echoed around the chamber made of stone and bone. “Come quickly. We need to go.”

      I ran towards him, but at the same time, a horrible groaning sound came from the ceiling. A fissure ran through the roof, like cracks in the dry summer ground. Another tremor ripped through the earth. The air thickened, and I sucked in a deep breath.

      A single rock the size of my head broke away from the ceiling. My heart was in my throat as the rock careened to the ground. It hit the ground with a smash, and for a single second, nothing happened.

      Then all hell broke loose. Clumps of dirt and shards of stone rained down on us. Another tremor ran through the tunnels, this one worse than before. The ground shook, and the walls trembled.

      It was as though a god was having a fit.

      “Luna!” Sebastian yelled over the roar of the earth. “Hurry!”

      The ceiling collapsed with a roar, drowning out his cries. Dust billowed up all around me, and all of a sudden, darkness was everywhere. My lungs struggled to draw breath and my eyes tried to function, but nothing was working.

      Grime coated my fingers and the horrible sounds of rocks hitting each other filled my ears until finally, they stopped.

      The silence was deafening. Complete and utter darkness surrounded me on all sides. Even the cold, bitter wind had disappeared.

      “Sebastian?” I called out.

      Terrible, eerie silence was my only reply.

      I called for him again.

      No response.

      My heart thundered, and panic threatened to overtake me. It was far too dark. Every part of me wanted to shut down and stop. But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t let the fear take hold of me.

      Shutting my eyes, I forced myself to breathe despite the ache in my lungs. To push the fear and panic away.

      Still, there was still no sound.

      “Just pretend like it’s a game,” I whispered to myself, opening my eyes once more. “It’s not darkness. It’s just… the absence of light.”

      Although I knew technically they were the same thing, something about that calmed me.

      I took a step forward, calling out Sebastian’s name. There came no reply, but he couldn’t have been far. The Tether was quiet.

      Dropping to my hands and knees, I sifted through the rubble with care. Every time panic threatened to descend upon me, I thought about another property of light. The scholarly approach kept me calm, giving me the strength to push through the panic.

      The earth shook again. I froze, my hands outstretched until the trembling ceased. There was no question in my mind—something about this quaking was distinctly unnatural.

      Then I saw it. The flicker of a single purple orb. It was covered in dust, but it cast the faintest glow on the ground.

      An agony-filled moan broke through the silence.

      “Sebastian!” I yelled, my hands clutching the grime as I knelt in the rubble.

      He moaned again. Sebastian’s face flashed before my eyes and urgency pushed me forward. I needed to find him. Nothing else mattered.

      “I’m coming for you,” I said, crawling towards him.

      “Don’t.” His voice sounded strange. Weak. “Don’t come any closer… it’s not safe.”

      What did he want me to do? Sit on my laurels in the middle of a dark, partially collapsed tunnel while he was hurt? The entire idea was preposterous. Even if I wanted to get help, I couldn’t. The Tether might have been quiet right now, but it would make its presence known the moment I went too far.

      “Stay there,” I instructed, staring into the darkness as though that might help me see better.

      It did not.

      “I’m coming, Sebastian.”

      There was no reply.
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SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      “If I do this, you will be mine. Do you understand?”

      Perhaps the vampire queen’s words should have frightened me. Perhaps I should have stared into those dark, empty eyes and quaked at the reminder of my own mortality. The moment Queen Marguerite crouched before me, I probably should have told her to kill me.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I nodded wearily.

      A wolfish smile graced Queen Marguerite’s face, and I watched her from weary, pain-filled eyes. Reaching out, she ran a sharpened nail down my skin.

      Her fingers were hard as she turned my chin, eyeing me carefully. “You know, I’ve been searching a very long time for a mortal with as much potential as you.”

      I stared at her. I couldn’t believe I was even considering her offer. What would my parents think? My brothers? I supposed it didn’t matter. What good were thoughts of the past, now? My life as I knew it was over.

      One thing was clear to me: I should have never left home. If I had remained with my family., I would never have found myself tied to a stake with my back ripped to shreds.

      The queen’s nail dug into my throat. “What do you think, boy? I need to hear you say the words.”

      I wasn’t a boy. Before leaving home, I had seen twenty summers come and go. But I supposed to her, I was as young as a newborn calf emerging from its mother’s womb.

      “Just so I’m clear, Your Majesty, you want me to become like you?”

      A predatory smile emerged on the queen’s face, and I caught a glimpse of her sharpened fangs.

      “Not just like me. My son.” She raised a brow, her voice growing wistful. “It has been a few years since my last son died. I am finding myself in need of another one.”

      My body tensed and alarm bells rang in my mind. “What happened to him?”

      Her black eyes hardened, and I glimpsed violence within them. “He forgot how to listen.” She inched closer to me, shadows swirling around her hands. “If I provide you with this gift, will you forgo your pitiful mortal life, and do exactly as I ask?”

      I stared at her. She was offering me immortal life. A chance to be like her. The opportunity to live beneath the moon and be freed from the shackles of my mortality.

      Why shouldn’t I say yes?

      “Sebastian.”

      A desperate voice called my name, but I could barely hear them. It was as though the sound came from underwater. Something was wrong. Everything was fuzzy. The lines between the past and present blurred as I tried to locate the source of the voice.

      “Sebastian, look at me!”

      That voice. It haunted my dreams of late. My fantasies. My desires. I moaned, struggling to open my eyes. Why weren’t they doing what I asked?

      There was an urgency here, but I couldn’t seem to put my finger on where it was coming from. A strange scent filled my nose. An achingly familiar iron tang. One that I desperately needed.

      Why did I need it? Why was I so hungry? My stomach twisted in a painful knot, and I groaned. I could vaguely remember that there was a reason I wasn’t eating properly, but I couldn’t seem to recall it right now.

      “You need to look at me,” the voice said.

      I shook my head wearily.

      “Open your eyes, dammit!” they ordered. “You’ve lost so much blood.”

      Blood.

      That’s what the smell was. I wasn’t surprised. Not really. Ever since I was Made, it always came down to blood.

      I groaned, “I’m so tired.”

      “I know, Sebastian,” the voice whispered. “I’m tired too. But you can’t go to sleep yet. I need you.”

      A hand prodded my chest. The feeling was unpleasant, and I rolled away from the touch. Or at least, I tried to. It didn’t feel like it was working.

      “Look at me!” the voice commanded. “You can’t die.”

      What was death when one barely lived?

      When I accepted Queen Marguerite’s offer, I didn’t fully understand what she was asking of me. The things she would make me do. The power that would run through my veins.

      I sat at a small wooden table in the kitchen, eyeing my brother François over the worn chess board. Father had carved each piece by hand, and we played every night.

      A collection of my white pieces sat off to the side, captured by François’s black forces. A wry grin danced over his lips, and I could tell he thought he was close to winning. His fingers twisted the rook in his hands, and he tsk’d.

      “You made a mistake, little brother,” François said, moving the piece slowly.

      I really didn’t think so.

      “Oh?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the board.

      “You got distracted, as usual.” François placed his rook near my bishop, sitting back as he steepled his hands on the table. “Your move.”

      He thought he was so smart, the way he watched me, waiting for me to make a mistake. François was always doing this. Trying to play games, but only ever ones he knew he would win.

      I’d spent the last month studying the chess board late at night, hoping a chance like this would come up. Finally, it was here.

      I would show him.

      Grabbing my knight—the same one I’d been slowly advancing over the past few turns—I moved it across the board. Dropping the piece near from François’s king, I took my time as I pulled back my hands and placed them on the table in front of me.

      “Checkmate,” I whispered.

      François’s brown eyes widened, and he lurched forward.

      His face was inches from the board as he stared at the knight. “But… but… how?” he sputtered. Turning red, he glared at the pieces, as though that would make them move.

      “You made a mistake, big brother.” Throwing his words back at him, I smirked. “You underestimated me.”

      People were always underestimating me.

      When I was Made, I proved them all wrong. No one underestimated me anymore. Power ran through my veins.

      I was the Prince of Darkness, and shadows bowed before me. Except, right now, I couldn’t remember why that made me so sad.

      “Sebastian!” A hand shook my shoulder. “You need to look at me.”

      I really didn’t want to.

      “Please.” The voice cracked, breaking on the last word. “Please, look at me.”

      Heartbreak and horror and sadness laced the words, and my heart cracked. Something about the plea drew me into the present. I pulled my eyes open; the effort taking far more effort than it should have.

      Darkness greeted me. That was unsurprising. I’d spent the past three centuries living in darkness. I no longer remembered what it felt like to be out in the day or how the soft embrace of the sun felt against my skin.

      My vision quickly adjusted, and a stunningly beautiful female with wide brown eyes stared at me. A pale violet light illuminated her tan face, and her mouth was pinched in a frown. A trickle of blood ran down her forehead, marring her perfect features.

      “Oh, thank Kydona,” she said, gathering my hand in hers and pressing it against her lips.

      I got a distinct feeling that I should have known who she was, but I was having trouble gathering my thoughts. Everything was in pieces, scattered in my mind, waiting to be collected. Memories of my life with my family collided with what was before me.

      The female asked, “Can you see me?”

      “Are you an angel?” I replied, my mind still fuzzy. I licked my lips, and the flavor of chalky dust filled my mouth. “Have you finally come to take me to the gods and make me pay for my sins?”

      I had committed hundreds of those. Thousands. I was fairly certain there wasn’t a clause in godly judgment that read: If you were forced to do bad things by the evil queen who gave you immortal life, you will be pardoned for your sins. The seven circles of hell were real, and I would burn in them for eternity.

      The angel’s mouth fell into an “O” and she shook her head. “I’m not an angel.”

      “That’s a shame,” I whispered. “You look like one.”

      She pulled up the sleeve of her dress, displaying a black marking around her wrist. “I’m your wife, Sebastian.”

      Wife.

      The word echoed around in my mind as I struggled to keep up with what she was saying.

      She was my…

      Wife.

      Memories crashed into me all at once. Luna. Our Binding. Being Tethered. Julieta’s death. The tunnels.

      Then…

      The earthquake.

      A dozen curses ran through my mind. The roof of the chamber must have collapsed.

      Raising a hand, I cupped Luna’s cheek. “You’re hurt.”

      She blinked. “Me? You’re worried about me?”

      “I’ll always be worried about you.” The words were barely more than a whisper, but they rang with truth.

      This female was mine, even if she didn’t know it. From the moment she first yelled at me, she was mine. No one spoke back to me. No one dared go against me.

      Except for her.

      Luna shook her head. Dust and dirt covered her features, making her brown eyes stand out in the darkness. “Sebastian, it’s not me you should be worried about.”

      My brows furrowed, and I tried to push myself up.

      “Don’t!” Luna gasped, horror filling her eyes. She put a hand on my shoulder, pressing me down. “There’s something in your chest. It’s too dark and I can’t see what it is, but I felt it.” A sob escaped her, and her voice cracked. “I don’t know what to do about that, Sebastian. Helping vampires wasn’t a subject I studied at the university.”

      My hands dropped, landing on the wet stone floor. That was wrong. Nothing should be wet.

      And yet, it was.

      Bringing my fingers to my nose, I inhaled sharply. The scent of iron was almost overwhelming. The floor was covered in blood. If it wasn’t Luna’s…

      It was mine.

      Lifting tentative hands, and starting at my hips, I patted my chest until I encountered something that absolutely did not belong. A rough piece of wood, approximately the size of my forearm, was sticking out of my chest. Aimed at the right spot, it was one of the few things that could kill me.

      “That’s ironic,” I whispered, a morose chuckle rising in my throat.

      She gaped at me. “What?”

      “I finally have a reason to live, and I could die here.”

      Luna’s face paled.

      “You foolish male,” she murmured after a moment. “You’re not going to die.”

      I heard the truth in her words, though. Even without it, I knew what stakes did to vampires.

      “You’re a terrible liar, darling,” I said.

      This piece of wood was far too close to my heart. There weren’t many ways to kill my kind, but wooden stakes in the heart would definitely do the trick.

      Her fingers tightened around my hand. “Can you shadow us out of here? I’m sure there’s someone in the castle who can help—”

      “No.” I shook my head, and a searing pain ran through me as the stake shifted. My stomach twisted, and my fangs pierced my tongue. The smoky flavor of my own blood flooded through me, but it did nothing to help the situation.

      What a cruel twist of fate.

      Vampires needed blood, but our own couldn’t sustain us. It was a horrible joke, one that was only overshadowed by the irony of my current situation.

      I needed blood, and Luna was right here. Unfortunately, due to some ridiculous sense of morality that made itself known when she entered my life, I was starving.

      On second thought, perhaps ironic didn’t begin to cover it.

      “Can you just… pull it out?” she asked.

      If I was at full strength, I could have. But right now, the stake was too close to my heart. I risked death if I made one wrong move.

      I explained as much to Luna, and she sighed. “Could you… shadow us?”

      “That won’t work either.”

      I was so stupid. I should never have let myself get this hungry. If I’d been drinking blood, I would have been able to take us anywhere in the Four Kingdoms, even with an injury like this. Now, I couldn’t even get us out of here.

      A colorful curse left Luna’s lips as her hand tightened against mine. Pressing her forehead against our joined hands, she groaned. “Obviously, I can’t leave you here and get some help.”

      “Obviously,” I said dryly. The Tether would incapacitate us long before she got out of these tunnels. “Damn Ciro to hell.”

      Luna cursed. “This is… problematic.”

      To say the least.

      I coughed. “That about sums it up.”

      Luna leaned back, resting her head against the collapsed wall. Seconds slipped into minutes as Luna’s ragged breaths were the only sound in the tunnel.

      It didn’t matter. I was a patient male. What were minutes when one had lived for centuries?

      Eventually, Luna spoke again. “You said it won’t work right now.”

      “Yes.”

      “Right now,” she clarified.

      I groaned. “That’s what I said.”

      Luna muttered something under her breath, her thumb slipping between our joined hands and tracing patterns on the rough skin of my palm. I glanced at her, and her mouth was moving in that silent way of hers.

      For a long time, the only sound was that of our heartbeats. Hers was fast, mine was slow. Far too slow, even for a creature of the moon like me.

      Then, Luna squeezed my hand. “Sebastian?”

      “Hmm?” I was so tired.

      “When was the last time you drank human blood?”

      The question was so unexpected that I didn’t even think before I said, “The night before our wedding.”

      “You’re hungry,” she stated.

      That was not a strong enough word to adequately describe how I was feeling. I was ravenous in a way that I hadn’t been since the night of my Making.

      I grunted.

      “So,” she said slowly, turning to look at me. I could see her mind working rapidly behind those brown eyes. “If I gave you blood—”

      “Absolutely not,” I snarled. My head shook and that damned stake moved again. I huffed. “That is out of the question. I won’t drink from you.”

      Luna stared at me. “Why? You’re a vampire, aren’t you?”

      I scoffed. “Of course I am. The stake draining the life from me wasn’t enough of a clue?”

      “Exactly,” she said, as if I proved her point. “And vampires need blood, correct?”

      I could see where she was going with this.

      “Luna,” I said, filling my tone with as much warning as I could muster. “Stop. Talking.”

      She drew in a deep breath. “No. You need this.”

      Ignoring the way every movement made my chest ache, I pushed myself onto my elbows. The stake shifted, and my entire body hurt, but I was still alive. Moving until my back rested against the nearest wall, I ignored the crumbling stones behind me and shook my head. “If you… I can’t…”

      “What are you saying?” Her brows furrowed. “You don’t want my blood?”

      “What?” My eyes widened. “No! This isn’t about wanting you or your blood.” My voice deepened as desperate hunger rose within me. “I need you more than life itself, Luna.”

      “Then what is—”

      “Stop!” I yelled. “Don’t you understand? I’m already on the edge. It’s taking every single ounce of self-control not to take what I want. What I need. I’m not doing it because I respect you too much.”

      A beat passed before she squeezed my hand.

      “You’re wrong, Sebastian.” Reaching up, Luna pulled her hair away from her neck. “You’re not taking this from me. I’m giving it to you.”

      “Luna—”

      She shook her head, tilting her exposed neck. Her mouth opened once more, and this time, my wife said the words I never thought I would hear come out of her mouth.

      “Bite me.”
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      My offer hung in the air between us, and my heart raced as I waited for Sebastian to respond.

      This was the only logical way for us to get out of here. He required blood to survive, and I was the only human around.

      I was the best choice—the only choice, really. I remembered what Sebastian said about the Binding. My blood was the only one that would give him what he needed.

      I used to think that having a vampire drink my blood would be repulsive, but I no longer held that belief. If anything, I was more than a little excited to find out what it would feel like to have Sebastian’s fangs at my neck. It seemed like we had been dancing around this for weeks, and finally, I would get to know what it felt like when he drank my blood.

      My curiosity was purely academic, of course.

      “Sebastian,” I whispered, tightening my grip. “Did you hear me? I said you can bite me.”

      He rasped, “I heard.”

      “And?”

      A tormented sigh filled the air, and a knot twisted within me. I needed him to say yes. He couldn’t read my mind—of that I was certain. If he could have, we wouldn’t be dancing around each other any more. Not about this.

      Somewhere along the way, this vampire prince stopped being the object of my nightmares. Knowing that he wanted me, that he needed me, did something to my heart.

      I wasn’t ready to analyze it. Not yet. But soon, I would have to. After this. Once he survived. He had to survive.

      Above us, the ancient wood holding up the remnants of the tunnel groaned. If shadowing into parts of the tunnel was dangerous, staying down here after an earthquake definitely wasn’t ideal.

      “That really doesn’t sound good,” I said. “I’m no engineer, but I’m fairly certain staying in a collapsed tunnel isn’t a brilliant idea.”

      As if concurring with my statement, the wooden beams creaked.

      “Sebastian?”

      “No,” he growled. “I would never force you to let me… No.”

      “Who said anything about forcing?” I narrowed my eyes and frustration leaked into my words. “I didn’t say you were forcing me. In fact, I am fairly certain I said, ‘bite me’.”

      I couldn’t believe we were having a discussion about this. His blood soaked the ground, and a wooden stake protruded from his chest. Though I wasn’t an expert in anatomy, I knew that was not good.

      “No,” he said resolutely.

      This male. At this rate, he was going to argue himself right into an early grave.

      “Why not?” My eyes widened. “Don’t you want to live?”

      A beat passed, and when Sebastian spoke again, his voice was softer. “I won’t take that choice from you.”

      “Oh,” I breathed.

      How did I not see this sooner? I remembered what he told me earlier.

      It was the last choice I would ever be allowed to make.

      This, at least, was a worry I could put to rest once and for all. I wasn’t used to feeling helpless. Kydona only knew, I never felt helpless before I moved to Eleyta. Since coming here, it seemed like everything thrown my way was insurmountable.

      But this.

      I could do this. I could prove to Sebastian that this was a choice I was more than willing to make.

      Careful not to disturb the stake sticking out of Sebastian’s chest—which was definitely a sentence I never thought I’d say—I ran my free hand up his arm.

      He tensed, drawing in a sharp breath. “Luna, what are you doing?”

      It was my turn to shush him. My fingers continued their careful movements, traveling up the sculpted planes of his chest until my hand cupped his face. Releasing my grip on his fingers, I shifted until I kneeled before him.

      His legs brushed up against mine, and I rested my forehead against his as I ran a finger over his dust-covered cheek. Our breaths were ragged as we shared the same air, and for a long moment, neither of us moved.

      “You’re not taking a choice from me, Sebastian,” I whispered. My hands brushed his cheeks as I pressed a feather-light kiss to his forehead. “I want to do this for you.”

      He was so tense, his entire body vibrated from tension. It felt like he was moments away from breaking into a million pieces.

      “It’s almost dawn,” he said. “Someone might come to help us.”

      “They might,” I murmured. “But they might not. I’m not willing to take that chance, Sebastian. Not when your life is on the line.”

      Maybe mine, too. I wasn’t entirely sure what would happen to me if he died, but I really did not want to find out.

      If I concentrated, I could see the faintest outline of Sebastian’s face. It was as though he was chiseled from the darkness itself. I could feel the weight of his gaze as his eyes swept over me.

      Parting my lips, I whispered, “I want you to live so we can explore this connection between us. Please.”

      I didn’t want to wait until it was too late. Julieta was gone, and he was dying. I would never forgive myself if I didn’t act.

      Remembering my new resolution—to live in the moment right in front of me—I made up my mind. Before I could second-guess myself, I closed the distance between us.

      Steering clear of Sebastian’s chest, my lips brushed against his. None of the dust covering us mattered as our mouths met in the darkness. His lips were cool to the touch but not icy, and soft in a way that I hadn’t expected.

      For a single heartbeat, he didn’t move. I wasn’t even sure if he breathed.

      Another second passed.

      I moved my lips over his, and a wave of disappointment washed over me. This one-sided kiss was… nice.

      But that was all. Sebastian was as tense as a board beneath me, the lines of his body rigid where it met mine. He didn’t move at all.

      I pulled away, exhaling slowly.

      Maybe he didn’t want this. Maybe I read the cues wrong. That was possible, especially for people like me who lived in their heads. This wouldn’t be the first time I misunderstood a situation.

      Maybe I missed something, and he didn’t want me like that.

      Maybe…

      An animalistic growl rose from the vampire’s chest and he raised a hand, gripping the back of my neck as he pulled me back toward him.

      Our lips met in a crashing symphony of want. There was nothing nice or gentle about this meeting of our mouths.

      This kiss was claiming, bruising, and world-changing. It was hot and urgent and filled with everything that neither of us had said. It was everything I had ever wanted, and nothing I had ever dreamed of. This kiss was one that I would never forget for the rest of my life.

      Our breaths were heavy. An intensity so deep I could barely breathe, let alone think, filled our every touch. With every passing moment, I needed more. I hadn’t known kissing could be like this.

      This wasn’t my first kiss. In the name of research, my first boyfriend Nathin and I explored each other when we were teenagers. I thought I knew everything there was to know about the reproductive process. It wasn’t that complicated, after all. I thought I knew what being with another person was like.

      I. Was. Wrong.

      My vampire’s powerful lips moved over mine as he took control of our kiss. He tilted my neck, deepening our connection. Every single place where he touched, from his mouth moving urgently against mine to the hard press of his hand against the back of my neck, felt like it was on fire. He kissed me like I was his entire world.

      I moaned.

      In reply, his tongue brushed up against my lips. I parted them, and his tongue swept into my mouth.

      My entire world exploded. His tongue tangled with mine, and heat ran to my core. Power infused this kiss, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

      I ran my tongue over the tip of Sebastian’s fangs, the ridges sharp against my tongue, and my core twisted. Need unlike anything I had ever known pulsed through me.

      Nothing would ever be the same again. Now that I knew how Sebastian kissed, how could I go back to my life before?

      He tasted like darkness and shadows and a starless night. He tasted like power.

      Sebastian kissed me like I was the air, and he was moments away from suffocating. Like he was drowning and I was the only thing keeping him afloat. Like he was the moon, and I was all the stars in the sky, made to shine alongside him. He kissed me like he actually cared about me.

      I may have started this kiss, but I no longer had any control over it. Everything was firmly in Sebastian’s hands.

      He pulled me closer, his free hand fisting in my dress as he deepened our connection. In the hands of this male, I was nothing but a puddle.

      I wanted more. More than these passionate kisses. More than the feeling of his hand behind my neck. I wanted it all.

      If he kissed like this with a stake in his chest, what would he be like without it?

      A moan rose in my throat as Sebastian’s lips moved from mine. He pressed fervent kisses over my skin, his tongue tracing a path as he slowly blazed a trail from my lips toward my chin. Every moment and every touch was too much, and yet, it wasn’t enough.

      If I thought I wanted him before, now my core tightened near the point of pain. Warmth like I had never known flooded through me, and every single part of my body twisted with deep yearning.

      “Sebastian,” I whispered.

      In response, he tilted my face, giving him better access to my throat.

      I whispered, “Please.”

      His lips lifted off my skin, and I moaned.

      “I need you to tell me what you want, Luna,” he rasped.

      I didn’t even have to think about it.

      “Bite me.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, the air between us thickened. I became acutely aware of everything. The rapid pulsing of my heart, thundering against my chest. The gentle dance of his breath against my skin. Even the way his fingers cupped the back of my neck.

      “Luna.” My name was a prayer and a plea on his lips as they brushed against me. His fangs grazed my skin, their touch teasingly light.

      Sebastian’s ragged breaths were twins to my own as he tensed between me. “Are you certain? If we do this, it will deepen our connection. There’s no going back from this.”

      How much deeper could our connection be? We were already joined in ways that most people weren’t. Even so, it couldn’t be a bad thing. Nothing about this vampire prince scared me anymore.

      “We are already Bound and Tethered,” I murmured.

      Sebastian’s breath tickled my neck, and anticipation thickened between us. It was still dark, but I found I didn’t mind.

      What was a fear of the dark when I had the Prince of Darkness by my side?

      “This is different,” he whispered, his voice strained. “With your blood running through me, I will be able to sense you.” His fangs scraped my neck again, and I shivered. “I’ll always know where you are. What you’re feeling. This connection will be… everything.”

      “Do it.” My heart pounded in my chest, but I wasn’t afraid. “Bite me.”

      He drew in a deep breath. Letting go of my hand, his fingers rested on my hip, and he pulled me against him. His tongue traced the skin of my throat, and I shuddered.

      “This will only hurt for a moment,” he murmured.

      “Alright,” I whispered. Fisting my hands in his tunic, I pressed my neck against his fangs. “I trust you.”

      The last word had barely left my lips when twin piercing sensations came at my neck. I gasped as two shots of fire flooded my system. For a moment, it was all I could feel.

      But then, just as quickly as the pain appeared, it gave way to something else entirely. Sebastian’s mouth closed around my neck, and sparks flitted from that point of contact. Flames shot through me, curling pleasantly in my core.

      I moaned, trying to press myself closer to the vampire.

      More.

      I needed more.

      Sebastian growled, his mouth moving even more urgently against my neck. His tongue lapped at my skin, and somehow, that need grew stronger.

      The rational part of my brain heard the sucking sounds and understood that he was drinking my blood. I should have been revolted, but I wasn’t. It didn’t even bother me.

      How could something that felt this good be bad?

      If anything, I couldn’t believe we hadn’t done this sooner. My muscles tightened and my heart pounded as Sebastian drank his fill. This powerful male—the Prince of Darkness—drew feelings from me that I never even knew existed.

      Time ceased to have all meaning. It was just the two of us.

      We definitely weren’t just “allies”. There was no way he could make me feel this good and just be my ally. The pull of his mouth against my neck and the tightening of my core spoke of the depth of our relationship.

      I moaned, pressing myself further against my husband as he continued to drink. We were… friends who shared blood on occasion, and who also just happened to be married?

      Complicated.

      We were complicated.

      I definitely hoped that this would happen again. It had to happen again. I couldn’t live with the knowledge that pleasure like this existed and not find out where else it could lead.

      How would it feel to have his fangs in my neck when we were in a less dangerous situation? Preferably one that took place over an extended period of time, with fewer clothes on both of us.

      I had to know.

      For research.

      Eventually, Sebastian’s drinking slowed. His grip on my hip loosened and his fangs left my neck. I sucked in a breath as his tongue lapped at the site of his bite.

      “This will help you heal,” he murmured.

      I couldn’t concentrate on anything except for the sandpaper feel of his tongue against my skin. Somehow, even that felt good.

      “How do you feel, Luna?” he asked, his hand leaving the back of my neck to cup my cheek.

      Mentally running a check over my entire body, I lifted a shoulder. “I feel fine.” Except for the writhing need in my core. “The more pressing question is, how do you feel?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Darling, I haven’t felt this good since the night I was Made,” Sebastian said gruffly. His voice was rough and strained, but he sounded… better. Stronger. He added, “There’s only one thing that would make me feel better.”

      I raised a brow. “What?”

      A dark laugh escaped Sebastian. “A conversation for another time, wife.”

      He paused, and I could have sworn he growled as his lips met mine in a claiming kiss. It was fast and searing and left me wanting more.

      Moments after his lips left mine, a sickening, squelching sound came from Sebastian’s chest. The wooden stake landed on the floor with a clatter.

      His arm laced around my hip and he pulled me against him.  His voice was gruff and he growled, “Hold on tight, Luna. Let’s go home.”
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      As soon as the familiar cold stone floor of my bedroom was below my feet, I pulled back my shadows and stumbled away from Luna. Pressing my hand against my chest, I heaved as I put as much room between us as possible.

      Luna turned, her eyes wide as they swept over me. “What’s wrong?”

      She stepped forward as though to touch me, but I shook my head. The Binding Mark burned on my wrist, and I could feel her worry as it coursed through my body.

      It was too much. The Binding, her emotions flooding through me, and the thrumming of the shadows within my veins was all too much.

      My head pounded and my fangs ached as pure, unadulterated need pulsed through my body. I needed space. Luna was far too close.

      “Don’t come any closer,” I growled. “Stay back.”

      If I smelled the sweet scent emanating from her for a single moment longer, I would rip off her clothes and have her spread before me on the bed.

      Carrying her through the shadows had ignited other needs within me, and now my shadows writhed beneath my skin as I struggled to remain in control. On the night of our wedding, I thought her blood tasted like honey.

      I was wrong. Luna’s blood was the sweetest nectar. A gift from Isvana herself. I wanted to sink my fangs into her and taste her as I made her mine in every single way.

      The problem was, right now, my touch would not be gentle or caring. It would be hard, bruising, and claiming. Even in the haze brought on by her blood, I knew she deserved better.

      “Sebastian?” Luna asked. “What’s wrong?”

      Stumbling back, I felt for the knob of the bathing room door. Turning it, I mumbled something about needing to clean up before slipping into the other room. The moment the door banged shut behind me, I slumped against the massive tub and let the writhing shadows out from beneath my skin. They flooded the bathing room, shrouding the space in darkness.

      The shadows rubbed up against me, their touch as cool as the night. I ran my tongue over my fangs until I tasted every last residual drop of Luna’s blood.

      Get a grip.

      Pushing myself to unsteady feet, I tore off my clothes. Leaving them in a haphazard pile on the ground, I turned the shower on as cold as it could go. Bracing myself for the barrage of icy liquid, I stood beneath the pouring water.

      The cold was a shock, but it did little to reduce the need pounding through my body. Tilting up my head, I braced my arms on either side of the wall and let the water run over me.

      A knock came on the door. “Sebastian?”

      I grunted.

      “Are you… Is everything okay?”

      No. It was not “okay.”

      I tasted my Bound Partner’s blood, and I wanted more. I needed more.

      Strength unlike anything I had ever known ran through my body because of Luna. Unchecked power thrummed in my veins, begging to be released.

      The doorknob rattled, and Luna’s worry coursed through me like a tidal wave.

      “I’ll be fine,” I choked out as water pounded on my head. “Go to sleep, Luna. I’ll be in here for a while.”

      I would stay here until I could trust myself not to break the fragile bond growing between us. Until I could breathe again without wanting to bite her. The cold, unforgiving water rained on me, and I welcomed it.

      In the other room, the door opened. The soft sounds of Luna’s voice filled my ears as she spoke with someone, but the Tether never kicked in.

      Remaining under the water until my skin wrinkled and my thoughts were no longer a danger to my wife, I forced myself to push all thoughts of claiming her away. Only once I was certain I wouldn’t hurt her did I turn off the water. Grabbing a towel, I dried off, replaying Luna’s words from earlier in my head.

      Please, Sebastian. Bite me.

      Gods, if only she knew the truth. I would do anything for her, give her anything she wanted.

      She was mine, but I was hers.

      By the time I was dry, I felt more like myself. Pulling on a pair of comfortable black pants and a loose tunic, I pressed my ear against the door.

      The slow, steady sounds of breathing came from the other side and through the Binding Mark, all I felt was peace. Maybe this new connection wouldn’t be so bad. Shadowing inside the room was as easy as breathing.

      Luna was lying on top of the covers, her dress spread around her as she slept. A book was beside her, laying open, and I picked it up. Images of various plants, all hand drawn, filled the pages. I flipped it over, reading the spine.

      The Complete Botanical Guide of Plants Native to Eleyta

      That was heavy bedtime reading. Personally, I preferred stories with a bit more action, but to each their own, I supposed. Tucking a bookmark into the tome, I placed it on the side table near Luna’s head.

      A soft smile danced on her face, and her hair fanned out behind her, displaying the two small puncture wounds on her neck with pride. Grabbing the edge of the blanket, I pulled it up over her before bending and brushing my lips over her forehead. “Sweet dreams, Luna.”

      Running over the events of the night in my mind, I climbed into bed next to my wife. Tonight we would rest, because tomorrow, we needed to see the queen. Before the earthquake, I saw something. Mother thought darkness was coming.

      It seemed as though she was right.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It turned out that almost dying was exhausting. By the time we woke, Luna and I slept through the entire day and night.

      Now, there was fresh energy in our room. My wife was up to something. I felt it as soon as I woke up and found her gone. Running water came from the bathing room, and Luna’s amusement filtered through the Binding Mark. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand what she thought was so funny.

      I dressed and sent a message to Mother, letting her know to expect us. Luna was still showering, so I sat at my desk to put the finishing touches on a letter I had started before the earthquake. Sealing it with my large signet ring and special wax made by the castle witches that didn’t require any fire, I shadowed into the hallway.

      Tristan was leaning against the wall, picking under his fingernails with a dagger.

      “Evening, Tristan,” I said, raising a brow.

      The guard straightened, moving so fast that his dagger went tumbling to the ground. “Damn it, Bastian,” he said. “Give a male some warning, will you? I nearly stabbed myself.”

      Chuckling, I bent, handing him his blade along with my letter. “If I gave you warning, it wouldn’t be nearly as much fun.”

      He took the envelope, tucking it into his pocket. “You want this delivered with the rest?”

      I nodded. “Yes, and while you’re at it, find out why the princess hasn’t been getting any replies.” I narrowed my eyes, glaring at the vampire. “You have been delivering her letters, correct?”

      Tristan nodded profusely. “Yes, of course, Your Highness. You know me. I would never presume—”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I believe you. Just look into it. As soon as you know anything, let me know.”

      “Of course, my prince.”

      A bubble of amusement came through the Binding Mark, and I raised a brow.

      Gathering my shadows, I nodded. “See that it’s done.”

      I shadowed back to my desk, finding my footing just as the bathing room door opened behind me. Ever since drinking Luna’s blood, my dark magic thrummed in my veins, eager to be used.

      “I’m ready to go,” Luna said, that soft enjoyment still coming through our bond.

      Making a mental note to remind Luna I could feel her emotions—everything in the tunnels had been chaotic, and I wasn’t sure she truly understood the depth of our connection—I gathered my shadows around me.

      “Good,” I said, turning around. “Then we can…”

      My mind emptied of all words and my mouth fell open as I caught sight of the human I married.

      She smirked, and I stared at her. My heart pounded in my chest, and an entire minute went by before I finally found the ability to speak. “You can’t wear that.”

      “What’s wrong with this outfit?” Luna raised a brow, twirling in a slow circle. “It was in the back of the wardrobe, and it looked far more comfortable than some of the dresses I’ve been wearing.”

      I blinked because apparently, that was all I could manage to do at the moment.

      “Sebastian?” She ran a hand down her front, smoothing the black fabric that clung to her torso like a second skin.

      My wings snapped out behind me in a whoosh as my grip on the shadows slipped.

      “I… you… legs… can’t… wear that.” I rasped, unable to muster up more than a syllable at a time.

      “Why not?” She tilted her head, clearly amused by the entire situation.

      I waved my hand, gesturing to her body. “This is… not a dress.”

      “Such an astute observation, husband. You’re right. It’s not a dress.”

      Laughing, Luna twirled in place, showing off her outfit. Her brown hair ran in an intricate braid down her back, the hairstyle only accentuating the all-black leather leggings and tight silk tunic that she wore. The clothes hugged every single curve of her body. I could see everything.

      My heart raced in my chest and my fangs ached as I stared at Luna. Gods, all I wanted to do was rip off her clothes.

      If I had my way, we would remain in our room for the rest of the night and ignore everything else. But we couldn’t stay here. Mother was waiting for us.

      Luna laughed teasingly. “Estrella was wearing something similar when she came and got me from Ipotha. You didn’t seem to have any problems with it then.”

      I’d been a little preoccupied with seeing the female I was going to marry for the first time to focus on what Estrella was wearing.

      “This is different,” I said through clenched teeth, shaking my head. “You can’t wear that.”

      “How is it different?” Luna challenged.

      “You’re my wife,” I said, as if that explained everything. “Estrella is not.”

      Estrella was also a bitch, but I really didn’t think this was the time to point that out. Of all the vampires in this castle, she was one of the worst. That was saying something.

      Luna shrugged. “I think I’m going to wear it.”

      “Luna.” A growl rose within me and I struggled to tamp it down. “We have to go meet with Mother. Is this really what you want to fight about?”

      “I didn’t realize we were fighting. I thought I was just showing you my outfit.” She smirked, stepping towards me with a spark in her eye. “You’re the one who is being argumentative.”

      My heart pounded in my chest and my wings twitched as Luna closed the distance between us. Clenching my fists, my nails pressed half-moons into my palms.

      When Luna was close enough that I could make out the black stitching on her tunic, she raised her head and met my eyes. “Are we fighting, Sebastian?”

      My fangs ached as I forced myself to remain still. “What do you call this if not a fight?”

      She laughed, the sound bright and vibrant, and my knees weakened. “I call this… research.”

      “Research,” I echoed in a low voice.

      She nodded, placing her hand on my chest. If I thought I was having trouble breathing before, it was nothing compared to what I was feeling now. My lungs tightened and every part of me yearned to lean into her touch.

      “Yes,” she whispered huskily. “Research. It’s very important, you know.”

      My mouth dried, and I licked my lips, searching Luna’s gaze. “What, exactly, are you researching?”

      A coy smile danced on her lips. “You.”

      “Me?” My eyes widened in surprise.

      “Yes.” She looked up at me through her lashes. “I’m researching you. Your reactions. Your likes and dislikes. Black, evidently, is a favorite of yours. But what else do you like?” She raised a shoulder. “It struck me in the tunnels that I don’t know enough about you.”

      Personally, I had been a little preoccupied with not dying.

      “I see. You want to research… me.”

      She smiled. “Exactly. I have had plenty of time to think, and I want to know more about you. All of you. Life is short, you know. We are Tethered, and I don’t want to waste a single second of our time together.”

      Exhaling, I ran a hand through my hair.

      Luna drew her bottom lip through her teeth and doubt flickered through the Binding Mark. “It was a bad idea. Forget I—”

      “No.” Stepping forward, I put my finger beneath her chin. My voice was rough as I said, “It was an excellent idea.”

      “Really?” Her eyes lit up, and she grinned.

      Excitement and happiness flooded through my Binding Mark, and I nodded. Luna parted her lips, her tongue darting out and wetting them.

      I groaned, brushing my mouth over hers. Unlike the kiss we shared in the tunnels, this one was gentle. Soft. A promise of something to come.

      When we broke apart, I tucked a strand of loose hair behind her ear and she looked up at me through thick lashes.

      “Darling, I want to know everything about you, too.”

      Luna wrapped her arms around me, squeezing tightly. “I’m glad.”

      Returning her hug, I wrapped my wings around us both. Kissing the top of her head, I inhaled deeply before asking, “Now that you know how I feel about this research, can you get changed?”

      A beat passed before she pulled back, shaking her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

      My mouth fell open. “Luna—”

      “Sebastian.” My name fell from her lips with mock sternness. “I’m not done with my research yet. Besides, didn’t you say your mother is waiting?”

      “You’re right,” I groaned. I had said that. “We have to go. I hate being late.”

      Luna hummed. “You like my outfit and you’re punctual. Good to know.” She waggled her brows. “I wonder what else my research may uncover about you, prince.”

      Threading our fingers together, I released the shadows from beneath my skin.

      We had to leave now before I did something really stupid like throw my wife on the bed and spend the rest of the night engaging in my own form of research.
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      “Remember,” my vampire prince said in a low voice, tightening his grip on my hand as his wing curled around me. “Don’t. Speak.”

      A cool breeze blew down the empty corridor, and I nodded as goosebumps prickled my skin. “Understood.”

      This time, I would really try to behave. Sebastian looked at me, a brow raised as if he knew this was going to be a struggle for me. He must have seen something he agreed with on my face, though, because after a moment he nodded.

      Leading me down the hallway, he dipped his chin in the direction of the two guards standing outside a thick obsidian door.

      “Is she expecting you?” the larger guard asked.

      “She is,” Sebastian replied.

      The guards looked at each other, then the smaller one knocked hesitantly on the door.

      After a moment, he pulled it open just a crack. “The prince and princess are here to see you, Your Majesty.”

      A pause, then the queen said, “Let them in.”

      The guard pushed the door open all the way. “She’s ready for you.”

      Sebastian’s grip tightened around my hand, and he led me through the door. The door hadn’t even shut fully before his posture shifted. He tensed, his wings snapping out as he shoved me behind them.

      I barely caught a glimpse of the large mahogany table littered with maps as I stumbled back. The vampire prince stiffened, clenching his fists at his side.

      “Hello, Mother,” he ground out through clenched teeth.

      Wondering what had Sebastian so on edge, I moved closer, peeking out from behind his extended wings. Reclining in a large high-backed chair, Queen Marguerite had a coy smile on her face as a pale-skinned male wearing a loincloth made of red silk ground provocatively against her lap.

      Her hands roamed over his body, her fangs glinting in the purple light as she licked a trail of blood running from his neck. Like her son, the queen wore all black. But unlike Sebastian, there was nothing comforting about her.

      The only color on her entire body was the enormous red stone dangling between her breasts. It looked like it should have shone, but instead, it sucked in the light.

      I shuddered.

      The human male’s lifeless blue eyes met mine. He should have been freezing—the gods only knew how cold this entire castle was—but he didn’t show any signs of life.

      “Mother,” Sebastian said carefully, stepping forward and blocking my view of the queen entirely. “I need to speak with you. Alone.”

      “Now?” She sounded put out.

      Sebastian nodded. “Now.”

      “Fine.” A sigh escaped the queen’s lips that sounded like it was capable of leveling entire cities. She murmured something inaudible, and seconds later, footsteps padded on the floor. I caught a glimpse of the strange male as he slipped out the door, but he didn’t even look at me.

      The air in the room thickened, and Sebastian stiffened as the sound of clicking heels rang through the room.

      “Why are you hiding your little wife, son of my blood?” the queen asked. “Let me see her.”

      A shiver ran down my spine, but I remembered what happened the last time I was in this queen’s presence. Not wanting to cause any problems, I moved to take a step around the vampire prince. His wings flared even further, blocking me from the royal.

      “I’m not hiding her,” Sebastian blatantly lied.

      Queen Marguerite tsk’d, and disapproval dripped from her words. “Come now. Deceit doesn’t look good on you, my son. I just want to see her.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      For someone who told me to watch my tongue, Sebastian was being rather mouthy this evening.

      “Call it… motherly compassion.” The queen chuckled, her heels clicking on the stone floor. “I know the two of you were in the tunnels when they collapsed.”

      “She’s fine,” Sebastian growled. “No need to concern yourself over her welfare.”

      “Come now, son of my blood,” she said. “Are you afraid I’ll hurt your little wife?”

      Sebastian’s shoulders tightened, but he didn’t reply.

      “I thought you had forgiven me for what happened to that poor girl,” Queen Marguerite said. “What was her name?”

      The prince ground out through clenched teeth, “Athena.”

      My brows raised. I wondered who this Athena was.

      “Yes, that’s right.” The queen sighed, and the sound was contrived. “It was an accident, my son. I’m not perfect, you know. Besides, it’s been over two centuries. The mortal would have died by now, anyway. You know as well as I do that humans have ridiculously short life spans.”

      I shuddered, but the queen ignored me as she continued.

      “Really, Sebastian, if you think about it, you’ll see that I did you a favor. You didn’t want to Bind to her or Make her, and this way I spared you the pain of watching her grow old and die of mortal illness. You should be thanking me.”

      A guttural growl ripped out of Sebastian’s chest as shadows slipped from his clenched fists, darkening the room.

      “Mother,” he snarled, his tone filled with warning. “Enough.”

      Before the vampire prince could do something stupid like attack the queen and endanger both our lives, I ducked out from behind his wing. He went to grab me, but I avoided his grip.

      “Here I am, Your Majesty.” I bowed, given my current clothing choices, and kept my head low.

      The queen’s gaze felt like ice as it fell upon me. Her heels clicked as she stepped towards me, and I stared at the floor, the gray stones beneath my slippered feet suddenly immensely captivating.

      “There now,” the queen said, clucking her tongue. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      She might have worded it as a question, but there was no doubt in my mind that this was not something to be answered.

      Focusing on the grooves in the stones beneath my feet, I tried to ignore the sensation of being watched. In spite of my best efforts, it wasn’t working. Every tick of the clock in the corner felt like an hour as I wilted beneath the queen’s icy stare.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t take another moment of her scrutiny, a bitter laugh came from the ruling vampire. The sound crawled over my skin like slick oil, and beside me, Sebastian sucked in a long breath.

      “Look at me, girl,” Queen Marguerite commanded.

      Gritting my teeth, I bit back the remark that rose to my tongue. I might have been a mortal, but I was still her daughter-in-law. One would think that my position should have afforded me a modicum of cordiality. Apparently not.

      Standing straight once more, I raised my eyes until I met the queen’s black gaze. My skin prickled beneath her perusal. I knew the moment she saw the bite mark on my neck because she smirked.

      “Ah. Now I understand your attitude, my son.” Queen Marguerite laughed, and the sound sent shivers down my spine. “A touch possessive now that you’ve truly had a taste of your Bound Partner’s blood, are you?”

      Sebastian snarled, angling his body in front of me once more as he tried to tuck me behind his wings. His mother was faster. Easily stepping around the vampire prince, Queen Marguerite came to a stop a few inches from me.

      My lungs tightened and my heart refused to beat properly as I stared at the vampire queen. Danger radiated from her every pore. I was staring death in its face and it was not kind or merciful or gentle. Death was dark and frightening and though it looked beautiful, I understood the horrors that lay underneath.

      Her hand left her side, and I drew in a breath as her nail ran down my skin. An intense feeling of wrongness and danger flooded through me as her fingers grazed the bite marks on my neck. Every single part of me wanted to bat her hand away. She stared at me as though I was an animal on display at the market—one that she wanted to kill. My skin crawled and my palms grew slick beneath her black gaze.

      Queen Marguerite raised a black brow. “You know, Liza—”

      “My wife’s name is Luna, Mother,” Sebastian interjected.

      “Luna.” In an action that seemed quite unbecoming for a female of her age, Queen Marguerite rolled her eyes. “You know, Luna, I am surprised to see you standing here in such good health. Not that I don’t love my son, but his appetite has always been quite… hearty, if you know what I mean.”

      I did not know what she meant, nor did I intend to find out.

      “That’s enough, Mother,” Sebastian growled, his voice deeper than it had been earlier. “We came here to talk, not to have you paw at my wife like one of your toys.”

      Looking over my shoulder, I stared at Sebastian with wide eyes. It didn’t seem to me like the queen was someone who would take being told what to do lightly, not even by her own son. After a moment, though, she stepped back. Finally, I felt like I could breathe.

      “Fine,” the queen sighed. Returning to her seat, she reclined once more. She waved a hand lazily in the air. “What is it? My Favorites are waiting, and you’re boring me.”

      Sebastian walked over to the table and reached into his pocket. He withdrew his clenched fist, slamming something on the table.

      The black stone.

      I did not know he put it in his pocket before the earthquake. Queen Marguerite’s gaze dropped to the black rock. She stared at it, unblinking, for three seconds, before raising her gaze once more.

      “Where did you get that?” she asked icily.

      “In the room where my wife’s maid was murdered.”

      “Is that so?” The queen’s voice was indifferent, but she stiffened.

      This was important. I just didn’t quite know how.

      Sebastian stepped towards his mother. “You know as well as I do that this comes from the tunnel leading to Whiterose. I confirmed it before the earthquake.”

      “And?” Picking invisible dirt from beneath her fingernails, the queen looked like she wanted to be anywhere else.

      Sebastian snarled, “And the People of the Night have been entombed for the last century.”

      She didn’t even wait a moment before saying, “They were.”

      The tone of her voice sent shivers down my back that had nothing to do with the cold air coming through the walls.

      “Were?” Sebastian’s voice was as hard as steel as he moved towards the queen. “What did you do, Mother?”

      “Careful, son of my blood.” She looked up, her black eyes glinting with a threat of violence. “Remember with whom you speak.”

      He stopped advancing, but asked, “What did you do?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “I decided their punishment had gone on long enough. A century spent in a tomb was an adequate sentence for their crimes. They are still vampires, Sebastian, even if they are a little… eccentric.”

      The vampire prince’s wings snapped tightly behind his back. “Leaving a trail of drained and mutilated humans in their wake is not eccentric, Mother! The People of the Night broke the laws of the gods, and their actions created entire communities of orphans. Parents were ripped from their children far too early. Entire families, destroyed.”

      I stared at them both as the meaning of their words sunk in. Visions of humans with their necks at odd angles and lifeless eyes intermingled with memories of my family, and all of them flashed before my eyes.

      My heart pounded, and I clenched my fists at my side as I forced myself to remain calm. My family was safe in Ipotha. Marius was safe.

      I had to remember that. Even if I hadn’t heard from them, they were safe. I needed them to be safe. I married Sebastian to save them. Queen Marguerite’s soldiers were there to protect them from the coming darkness.

      Surely, my family was safe.

      But apparently, no one had protected the families Sebastian spoke of. No one had helped those humans.

      I was so caught up in my thoughts that I almost missed the queen’s next words. “The People of the Night have done their penance. They have been cut off from the rest of their kind for over a century. I decided to show them leniency.”

      Sebastian clenched his fists at his side, and he seethed. “You didn’t think to tell me they were back? How am I supposed to—”

      “Stop!” the queen yelled. “You’ve been far too busy with your human to pay attention to matters of the state. I have indulged you, son of my blood, while you adapted to being Tethered. You think I don’t know that you’ve been spending days in the library? That your little wife has been pouring over books about botany and the history of the Binding? I know everything. There is nothing that happens in my castle that I am not aware of.”

      Shadows leaked from the queen’s palms, darkening the air. Breathing became difficult as violence radiated from both vampires.

      Once again, I was reminded of my mortality. What could I do against these two?

      I took a step back.

      “Mother—”

      “No! Did you think the world stopped moving because you were Tethered? That the country no longer needed to be run? The darkness is still coming, and I am queen here, not you.” She ran her fingers over the red ruby hanging around her neck. The jewel seemed to glow brighter beneath her touch. “I changed my mind and, as always, my decision is final.”

      “You let murderers back in our midst,” Sebastian growled.

      “Now you’re being quite dramatic, son.”

      It didn’t sound as though he was being dramatic.

      Sebastian must have agreed, because he exclaimed, “They tried to kill my wife, for the gods’ sake!”

      “Are you sure?” The queen sighed. “What happened to the Light Elf was unfortunate, but honestly, she was born Without. Is it really—”

      “She was in the room meant for my wife!” the prince roared. Fury poured off him in waves, and I pressed myself against the wall as shadows swarmed out of him. They darkened the room, and I pinched my lips together, trying to make myself as small as possible as he continued. “This is not a coincidence! Who do you think the People of the Night hold responsible for their punishment? You made me bur—”

      “Enough!” the queen shrieked.

      One moment, she was sitting in her chair, and the next, the entire room fell into darkness. My heart pounded and my skin grew clammy. Before I could even blink, sharp talons pressed against my neck. My lungs tightened as suddenly, drawing air was impossible.

      A horrible choking sound filled the air, and it took a moment to realize the sound came from me. Raising my hands, I clawed at the arm that held me against the wall.

      “Mother, stop!” Sebastian shouted.

      The unnatural darkness got worse. My heart pounded as I tried to free myself, scratching desperately at the queen’s iron grip.

      She snarled, “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      The talons around my neck tightened. I whimpered, my head growing lighter.

      “Your quarrel is not with my wife,” Sebastian said urgently. “Release her, and we can talk.”

      A bitter laugh came from the queen. “No, it isn’t. But you seemed to have forgotten your place, son of my blood. You do not question me, Sebastian. I am the ruler of this entire land. The most powerful vampire. That is why I am queen. Did you forget why I Made you in the first place?”

      She paused, loosening her grip for a single moment. I took in a gulping breath, the air burning as it made its way into my lungs.

      Sebastian’s voice was quiet as he said, “No, I didn’t forget.”

      The queen tutted. “Perhaps you need a little reminder of who is in charge here. I gave you a wife, and I can just as easily take her away. What happened to Athena was an accident, my son.”

      She tightened her grip around my neck once more, and tears came to my eyes as my throat closed off.

      “Pay attention, Sebastian, because I need you to know that this is no accident. Do not mistake my desire to build an alliance with Ipotha for weakness. I will just as soon take their soldiers and drain them, then allow you to speak to me in such a fashion. If I need to kill this mortal to keep you in line, I will.”

      My head spun, and thinking was far too difficult.

      This was it.

      I was going to die tonight.

      I’d originally assumed my death would come at the hands of the Prince of Darkness, but I was wrong.

      It was my mother-in-law who was going to be the death of me.

      That would be enough to garner a sentence or two in the history books, right? Luna Montquartier, Princess of Eleyta, was murdered by her mother-in-law without any witnesses in the council chambers deep within Castle Sanguis.

      Admittedly, I lasted longer than I originally thought I would. Still, I had so much life left to live. So much to do.

      My biggest regret was dying before I could properly explore my relationship with Sebastian.

      My heart pounded and my stomach churned as I struggled against the queen’s grip.

      It was useless. I was too weak.

      “Please, Mother.” Sebastian’s voice broke through the darkness, and I forced myself to focus on it despite the agony running through my body. “Don’t do this.”

      The sound of the queen’s steady breaths in my ear was a horrible taunt as my body sought some of that life-giving air. A low moan escaped me as everything became too much.

      “No!” Sebastian roared.

      The queen cackled, and the shadows lifted. Those talons loosened around my neck, and I gulped air greedily, staring into Sebastian’s wide black eyes. Torment and pain were swirling storms within them, and I focused everything I had on him.

      “Let her go, Mother,” he said. “Please.”

      “Beg,” the queen demanded, her voice as cold as the ice that gathered on the windowsills.

      He didn’t wait a single second. Dropping to his knees, Sebastian folded his wings behind him as he held up his hands in supplication. A single tear slipped down his cheek.

      “Please, Mother, don’t kill her.”

      I stared into those black eyes. If I was going to die, I wanted his face to be the last one I saw.

      “Not good enough, Sebastian,” the queen sang mockingly.

      He tilted his head to the side, exposing his neck as he prostrated himself on the ground before her. “Please. I’ll do whatever you want, Mother. Name it, and I’ll do it. Just don’t… Please don’t kill her.”

      “A favor?” The queen sounded intrigued. “What is so important about this mortal that you would offer me such a thing?”

      “You gave her to me,” he said, still staring at the floor. “I’ve grown to lo-like her.”

      “You like her?” the queen screeched, and anger flashed in her black eyes. “She’s a human! We don’t like humans, Sebastian. We use them and then discard them like the trash they are. Have you forgotten everything I taught you?”

      Queen Marguerite removed her talons from my neck and I gasped for air, only to have my breath cut off as she slammed her arm against my windpipe with the strength of her kind. My eyes bulged and my hands clawed at her.

      “Please, stop,” Sebastian cried out, still on the floor. With his wings spread behind him, he looked like one of the gargoyles that stood on top of the castle. He was unmoving, even as shadows gathered all around him.

      She didn’t listen.

      Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the Queen of Eleyta slowly removed the life from my body. Death’s call was a loud beat in my ears as it drew nearer. Soon, I would feel its cold embrace.

      “Mother! Stop!” Sebastian cried out, his voice growing softer. “Please.”

      My eyes fluttered shut and my mouth slipped open as the tendrils of air that had been keeping me alive escaped. I slumped, my limbs no longer able to hold my weight, as the queen’s high-pitched voice reached my ears. She said something to Sebastian, but I couldn’t understand it. My lungs burned, and I fell into darkness just as the pressure on my neck released.
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      Gathering my wife in my arms, my shadows flitted around me as I pushed myself to my feet. Luna’s eyes were shut, and she was gasping for air.

      Alive.

      She was alive.

      For now.

      The Binding Mark burned, and pain coursed through our connection. I had to get her out of here. She was the only thing that mattered. That was why I made the deal with Mother.

      A promise for my wife’s life.

      I would have done anything. Given everything. I couldn’t let history repeat itself. Athena died because I’d been too weak, but I could save Luna.

      “Remember Sebastian,” Mother crooned from behind me. “You owe me.”

      I nodded tersely. I didn’t trust myself to speak. Not right now. If I did, I might do something idiotic like attack the queen and challenge her for the throne. Though I was strong, I wasn’t capable of winning.

      Not yet.

      Wrapping my wings tightly around my wife, I pulled on my shadows. Luna whimpered as we moved through the darkness, but she didn’t wake. The moment my feet landed on the stone floor, I hurried over to the bed, kicking my boots off on the way.

      Stupid.

      I was so, so stupid. I should never have taken Luna to see Mother. Hells, I knew the queen was volatile. I’d seen her rip the hearts out of vampires for indiscretions far lesser than talking back to her.

      Luna’s breath rattled in her chest, and already, dark purple and black bruises bloomed on her neck. The sight of them was like a dagger to my heart. This was my fault.

      Pulling my wings back into myself, I bent and placed my wife as gently as I could on the bed. I reached down, pulling off her slipper, just as her eyes fluttered open.

      “I’m still alive,” Luna rasped.

      My throat felt swollen as a tear threatened to escape my eyes. “Yes.”

      Her eyes widened, and she licked her lips as she tried to form words. “Why didn’t she kill me?”

      “I… made her a promise.”

      Luna gasped, “What?”

      Shaking my head, I pulled off my wife’s other slipper. “It’s not important. All that matters is that you’re alive.”

      That was the only thing that mattered to me these days.

      Flinging open the trunk at the foot of the bed, I gathered a pile of blankets in my arms. When I straightened, Luna was watching me from the mound of pillows.

      She coughed, her usually tanned face alarmingly pale, as she said, “Your mother is… not delightful.”

      A rough laugh escaped me as I spread a heavy blanket over Luna. Not delightful was an understatement of epic proportions.

      Perching on the edge of the mattress, I sighed. Raising my hand, I ran my fingers over Luna’s cheek. She drew in a sharp breath, and I bent, pressing my forehead against hers. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I messed up.”

      “Why are you sorry?” She tried to push herself up, but her movements were unsteady.

      I placed my hand on her shoulder. “Don’t.”

      Luna didn’t fight as I gently pushed her back onto the pillow. That told me everything I needed to know about the extent of her injuries.

      “Sebastian, you didn’t do this to me.”

      “I might as well have,” I said gruffly. “I knew better than to let my mother near you. As soon as I suspected that the People of the Night were involved, I should have found a way to keep you safe.”

      “Who are these People of the—”

      Luna gasped, curling up in a ball as rough coughs ripped through her trembling body. Every rattle of her chest was like a stake in my heart.

      She was in pain because of me. She was here because of me. My wife had almost died twice because of me.

      Enough was enough. I wouldn’t let her remain in pain. Not if I could help it.

      Staring into those brown eyes as if they held all the answers to my problems, I asked, “Do you trust me?”

      A long moment passed before Luna nodded slowly.

      “The gods only know how this happened, but yes.” She coughed, and my heart twisted. “I trust you, Sebastian.”

      The smallest of smiles danced on my lips. Hearing those words meant the world to me.

      My wife had become the most important person in my life. The only important person. Her trust meant far more to me than I could even acknowledge right now.

      Our Binding and Tethering had been forced upon us. But maybe we could have something more. Something we chose. Something between just the two of us.

      If she didn’t die first. Keeping her alive was my first priority.

      Reaching out, I trailed my finger down Luna’s cheek. “I’m going to give you a drink, Luna. It won’t be much, but it will help you heal.”

      Her eyes widened, and she gulped. “You want me to drink… your blood?”

      “Just a bit,” I confirmed.

      “Will I…” Her voice trailed off, but I heard the unasked question hanging in the air between us. Will I become like you?

      I shook my head. “No, darling. It would take a lot more of my blood to Make you.” I forced a smile onto my face, trying to put her at ease. “Besides, we’re already Bound. You will live as long as I do whether you are Made or not.”

      Luna’s mouth moved in that silent way of hers and she studied me. I stared right back at her. I could get lost in those eyes and the secrets they held.

      “All right,” she whispered. “I’ll do it.”

      Relief flooded through me.

      Luna pushed herself up against the headboard, and I scooted toward her as I rolled up the left sleeve of my tunic to my forearm. Raising my wrist to my mouth, I bit without hesitation. My fangs burst through my skin with a moment of pain that quickly gave way to the coppery tang of blood. I could feel her eyes on me, and a burst of curiosity came through the bond.

      Fascinating.

      Luna’s lips parted as I slipped my wrist from my mouth. Two identical beads of blood swelled above the bite marks, hovering for a single moment before trailing down the pale skin of my arm.

      A wave of trepidation came through the Binding Mark, but still, Luna wrapped her hands around my arm and raised my wrist to her mouth.

      Time slowed as her lips landed on my skin. Her tongue swept over my wrist, timid at first, but soon she sucked with vigor. Every pull of her mouth was echoed through my body as fire swept through me.

      With every passing moment, color returned to her skin. The bruises faded on her neck as she continued to drink from me. Luna moaned, her eyes flicking up to mine as her mouth moved over my wrist, and my entire body weakened at the sound.

      There wasn’t a single point in my entire existence that came close to this moment right here. I felt more alive than I had since the night I was Made. I didn’t want it to end.

      My fangs ached, and I clenched my jaw as powerful need washed through me. I groaned, sagging against the headboard as Luna drank her fill.

      If I wanted her badly before this, it was nothing compared to the longing now pulsing through my body. The writhing of my shadows had calmed, giving way to something else entirely. I stared at Luna, this female who was Bound and Tethered to me, and I wanted more.

      I wanted everything. Every inch between us was a mile. Every stitch of clothing on our bodies was an insurmountable barrier.

      Her tongue flicked my wrist, and I nearly roared. I needed to be touching her in every way. To have her fingers running over me. Kissing me. Claiming me. My blood was already coursing through her, marking her as mine. It wasn’t enough.

      It felt like hours had gone by, though I knew it had only been seconds. I never wanted it to end, but for her sake, it couldn’t go on.

      Soon—far too soon—I placed my free hand on Luna’s chin. Her mouth stilled, and she raised her questioning eyes to mine.

      “That’s enough,” I whispered. The hoarseness of my own voice surprised me.

      Luna blinked, her eyes hooded as her mouth lifted off my arm. My skin knit itself back together, but I barely paid it any attention.

      “Sebastian.” My name was a breathy plea on Luna’s lips as she stared at me. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright with desire as she sat beside me. My fangs ached at the red flush in her cheeks, and I ran my tongue over their sharp peaks.

      A drop of my blood hovered on Luna’s lip, and before I even realized what was happening, my finger was wiping it from her mouth. The drop hung on the end of my finger and I raised it to my lips.

      Her eyes never left mine as I licked my finger. Her blood tasted like honey, but mine was darker. Older. It tasted like cinnamon and warming spices toasted by a fire.

      My heart pounded in my chest and the air thickened as we stared at each other. Raising her hands, Luna ran her fingers through my hair before they settled on my shoulders. She drew me towards her, somehow moving far too quickly and incredibly slowly.

      I could barely breathe as my wings flared out behind me. Anticipation filled the air as our mouths hovered over each other. Her breath warmed my lips as she met my gaze.

      “I want you,” Luna half-whispered, half-groaned.

      Her words nearly broke my restraint. Her dark eyes reflected the truth of her words, and through the Binding Mark, I felt a pulsing wave of desire.

      She wanted me…

      But it wasn’t real.

      “Luna, you don’t… it’s my blood.” I blew out a breath, shaking my head even as my entire body grew hot. “It does this. It’s powerful, and it makes you want—”

      “You,” Luna interrupted me, her grip tightening on my shoulders. “I want you. You’re my husband. We’ve been married for weeks, and all we’ve done is kiss. I want more.”

      I wanted her so much, I could barely think of anything else. Thoughts of her filled my mind every second of every day. Now that I’d tasted her blood—really tasted it—I knew how incredible she was.

      And I wanted all of her. I groaned. “Darling, I want you, too.”

      “Then take me.” Reaching up, Luna pulled me towards her and closed the gap between us. Her mouth landed on mine, our lips clashing in a flurry of passion.

      Now that we were alone, I found I didn’t mind the tight-fitting black garments as much as I had earlier.

      Our lips moved in synchrony as everything else faded away. It was just the two of us. Nothing else mattered. Her hands slipped beneath my tunic, leaving feather-light touches against the ridges of my stomach as our lips and tongues and teeth spoke a tale of want. For a moment, I lost myself in this kiss. Luna was the only thing I could think about.

      She was mine.

      Mine to care for.

      Mine to love.

      Mine to protect.

      A shiver ran down my spine. Luna was mine, and tonight, I had failed her. Mother had nearly killed my wife because of me. If I hadn’t given Luna my blood, she might have died.

      I didn’t want our first time to be like this. It shouldn’t be in a blood-induced haze when Luna’s judgment was clouded. Watching as the queen tried to kill Luna earlier had made me realize something that scared me more than anything else in the entire world.

      Despite the circumstances which had brought us together, Luna had forced her way into my heart. I loved her.

      But I didn’t know if she felt the same way about me. It wasn’t that I needed her to be in love with me. Who could love someone with a soul as black as mine?

      But I needed to know how she felt before we went any further.

      It took every single ounce of self-control I had to break the kiss. Placing my hands on her shoulders, I gently pushed her away from me.

      She whimpered. “What are you doing?”

      I ran a hand through my hair. “Luna, I want you.”

      “I know,” she said. Her hand dipped to the waistband of my trousers, and I nearly passed out from that touch alone. “I want you, too.”

      Groaning, I shook my head. “Darling, this isn’t the time.”

      A moment passed before my words settled on her. “What?”

      “You should get some rest.” I exhaled, my breath ragged. “This… it can’t happen.”

      Luna reached down, tracing the line where my trousers rested on my hips. “I think it can. In fact, I know it can. I’ve studied enough biology to know what is required for—”

      Reaching down, I wrapped my fingers around her wrist and pulled it away from my middle. “I meant, tonight. It can’t happen tonight.”

      “What?” Luna’s brows furrowed. “We’re both adults. We’re married, for the gods’ sake. Why not?”

      Why not indeed? I was beginning to question my own sanity.

      “Because our first time together won’t be like this.” My voice was little more than a growl. “It won’t be rushed and it won’t happen after my mother tried to kill you. You deserve more than that, Luna.”

      My words hung in the air between us, and her eyes searched mine.

      Then she sighed. “Fine. I’m going to shower.” She moved out of bed, holding her hands around her middle. “Will you at least… Can you sleep in the bed again tonight, Sebastian? With me? After everything that happened, I don’t want to be alone.”

      I swallowed. It would take all of my self-control, but for Luna, I would do anything. “I will.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, slipping into the bathing room.

      The sound of running water filled my ears, and I leaned back, resting my head against the headboard.

      We had been sleeping in the same room for weeks, but now things were different.

      I loved her.

      Eventually, the water turned off. Luna padded towards the bed. Her hair was braided and hanging down her back as the white nightgown she wore did little to hide the fact that she was cold. I averted my eyes from her chest, picking a point on the wall to stare at as the mattress dipped.

      “Sebastian?”

      “Hmm?” I turned, glancing at the braid resting between us.

      “What did you promise your mother?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it, darling. All that matters is that you’re safe.”

      “But—”

      Reaching over, I ran Luna’s braid through my fingers. She stilled, her words trailing off as I explored her hair. The plait was rigid to the touch, and her hair was soft and damp beneath my fingers. She smelled like lilacs, the aroma perfectly complementing the honeyed flavor of her blood. I bit down on the groan rising in my throat.

      Do not think about her blood.

      I was never going to sleep if I started down that path. Drawing in a deep breath, I wrapped the bottom of her braid around my wrist. Running the silky ends through my fingers, I slipped onto my side. “Does it hurt to sleep with this in?”

      “Not really,” she whispered after a moment. “I’m used to it.”

      Apparently, I had lost my mind when we kissed earlier, because the next thing I knew, I was pulling out the leather tie holding the plait together. Running my fingers through her braid, I separated her luscious brown locks one by one.

      When her hair was fanned out behind her, Luna looked over her shoulder. “Sebastian, can you… will you hold me?”

      Inhaling the lilac scent of her hair, I nodded. “I would love to.”

      Soon, we were nestled together. Her back was to my front, and I draped an arm over her, holding her close. She fit against me perfectly.

      Like we were made for each other.

      “Is this all right?” she asked softly.

      “It’s perfect,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to her head. “Sleep well.”

      My arm rose and fell with the steady movements of her chest. Within minutes, she drifted off to sleep.

      I remained awake for hours. This human had stolen my heart, and I would do anything to protect her. That was why I made my promise.

      When it came time and Mother called in the favor, I would do what she asked. No matter what. Luna was alive, and that was all that mattered to me.
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      I woke to a heavy leg threaded through mine, and an even heavier arm pressing me into the mattress. My hair was loose, spread behind me, and the light sounds of Sebastian’s snoring filled the air. As soon as I thought about him, memories of last night came flooding back.

      “Oh, my gods.” I groaned as my face heated.

      Had I really told him I understood the biology of two people coming together as one?

      Of all the things I could have said, I was fairly certain that was the most embarrassing of them all. I would never, ever live that down. Thank all the gods he had kept his head on straight last night. I propositioned him like a common harlot. It was no wonder he turned me down. I probably wouldn’t have wanted to be intimate with me in that state, either.

      Pressing my head into the pillow, I let out a silent scream.

      What had I been thinking?

      Even as I asked myself the question, I knew the answer. With his blood rushing through my veins, I had felt like I was on top of the world. At that moment, I felt like more than just Luna, the academic youngest daughter of the Human Lord. More than just a sister trying to help her brother. I felt like more than just the human princess Bound and Tethered to the vampire prince.

      I felt wanted.

      But obviously, Sebastian had far more sense than I did. Thank the gods he stopped us before we went too far. Not that I didn’t want him. Because Kydona only knew, I did. But I wanted to be in my right mind for that.

      Now, all I wanted to do was disappear into the floor of this freezing castle. I waited, but when that didn’t happen, I decided the next best course would be to go take a very long bath.

      Maybe that would allow me to mentally prepare myself to meet Sebastian’s knowing eyes. If not, at least I could spend some time soaking in the hot water and continue to read my latest book. I had already read six different botanical guides, but none of them contained any references to the plant Syndra had told me about.

      Four triangular leaves and berries the color of the sky.

      Someone less determined would probably have given up by now. There didn’t appear to be any leads. I wasn’t that person. I couldn’t stop. If there was even a chance that in finding this plant, I might help Marius, then I would do it.

      Peeking over my shoulder, I stared at Sebastian. His eyes were closed and his hair was tousled. Sleeping beside me, he looked almost… peaceful. His tunic had disappeared sometime after I fell asleep, displaying his bare, sculpted chest as it steadily rose and fell. His body made it seem as though he spent hours exercising every day, but I knew that wasn’t the case. In all of my time here, I had never witnessed such an act.

      Kydona only knew the moment I ate a pastry or some cheese, it was destined to remain on my hips for the foreseeable future. Not that I minded. Food was made for enjoyment, and that was exactly what I did.

      My eyes widened and my mouth dried as my gaze landed on the lower muscles of Sebastian’s stomach, marking the V that led to his waistband.

      “See something you like, darling?”

      I gasped, my gaze darting to Sebastian’s face. His eyes were still closed, but a smirk painted his features.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “You’re a terrible liar,” he said smugly, his eyes still shut. “You were staring at me.”

      Now I really, really wanted to disappear into the floor. But instead, being the mature adult I was, I grabbed my book, wrapped a blanket around myself, and chose to studiously ignore him as I walked into the bathing room.

      An hour and a hot bath later, I felt ready to face the day. As was becoming the norm, I hadn’t found anything in the botanical guide. But I wasn’t giving up.

      I slipped out of the bathing room, my gaze searching until I found Sebastian. Leaning against the open bedroom door, his wings were outstretched as he whispered to someone in the hallway. Their voices were low, and I couldn’t catch more than a few words.

      “… coming darkness… find out… dozens of messengers.”

      I had half a mind to sneak closer and listen in to the conversation, but before I could decide whether eavesdropping was a good idea, the door clicked shut. Sebastian turned around, holding a breakfast tray.

      “You should eat,” he said. “We’re leaving the castle tonight.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked eagerly. Getting out of this castle sounded like exactly what I needed after the past few days. Maybe I would finally get to see more of this country that was now my home.

      Holding out a buttery pastry, Sebastian waited until I had taken a bite before saying, “Somewhere cold. Dress warmly, darling, because you’ll need it.”

      I widened my eyes. That sounded ominous. Washing the pastry down with a cup of coffee, I listened intently as the vampire prince walked me through the plan for the night.

      By the time he was done, my stomach was twisting in on itself. I forgot all about the mysterious person at the door, my entire focus on the night ahead.

      This was not going to be fun.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian’s shadows released us on the roof of the castle, and instantly, I mourned the relative heat of our room. Despite the heavy cloak, boots, and gloves the vampire prince had insisted I wear, the frigid wind rammed into me like a thousand sharp needles. Even with Sebastian’s wings blocking the worst of the weather, the cold was a shock to my system.

      “Ready?” He bent, his breath tickling my cheek as his voice rumbled in my ear.

      I shivered, standing against his chest, and he ran his hands over my arms.

      “Remind me again why we can’t just shadow there?” While not my favorite method of transportation, shadowing was certainly better than freezing to death.

      “We can only shadow to places we’ve been.” He smirked. “Believe it or not, darling, but I haven’t been to every square inch of this country before.”

      “And you’re certain that this is the safest way?” I queried, glancing over the edge of the roof. Vast forests and mountains lay before us, and various bird shifters flew beneath the full moon as snow fell leisurely from the sky.

      He chuckled. “Yes, I’m certain.”

      I had never considered myself to be someone who was afraid of heights, but I was rapidly coming to the conclusion that I had not been presented with the right set of data.

      If I was to fall…

      No. I couldn’t let myself think about that. Besides, Sebastian wouldn’t let that happen. The sooner we got this over with, the better.

      Swallowing, I shoved away the inklings of fear that were trying to take root in my stomach. This was for Julieta. My discomfort was a small price to pay to find out what happened to her. Especially if the prince was right, and these people were after me.

      For Julieta’s sake, I would be brave. “I’m ready.”

      Sebastian’s arm landed beneath my thighs, and the other wrapped around my back as he gathered me to his chest. Like me, he wore a cloak, but his garment had slits in the back to allow for his wings.

      A powerful wingbeat later, we were in the sky. Soon, the ground was little more than a blanket of white as he hugged me against him. Despite my many layers, the wind was cold as it beat against my skin. I shivered, pressing myself against the vampire prince. He flew with the confidence of someone who had done this a thousand times before.

      Neither of us spoke, and a comfortable silence settled between us. Remembering that Sebastian had mentioned he loved to fly, I tried to enjoy it, for his sake.

      After a few minutes, though, enjoyment was hard to come by. The changing scenery, though beautiful, was moving far too fast. My stomach churned as I stared at the snow-covered tips of evergreen trees.

      Closing my eyes, I pressed my ear against Sebastian’s chest and breathed in deeply, listening to his steady heartbeat as I forced myself to remain calm. I lost track of time as we flew, but eventually, his wingbeats slowed.

      “We’re almost there,” he said.

      Mumbling a reply, I kept my eyes shut as his grip tightened around me. A branch cracked, and then finally, something hard was beneath me.

      Daring to open my eyes, I found myself on a long, thick branch barely wider than me. My back rested against the rough bark of the tree, and as I glanced down, my eyes widened. A dozen of branches, some thick and others thin, stood between me and the snow-covered forest floor. Sebastian balanced a few feet away from me, one foot on the branch while the other dangled in the air. His wings were outstretched, keeping him steady as he studied me.

      I was wrong, earlier, when I thought I might have developed a fear of heights. I didn’t have a problem with heights, specifically. No, it was a fear of falling.

      I was definitely going to have to add that to my list. Luna Montquartier, Princess of Eleyta: afraid of the dark and falling. Both were valid, in my opinion. Flying was better than this. At least then, I’d had the sense of security brought by being in Sebastian’s arms.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I pressed myself against the rigid bark of the tree as the cold air entered my lungs with the force of a windy gale.

      “Your friend is going to meet us here?” I asked when it felt like I could breathe normally again, looking around the dark, moonlit forest. I didn’t know what made this specific tree different from any of the rest.

      Apparently, Sebastian did, though, because he nodded. “I trust Rhain, but it’s not safe for us to have this conversation at the castle. He’s not exactly welcome within the walls of Castle Sanguis.”

      That was… interesting.

      Before I could ask what Rhain did to get banned from the castle, shadows gathered around Sebastian’s palms. Shadowing over to me, he pressed a kiss to my lips and pulled his wings back into himself before he jumped off the branch.

      Sailing to the ground in one smooth movement, as though the distance was nothing, Sebastian landed on the snow in an agile crouch.

      Gods, that was impressive.

      My core tightened at the sight of my husband’s show of skill. The feeling was quickly doused, however, when a rustling sound came from further in the forest. Sebastian looked up, raising his finger to his lips.

      I nodded, slowly moving down until I was lying across the rough, brown bark. Wrapping my limbs around the branch, I hugged it tightly.

      Hiding up here was not exactly ideal, but I needed to stay out of sight. Sebastian didn’t want to tell Rhain about the Tether, so we didn’t have any other options.

      It wasn’t long before a moonlit black blur weaving through the forest caught my eye. Sebastian didn’t seem at all concerned. His posture was relaxed as he leaned against the base of my tree.

      I tried to do the same. Still, I held my breath as the blur approached, coming to a skidding stop in front of Sebastian.

      A beat passed before an entirely unexpected sound came out of Sebastian. He laughed, stepping forward and wrapping the blur—who was now no longer a blur but a vampire with tanned skin like mine—in the one-armed hug that seemed to be natural to all males, human or otherwise.

      “Rhain,” Sebastian said warmly, his voice echoing through the forest. “It’s been too long, brother.”

      He was being… kind.

      Like my husband, Rhain was not dressed for the weather. He wasn’t even wearing a cloak, despite the snow falling through the trees. The newcomer stepped back, leaning against a nearby tree and mimicking Sebastian’s relaxed posture. “I got your message and came as fast as I could.”

      “Did you go to Whiterose?” Sebastian asked.

      “It was as you said,” Rhain replied. His voice dropped, and he said something that I couldn’t quite catch. “… Everything is still covered in ash, but there are signs of life among the destruction.”

      “Damn.” Sebastian continued to curse, each word filthier than the last. When he seemed to run out of things to say, he turned back to his friend. “I wish it weren’t so, but the People of the Night are back.”

      “I was afraid of that,” Rhain replied, reaching into his pocket. I narrowed my eyes, but I couldn’t see what the other vampire held in his hand. “I also found this. It seems like you might catch them if you hurry…”

      The wind howled, and I didn’t catch their next words. Sebastian took the mysterious object, tucking it into his pocket. “What else do you have to report?”

      Earlier, Sebastian told me Rhain was one of his spies. He had many of them spread throughout the kingdom. That didn’t exactly surprise me.

      One didn’t become the Prince of Darkness without having eyes and ears everywhere.

      “There is one other thing,” Rhain said. The air thickened and the spy took a step away from Sebastian, raising his hands in the air. “Just remember, Bastian, I’m only the messenger.”

      My stomach twisted at the ominous tone of the spy’s voice.

      “What is it?” Sebastian growled.

      Rhain drew in a deep breath. “There are rumors circulating through Eleyta.”

      “And?”

      “They’re about the new princess.”

      My eyes widened. People were talking about me?

      An animalistic snarl came from Sebastian as shadows gathered around him. His wings snapped out of the darkness, and he was nothing more than a blur as he charged Rhain.

      A loud crack sounded, and snow fell all around me. By the time it settled, Sebastian had pinned Rhain by the throat against the nearest tree.

      “Tell me everything,” the vampire prince growled.

      Memories of my own near-death experience flashed through my eyes, and I tightened my grip around the tree branch. The pounding of my heart was so loud I could barely hear anything else.

      Rhain clawed at the arm pressed against his neck. “Gods-damn you, Bastian,” he choked out. “If you kill me, you won’t know what people are saying.”

      A tense moment passed as the two males glared at each other, but then Sebastian released his grip on his friend. His wings were still out, though, and even from here, I could sense the threat of violence in the air.

      “You’re going to tell me everything,” Sebastian demanded. His voice sounded different than it normally did. Lower. Silkier. Even from here, I felt a need to blurt out my secrets. “Don’t leave anything out.”

      “They are saying…” Rhain’s voice dropped even lower than before, and I strained to hear his words over the howling of the wind. “… in the taverns… the Binding… sending letters… war in the south… she is… a spy… a distraction…”

      Rhain kept speaking, but I wasn’t listening anymore.

      A spy. They thought I was a spy. The idea was almost laughable. As if I would be capable of spying on anything. I was an academic. A scientist. And right now, I wasn’t even that. I was barely surviving.

      If I was a spy, I was the worst one ever. What kind of spy fell for their target?

      That begged the question, though. What was the Northern Kingdom doing that had them so concerned about spies? Was this why I wasn’t receiving any letters from my family? Was someone intercepting them?

      Lost in thought, I missed the rest of the conversation. It wasn’t until Sebastian clapped Rhain on the back, the sound echoing through the forest, that I returned my gaze to the two vampires.

      “Thank you, Rhain,” Sebastian said. “Sorry about the…” He made a choking gesture around his neck.

      “Don’t worry about it, Prince,” Rhain said, punching the vampire I had married in the arm. “If I had a Bound Partner, I’d be protective about them too.”

      Males were so strange.

      Moments later, the black blur that was Rhain disappeared into the moonlit forest. As soon as he was gone, Sebastian climbed the tree with the agility of a creature of the forest. No words passed between us as he gathered me in his arms.

      A powerful wingbeat later, and we were in the sky once more. I’d grown somewhat used to the cold in the woods, but now that we were in the sky once more, the air assaulted my senses. I buried my face in Sebastian’s tunic, hoping this flight would miraculously be faster than the one that brought us here.

      “Are you all right, Luna?” the prince asked, cradling me to his chest.

      The beat of his wings was a steady backdrop to the pounding of my heart.

      “I’m… they think I’m a spy.” Now that I said the words out loud, they were real. They still sounded as ridiculous as when Rhain said them. A knot formed in my stomach. What if Sebastian believed him?

      The vampire in question tightened his grip around me. “You heard.”

      “I’m not, you know.” Shaking my head, I looked up at him. “I would never betray you like that. My letters… they’re for my family. My little brother and I are close, and I am desperate to hear from him. I’m just trying to know if they’re alright. I would never betray you like that.”

      My voice was high-pitched, betraying the nerves coursing through my body. I needed Sebastian to understand that I would never do what they were accusing me of.

      “Darling, I know you’re not a spy,” he said, pulling me towards him and pressing a kiss to my forehead. “The entire accusation is ludicrous. That’s why it’s a rumor. I’m going to find out why you haven’t heard from your family. I promise.”

      The knot in my stomach unraveled slightly. Thank the gods, he believed me.

      Sebastian’s wings beat powerfully through the night air. This time, I kept my eyes open as he carried me above the snow-covered forests. It wasn’t hard to spot Castle Sanguis.

      Standing among the forests and mountains, the snow-covered structure was imposing in its enormity. Dozens of parapets and thin spires reached into the night sky and stone gargoyles stood guard all around the castle. Faint purple lights flickered in the windows, adding a violet sheen to the structure.

      The castle drew nearer, but Sebastian didn’t show any signs of stopping.

      I turned in his arms, taking in the chiseled line of his jaw as he continued to fly. “You’re not taking us back to the castle?”

      “No.” Sebastian tightened his grip around me, his wings flapping as he steered us around the imposing building. “Rhain was able to find something that might help, but it’s time-sensitive. We have to go now.” He paused, seeming to grapple with his words. “Luna, when we arrive… you need to keep your gloves on.”

      “To keep the mark of our Binding hidden?” I asked, raising a brow.

      He nodded, tightening his grip around me. “It’s not safe to reveal who we are to each other. These people… they are dangerous.”

      Then why were we going there?
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      Loud conversations filtered through the door of the snow-covered inn and Luna’s grip tightened on my hand.

      “Stay behind me,” I ordered. The cobblestone square in this gods-forsaken mountain village was empty, but I knew our arrival had been marked. I could feel the eyes on us as I landed.

      My shadows swirled in my veins, eager to be released at the first sign of danger. My wings twitched at my back, my muscles sore after flying for hours after more than a month of rest.

      “Alright,” Luna whispered.

      She had been quiet on the flight over here, and I knew Rhain’s words had shaken her more than she let on.

      I knew she wasn’t a spy. What kind of spy would allow themselves to be Bound and Tethered to their mark? The entire accusation was ludicrous. But the issue of her letters disappearing was not. Someone was taking them. I had personally seen to it that they were delivered to the post, and they should have been shadowed back to Ipotha with the regular mail. We would have to deal with this… at another time.

      Right now, I had to focus on tonight. I wasn’t sure what we were walking into. This was the first valuable lead we had gotten since the tunnels collapsed. I knew in my gut that solving this murder was important. Not only for the Light Elf’s sake, but for my wife.

      Based on several pieces of information he gathered, Rhain believed that several members of the People of the Night were meeting here before dawn. If he was right and they were here, I planned to get as much information out of them as possible before I killed them.

      Pulling my wings back into the shadows, I pushed open the door of the Blue Moon Inn. Conversations dried up immediately as vampires, horned and winged elves, and werewolves seated at various tables in this establishment all turned to glare at us as one.

      Hostility filled the air, and Luna pressed herself against my side as purple lights flickered. People in various states of intoxication filled the main floor of the inn, including several vampires feeding in the shadowy corners of the room. The sounds of pleasure from their Sources filled the otherwise silent air. Scantily clad females sat on laps, their clothing barely covering their breasts and bottoms. Unlike our neighbors in the south, Eleytans had no problem with sex. These courtesans were well paid and their services were always appreciated.

      As one, they glared at us.

      A tall vampire with black hair twisted into two tight buns on top of her head stepped out from behind the bar. She walked towards us, her black dress split down the middle, revealing a pair of black leggings underneath and a set of keys hanging off her hip. The others let her pass as she moved towards us, the pouch on her hip jingling.

      “We don’t get many newcomers around these parts.” Suspicion was evident in her voice, and she sniffed the air, eyeing Luna. “Especially not humans who smell as delicious as this one does.”

      A growl rose in my throat, and I barely tamped it down before it could come out. Starting a fight with the entire inn watching our every move would not be conducive to my goal of remaining inconspicuous. Praying there weren’t any vampires present with Estrella’s particular ability, I tightened my grip on Luna’s hand and pulled her firmly against my side.

      “My Source and I are on our way to Sleka,” I lied smoothly, naming a town that lay further north in the mountains. Luna stiffened, but before she could speak, I continued quickly. “With the coming dawn in a few hours, I figured we should stop now and get some rest. We will finish our journey after the sun sets tomorrow night.”

      No one called us out on my lies. Thank the gods, in this, we were safe.

      “I don’t blame you. If I had a Source that smelled as delicious as yours, I would be hard-pressed to take my fangs out of her neck.” The innkeeper winked at me, and I snarled. “Welcome to The Blue Moon Inn. My name is Zada, and this is my establishment.”

      An air of disappointment seemed to fill the inn as most of the patrons realized there wasn’t going to be a fight. They turned, resuming their conversations, but Luna remained stiff at my side.

      Zada eyed the fine stitching on our cloaks, a greedy glint entering her gaze. “I assume you’ll be wanting a room for the day?”

      “Please. My Source also requires sustenance.” I reached into my pocket, withdrawing a heavy obsidian coin.

      The innkeeper’s eyes widened at the rare form of currency. Grabbing the money with the speed of our kind, she slipped it into her purse before anyone else could see what it was and dipped her head. “Of course. Right away, sir. I’ll also have the servants fill a bath for you both, my lord. Please don’t hesitate to let us know if you require anything else.”

      I almost laughed. How quickly her tune changed when she realized we had money to spend.
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        * * *

      

      Soon, Luna and I followed Zada up a winding, rickety set of stairs. Once we reached the second-floor landing, the innkeeper unlocked the first wooden door on the left before handing me the key. “Do you need anything else, Lord…”

      Her voice trailed off as she waited for my name.

      Shaking my head and pointedly ignoring her efforts to determine who exactly we were, I said, “No, thank you.”

      The innkeeper pursed her lips. “Perhaps if I sent you—”

      “No.”

      This had been a long enough night. I did not want to deal with this right now. Reaching out, I placed my hand on Zada’s arm.

      The black-haired vampire stiffened, her eyes flying to mine. “My lord?”

      “We do not wish to be disturbed.” My voice was as smooth as the finest silk as I pulled on all my Persuasion. It took far more strength to Persuade fellow vampires than humans, but after feeding from Luna, abundant power ran through my veins. Right now, I felt like I could decimate an entire army with a single thought.

      “Sir?”

      “Forget that my Source and I are strangers to this place, and don’t tell anyone else we are here.” The familiar pulse of power ran through my veins as the shadows slipped from my fingers, slithering into the innkeeper’s arm.

      Luna was silent beside me, but I could feel her curiosity through the bond.

      Zada nodded, her black eyes glazed over. “Of course, sir.”

      “Thank you.”

      Letting go of the innkeeper’s arm, I led Luna into the room. Shutting the door behind us, I turned the lock before slipping the key into my pocket. Placing my hand on the doorframe, I erected a privacy ward around the room before turning around and taking in the space. It was… tight.

      Beside me, Luna’s mouth pinched in a firm line as she turned in a semi-circle. Pulling off the hood of her cloak, she fiddled with the end of her braid as she turned, meeting my eyes. “Sebastian, the room is…”

      “Small.”

      “Tiny,” she corrected me. “And the bed… it’s less than half the size of ours back home.”

      A ridiculous flutter came to life in my stomach when she called it “our” bed.

      Luna wasn’t wrong. The entire room was smaller than the bathing room back at the castle. She walked through the room, running her gloved hand over the furniture.

      A single window looked out onto snow-covered peaks, and two purple orbs hanging from a small chandelier cast flickering lights over the small quarters. Walking past the unlit fireplace on one wall, Luna opened the door on the other and poked her head inside.

      “It’s a water closet,” she said, slipping the door shut before running her hand longingly over the edge of a small wooden tub filled with steaming water.

      A pile of fluffy towels was stacked on a nearby chair, and a basket filled with numerous small bottles rested on a shelf nearby. Other than that, there was a bed, a chair, and a wardrobe. This inn seemed to cater to stays of a shorter variety.

      “What did you do to the innkeeper?” Luna asked as she bent, picking up a bottle and reading the label. “You touched her, and then she… went along with your will.”

      “I Persuaded her,” I said after a moment, running my hand through my hair.

      Luna turned around. “You tried to do that to me on the night of our wedding, right?”

      There wasn’t really any point in trying to hide it. “I did. I thought… I wanted to help you relax. You shouldn’t have been able to fight it off, but…”

      “I did.”

      I nodded. “You did.”

      My intention had been to help Luna calm down. I’d never heard of any human capable of fighting off Persuasion. It was on my very long list of things to look into, but between the Tether and the murder, we had far more pressing priorities.

      Pursing her lips, Luna pulled off her cloak and laid it over the back of the only chair in the room before perching on the edge of the bed. Her feet dangled over the floor and she pulled up her legs, untying the laces of her boots.

      “We’re going to be here for a while, right?”

      I nodded. “We’ll stay the remainder of the night and during the day, yes.”

      Luna hummed, just as a knock came on the door.

      Stiffening, I pulled my wings out of the shadows and fanned them behind me, hiding Luna from sight before unlocking the door and pulling it open a crack. “Yes?”

      A wide-eyed elf with two curling black horns like a ram stood in the hallway, holding a tray with a bowl of stew and two mugs of ale. He stuttered, “Za-Zada sent me with this, my lord.”

      Opening the door just enough to take the tray, I sent the elf away with a quick thanks before kicking the door shut behind him.

      An unfamiliar emotion came through the Binding Mark, and I paused, my brows furrowed as I tried to figure out what it was.

      “Don’t turn around,” Luna said softly.

      A rustling filled my ears, followed by the soft sound of garments hitting the floor.

      Shutting my eyes, I pressed my forehead against the door and groaned. “Luna Montquartier, you are going to be the death of me.”

      A low and sensual giggle came from behind me, quickly followed by a series of splashes. My entire body tightened at the sound.

      “All right,” she whispered. “It’s safe to look.”

      I didn’t really think it was, but what was I supposed to do?

      “Sebastian?” Luna’s voice was soft, and it pulled at something within me. “Turn around.”

      I couldn’t deny her. I wouldn’t. Anything she wanted, I would give her. Pulling my wings tight against my back, I did as she asked.

      The moment I turned, my heart stuttered. There was nothing in the world that could have prepared me for the sight of Luna in the small tub. It was barely large enough to contain her body, and she hugged her knees to her bare chest. Long, wet brown strands of hair plastered to her head, and her rosy lips parted as our eyes met.

      The air grew thick between us, and my heart thudded against the cage of my ribs. Swallowing, my gaze dropped lower. My lungs tightened and my fangs ached at the sight of her shoulders. The barest swell of her breasts was visible before the rest of her disappeared beneath the water.

      My wife was the most beautiful being I had ever seen in my entire life. Maybe the Tether between us was the gods’ cruel idea of a joke. Perhaps it was a punishment for all the things I’d done in the past for the queen.

      Being near Luna and not touching her was absolute torture. Right now, I was regretting my decision not to take things further when she had offered.

      Luna raised a hand, and water dripped off her as she roughly combed her fingers through her hair. Her long locks fell down her back, revealing the beauty mark on her neck.

      I gaped at her.

      She chuckled, raising a brow. “Are you going to put that down?”

      Put what down?

      I glanced at my hands, only now remembering that I held a tray of food. Swallowing my suddenly dry throat, I made my legs obey me. Walking over to the desk, I slid the tray onto it before rubbing my hands on my tunic.

      Locking the door, I took the time to at least attempt to compose myself. It wasn’t working. My mind was swirling as I kept my back to Luna.

      “I… you… you’re naked,” I said, as though that wasn’t perfectly obvious.

      A faint chuckle escaped her lips. “Such an astute observation, Sebastian. I am assuming that in your long life, you have had the chance to see naked people before?”

      “A few.” My wings twitched and my fangs ached. My voice was hoarse as I said, “But none, male or female, were as beautiful as you.”

      Not even Athena, gods be with her soul. My heart no longer burned when I thought of my first love. I had spent decades mourning her, but now… there was something new. Luna broke through the black armor of my heart in a way that no one ever had before. She saw me, bringing light to my darkness.

      A splash came from the tub, and Luna whispered, “I think you’re beautiful too.”

      Her words hung in the air between us, and I gripped the doorframe. No one had ever said that to me.

      I was dangerous. Deadly. My soul was dark as the shadows that called me “Master”. No one, in all the years of my existence, had ever called me beautiful.

      Releasing my grip on the doorframe, I blew out a long breath and turned around. “Do you think so?”

      Her cheeks turned a deep shade of red and she nodded. “I do.”

      Her eyes searched mine, and the air between us grew thick as words left unsaid forced themselves to the tip of my tongue. Suddenly, I did not want to let another moment pass me by before letting Luna know how I felt about her. She was researching me, but I didn’t need a scientific analysis to tell me that I loved her.

      “Luna—”

      “Sebastian—”

      We spoke at the same time, and a breathy laugh came out of her.

      “Go ahead,” I said, watching her. “I’m listening.”

      Luna drew in a deep breath, and when she spoke, her voice was little more than air. “Sebastian, I… when we first got married, I was scared. Of you… the vampires… Honestly, I was scared of the whole thing.”

      “I know,” I murmured. Her fear had been tangible on the night of our wedding. Now, there wasn’t a trace of it in her scent or through the bond.

      “I didn’t want this. Our marriage. None of it.” Luna raced a finger over the Binding Mark on her wrist before looking up at me. “Did you?”

      Drawing in a deep breath, I shook my head as I stepped towards her. “Honestly, no. I didn’t. But now that we are here, Bound and Tethered—”

      “It feels right,” she finished my sentence.

      “Yes,” I breathed. For the first time in my existence, I felt like I had a real purpose. She brought out parts of me that I hadn’t even known existed. Before I told her how I felt, there was something I needed to know. “Are you still scared?”

      She drew her bottom lip between her teeth, and my entire body tensed. I wanted her so badly, I could barely think.

      “No.” Luna’s eyes widened, and a flicker of surprise came through the bond. “I’m not scared of you.”

      My feet moved of their own accord, taking me closer to my wife. Keeping my eyes on hers—a feat in and of itself—I kneeled in front of her.

      “Luna, I might not have wanted this marriage, but now I can’t imagine anything else.” Taking her wet hand in mine, I pressed a feather-light kiss to her damp skin. “You changed my life, darling.”

      She smiled. “In a good way, I hope.”

      “The best,” I breathed. Sucking in a deep breath, I ran my tongue over the tip of my fangs and said a quick prayer to Isvana for strength. “Luna, I… There’s something I need to tell you.”

      She raised a brow. “What?”

      Rubbing the Binding Mark on her arm, I kept my eyes on hers as I explained about being able to feel her emotions. When I was done, she stared at me for a long moment. “That’s what you meant by being connected, isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      Luna’s eyes swept over mine. “Alright.”

      “You don’t…. doesn’t it bother you?”

      Her shoulder lifted. “It’s honestly not that bad. Except… why can’t I feel your emotions?”

      “I’m not sure. It could be because you’re human, and I’m not.” She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, I shook my head. “Before you ask if that bothers me, Luna, it doesn’t.”

      “How did you—”

      Bending, I brushed my lips against hers. “Remember how you said you were researching me?”

      She nodded.

      “I’ve been doing some research of my own. I’m happy to report, Luna, that I have come to a conclusion.”

      Her brows raised. “Are you going to share it with me?”

      “I am.” I blew out a long breath, readying myself. “I want you to know that it’s okay if you’re not ready for this. But I have to say it.”

      She frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong, darling.” Even my shadows quieted in my veins as I focused on my wife. This was it. “Luna, you snuck up on me like a bolt of sunshine after an endless storm. When you came to me, you gave me a reason to keep on living.”

      She sucked in a breath, tightening her grip on my fingers. “Sebastian, what are you saying?”

      “Luna Montquartier, beautiful wife of mine. I was never expecting you, but now that you’re here, I don’t want anything else. I swear to you that no matter what comes our way, I will protect you.” My heart pounded in my chest, and I ran my tongue over the tip of my fangs. My voice rasped as I said the three words that had been pressing on me for days. “I love you.”

      She inhaled sharply, her eyes widening as a bolt of fear came down the bond. “Sebastian, I—”

      “Don’t. Please.” Shifting, I moved to the back of the tub and fanned out my wings behind me. Picking up a bottle of scented soap, I rolled up my sleeves and poured a generous amount into my hand. “I just needed to say it. I needed you to know how I felt. You don’t need to say anything.”

      “But—”

      I chuckled. “It’s fine. Now I’m guessing you still have questions about Persuasion?”

      After a moment’s pause, she nodded.

      I smiled. “Good. Close your eyes and lean back. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      She did as I asked.

      Her eyelids fluttered shut, and she rested her neck against the rim of the tub. Making sure not to yank on her hair, I picked up her locks and gently rubbed in the soap until it reached a generous lather.

      Picking up a cup, I rinsed her hair before adding conditioner and brushing it through her locks. A contented sigh filled the air, and as I worked, I told the female I loved about Persuasion. It wasn’t a gift that many vampires were capable of, but it was useful.

      Luna listened, asking a plethora of questions, just like I knew she would. I answered each one as best I could. A peacefulness descended upon us. No matter what happened next, I would always cherish these few hours we had together.

      When the sun rose, the People of the Night were meeting. One way or another, I would find out what they had planned. They targeted my wife, and for that, there was only one available recourse.

      They would have to die.
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      “You can’t be serious.” Crossing my arms, I shook my head and glared at Sebastian. Dressed in my black gown once more, I had a thick blanket wrapped around me in an effort to try to ward off the chill permeating the room. It wasn’t working. I never thought I would miss our chamber in the castle, but here I was, doing just that.

      Sebastian glared right back, his wings out of sight and his back straight as he leaned against the door. “On the contrary, darling, I am deadly serious.” He flashed a fangy grin in my direction, as if that proved his point.

      It did not.

      First, he told me he loved me—something I would have to unpack at a later date—and now he wanted to leave me alone in this small room? I was not keen on this plan. What if he got hurt? Or worse, killed?

      Admittedly, I was not much of a warrior, but I didn’t want to remain here like a sitting duck. This inn was full of vampires, all of whom seemed like they wanted to eat me. The innkeeper had said as much when we first arrived.

      I was definitely not interested in being their dinner. One vampire drinking my blood was more than sufficient. If we were back at the castle, I could have used this time to continue my botanical research, but right now, even that wasn’t an option.

      I huffed, “Sebastian, I don’t want to stay—”

      “You can’t change my mind.” He shook his head. “You aren’t coming with me and that’s final.”

      “What about the Tether?” I hated using the magic keeping us together as an excuse, but maybe, just once, it would work in my favor. “You can’t leave me. We’ll both feel it.”

      He raised a brow. “I’m not worried about that.”

      “Why not? Don’t you remember the pain?”

      I certainly did. Those experiments testing the length of the Tether were not enjoyable in the least. Still, if I could use it to my advantage now, I would.

      I never used to be argumentative, but there was just something about the vampire prince that made me want to fight back.

      Sebastian raised a brow. “Rhain said the People of the Night are meeting in the main room right beneath this one. I’m fairly confident that the Tether stretches that far.”

      “And if you’re wrong?” I challenged.

      “If I’m wrong, darling, I’ll shadow back at the first twinge of discomfort.” Lifting a hand, he shadowed over as if to prove his handle over the darkness. I inhaled sharply, and he ran his thumb over my cheek. “These vampires are dangerous, Luna. Far more than most. I need to be able to take care of them without worrying about you.”

      “But—”

      “Luna.” His voice was firm, and his eyes flashed as he shook his head. “Based on the evidence, they already killed Julieta.”

      Visions of my friend’s bloody, torn wings flashed before my eyes. “I know that,” I whispered.

      Sebastian’s eyes softened. “I don’t want them to hurt you.” He bent, pressing his forehead against mine. “Please, don’t fight me on this, Luna.”

      I wasn’t sure whether it was the tone of his voice or his use of the word “please”, but I stopped fighting.

      Blowing out a long breath, I said, “Okay. I’ll remain here.”

      Pausing, I reached out and grabbed his tunic. He looked back at me, raising a brow. I added, “Under one condition.”

      Sebastian tilted his head. “I wasn’t aware this was a negotiation.”

      “You were wrong.” I quirked a brow. “It’s always a negotiation.”

      He chuckled. “What’s your condition?”

      “You come back to me.” I trailed my fingers down his face. The stubble on his cheeks was rough beneath my fingers, and the way his eyes watched my every movement made me feel like I was his entire world. “We have a lot to talk about, Prince.”

      “We certainly do.” A slow smile spread across his face, and he glanced out the window. “Dawn is coming. This shouldn’t take too long.” Raising a brow, the prince held my gaze as he placed the key on the table next to the door. “Keep the door locked. Don’t let anyone in, no matter what you hear.”

      Walking over to where he stood, I placed my hands on his chest. His tunic was smooth beneath my fingers, but the cloth did nothing to hide the rough ridges of his musculature underneath.

      “I won’t.” Pushing myself to my tiptoes, I pecked his cheek. “Come back to me.”

      “I will.”

      Reaching down and cupping the back of my neck, Sebastian drew me towards him. His mouth moved against mine with the skill of someone who had been alive for centuries—he was forceful, but his every movement was thoughtful. He kissed me like I was the only person in the world.

      He kissed me like he loved me.

      “Be careful,” I whispered against his lips.

      Sebastian winked at me, taking a step back as shadows swirled around him. “Darling, I’m always careful.”

      I scoffed, but before I could say anything, he disappeared into the shadows. I held my breath, waiting to see if that horrible pain would erupt in my stomach. It never came.

      It seemed as though we were safe.

      For now.
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        * * *

      

      The already small room seemed to shrink further with every passing minute. An old clock hung on the wall, ticking ominously. Each stroke was a reminder that time was passing and Sebastian still wasn’t back.

      I ate my dinner; the stew sitting like one of the bricks from the fireplace in my stomach, and I waited. The ale did nothing to ease my anxiety. A heavy knot formed, and I twisted my fingers together as I waited.

      Everything was too loud. The privacy ward Sebastian had erected did nothing to silence the sounds of the inn. Males and females alike found their pleasure, their cries mixing with murmured conversations coming from below.

      When my mug of ale had been empty for some time and Sebastian had yet to return, the knot worsened. It twisted like the ragged ends of a frayed rope, and I felt sick. By the time the first rays of sunlight were visible, Sebastian was the only thing on my mind. I paced back and forth, trying to figure out what to do.

      He hadn’t said how long he would be, but the sun was coming up. Vampires couldn’t be out in the sun, right? This was bad. I had to warn him. If not for his safety then the fact that we still had to talk about what he said.

      He loved me.

      I still couldn’t believe it.

      Now, I was doubting everything. Maybe my stepmother Ysabel was right. Perhaps love did exist. Confusion roiled through me. What was love? I wished there was a scientific method that I could use to deduce whether what I felt was love. Why wasn’t there a list that I could check off?

      Sebastian was my first thought when I woke and the last person on my mind as I drifted off to sleep. I cared for him more than anyone else in my entire life. When I was around him, my heart beat faster and my entire body gravitated toward him.

      Was this love? I wasn’t sure. What I did know was that I needed him.

      That thought propelled me to stand and pull on my cloak. I would rather Sebastian be alive and angry with me than dead. Especially since I was less than pleased about being told to stay in this room while he went off without me.

      A crash came from downstairs, and I tugged on my boots. Yanking on my gloves and making sure my Binding Mark was hidden, I pulled my hood over my hair. I was being reckless, but I wasn’t stupid.

      Once I was dressed, I scoured the room for something that could be used as a weapon. Although I wasn’t a trained soldier, it seemed wise to arm myself with something in the event that I needed to defend myself.

      My quick search found little of worth. The space was small and sparsely furnished. I was about to leave with just the butter knife when I noticed a small crack in the mortar holding the bricks in the fireplace together. Wielding my blade, I chipped at the mortar until a red brick came loose.

      It was heavy in my hand and my arm was unused to the weight, but it was better than nothing. Before I could talk myself out of what was probably—most likely—a very bad idea, I grabbed the room key. Unlocking the door, I pressed my ear to the wood.

      A chorus of moans filtered through the thin walls, but I didn’t hear anything else.

      This is for Sebastian.

      Mustering up my courage, I pulled open the door and glanced around. A row of closed and presumably locked doors ran down the length of the hallway. The purple lights, which had grown as familiar as firelight by now, flickered as I slipped out of our room.

      Gripping my brick beneath the folds of my cloak, I shut the door behind me and dropped the key into my pocket. The stairs were right ahead, and I started down them.

      I took them one step at a time; the floorboards creaked beneath my feet. It was dark, and I moved slowly, not wanting to attract attention. My heart pounded and my hands grew clammy around the brick as I inched down the stairs. I made it down six steps before I picked up the sounds of quiet conversation.

      “What are we going to do?” a female with a high-pitched voice whispered.

      “Do?” a male scoffed. “We are going to wait for our next orders, Florence. We can’t just go charging into the castle without the exact knowledge of where she is. Taking her requires careful planning.”

      Shivers ran down my spine. Were they talking about me? I inched up a step when the female, presumably Florence, made a sound of disgust.

      “We have been in a gods-damned tomb for over a century, Philips. You want me to wait some more?” she whined. “I want my revenge.”

      A third voice spoke and their voice rang with authority. “This is not a matter of wanting, Florence. Things like this take time. They must be done properly. You know he wants her alive.”

      Florence scoffed. “Vincalo didn’t wait.”

      The first male snarled, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up at the vicious sound. “Vincalo was an idiot, and because of him…“

      His voice trailed off, but I had heard enough. This was a bad idea. In fact, this might have been the worst idea I had ever had in my entire life.

      What was I thinking? These were dangerous vampires. I didn’t have any defense against them. What was my brick going to do against immortal creatures of the moon? If Sebastian was right and they killed Julieta, they were far more unhinged than I had ever accounted for.

      Visions of Julieta’s torn wings flashed through my mind and my legs wobbled. I slipped, slamming into the wall as I fought to regain my footing. The sound seemed to reverberate through the space, and my heart pounded as fear ran through me like a river.

      The vampires stopped talking mid-sentence.

      “What was that?” Florence asked.

      I barely contained the whimper that threatened to come out of me. Lifting my foot, I felt for the stair behind me and started to inch upwards.

      “Quiet,” one of the males hissed.

      My lungs tightened.

      Mistake. This was such a big mistake.

      A rough hand wrapped around my mouth. My eyes widened and a silent scream rose in my throat as visions of my death flashed before my eyes.

      They found me. They were going to kill me. This was it. I was done for.

      “I thought I told you to stay put.” The words were little more than a growl against my ear, but they were the best sounds I had ever heard in my entire life.

      A sob ripped through me, muffled by Sebastian’s gloved hand around my mouth, and I sagged against my vampire prince.

      His hand remained around my mouth, his other arm wrapping around my stomach as his shadows enveloped us both.

      He hissed, “We have a lot to talk about, Luna.”

      All I could do was nod. Those vampires were responsible for killing Julieta, and I nearly got myself murdered.

      The moment Sebastian’s shadows brought us back to our small room, the prince placed me on the bed. As soon as my bottom was on the mattress, he turned around. His back was rigid and his fists were clenched at his sides as he stomped to the other side of the room.

      His hands landed on either side of the door, and the wood cracked beneath his white-knuckled grip. His shirt was tight, outlining the rigid form of his muscles as his shadows rippled around him. The air between us was thick, and anger filled the room.

      Now, the ticking of the clock was mocking me for an entirely different reason. Why had I thought I could be helpful? Here in Eleyta, I was nothing. No one. I couldn’t even find a plant. Why did I think I could help Sebastian?

      My brick went tumbling to the ground with a clatter.

      When the vampire prince finally spoke, his voice was low and controlled, as though he was trying not to lose his temper. “What were you thinking?”

      “I—”

      “One thing, Luna,” he growled. “I told you to do one thing. Stay out of sight. That was all.” The wood splintered. “They could have killed you.”

      Pulling off my cloak, I removed my gloves and ran my hand over the mark of our Binding. “I just… I was worried about you.”

      A bitter laugh escaped Sebastian, and I shivered.

      “Worried? Luna, you don’t have to worry about me. Don’t you know who I am?” He finally turned around. Shadows flooded from his outstretched palms as he stepped towards me, and his eyes flashed with dark, swirling storms. “They call me the Prince of Darkness. Do you know why that is?”

      He loomed above me, shadows swirling around him like a tempest as his wings snapped out behind him.

      “I’m guessing it’s not because of your sparkling personality?” I quipped, trying to diffuse the tension.

      Sebastian glared at me, his narrowed eyes and flared nostrils telling me exactly how he felt about the sudden appearance of my sense of humor.

      “No,” he snarled. Opening his palm, shadows churned above his fist. “It’s because I am darkness. There is no other of my kind like me. Not really. Mother has… other things that she can do. But the shadows are mine, and I am theirs.”

      I stared at him.

      “I’ve seen you use the shadows, Sebastian,” I whispered. “Multiple times. I know what they do.”

      “You have no idea what I can do, Luna. Not really. The things you’ve seen are mere parlor tricks.” His fist closed, and the shadows swirled around his arm like snakes, curling around his outstretched wings.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      Throwing up his arms at his side, he huffed. “Because I’m trying to keep you safe! Those people down there were dangerous, and they were trying to kill you.” He ran his hand through his hair. “If you had just stayed put, I could have dealt with them. But no, you had to disobey me. And now look where we ended up. They’re gone.”

      I stared at Sebastian. “What do you mean, ‘deal with them?’”

      He raised a brow. A heaviness filled the air, and he glared at me. “Luna, what do you think I mean?”

      The air grew thick between us, and I squirmed beneath Sebastian’s gaze.

      “I think you mean that you were going to kill them,” I whispered, shifting uncomfortably beneath the weight of his stare.

      He dipped his head in reply.

      Obviously, I knew he was a vampire. I assumed that his lifestyle brought with it a certain amount of death. But still, hearing him talk about killing people so openly…

      A shiver crawled down my spine.

      “How many people have you killed?” I asked quietly.

      A beat passed before his eyes flashed. “A lot,” he said gruffly.

      That knot returned with a vengeance in my stomach, and my heart pounded rapidly in my chest. “How… how many is a lot?”

      Sebastian’s wings flexed, and the silence stretched between us. In another part of the inn, someone moaned.

      “I don’t know anymore,” he whispered. His voice carried echoes of sleepless nights and unfathomable amounts of pain.

      Pushing off the bed, I walked toward Sebastian. “Why?”

      Filled with meaning, the word hung between us as I moved to take his hand in mine. Why did he do it? Why didn’t he remember the lives he took? And perhaps more importantly, why did I care so much about the tortured look in his eyes?

      “Sebastian—”

      “I had no choice.”

      His words echoed through the room, and for a moment, the only thing I could hear was the beating of my own heart.

      “The queen?” I asked.

      He nodded, his mouth pressed in a firm line, and I pressed his hand against my chest.

      “Sebastian, if she made you, it’s not your fau—”

      “Those souls are on my conscience,” he said, shaking his head.

      My brows furrowed. “But that doesn’t mean—”

      “The deaths I have caused are my weight to bear. Luna, I have done terrible things. Unfathomable things.” He sucked in a deep breath, running a hand through his hair as his wings flexed behind them. “Those lives…they weren’t mine to take.”

      “What do you mean?” I paused, choosing my words carefully. “Were they innocent?”

      I wasn’t sure what I would do if that were the case.

      “Gods, no,” he said vehemently, shaking his head. “They all deserved what they got. I’ve never killed an innocent.”

      Thank Kydona.

      Before I could speak, Sebastian sighed. The sound was heavy and filled with such vast amounts of pain that my heart ached. “The thing is Luna, their crimes were never against me. None of them harmed me, at least not directly.”

      His words hung in the air between us, and my eyes searched his. Swirling storms of hurt looked back at me, and I wanted nothing more than to wrap my arms around him.

      “But these people… they were evil.”

      “They were,” he agreed. “And I would do it again if I had to.”

      What did it say about me that I wasn’t scared by this admission? He was a killer, but I knew he would never hurt me.

      Sebastian’s voice deepened as he raised a hand, cupping my cheek. “Those people who were down there? The People of the Night? They tried to hurt you.” His voice hardened, and he cupped the back of my neck. Shadows curled around him as he spoke. “What I said earlier was true. I love you, Luna. More than anyone else in my entire life.”

      He reached out, taking hold of my wrist. His fingers ran over the Binding Mark, his gentle touch at odds with the fierceness of his tone.

      “Make no mistake, darling, you are mine. My wife. My princess. Your enemies are my enemies. Your problems are now my problems. I will destroy anyone who threatens you. I will tear them limb from limb, painting the snow with the blood that runs through their veins before presenting you with the stakes used to pierce their blackened hearts.”

      His words should probably have instilled a healthy sense of fear in me. I probably should have been repulsed. Instead, a twisted part of me warmed at this macabre, amorous declaration.

      There was definitely something wrong with me.

      I drew in a deep breath. “Sebastian—”

      “No, Luna. Don’t you see? I would do anything for you, and now there is an uncontained threat. The People of the Night are not to be trifled with.” He moved away from me, balling his fists at his side. “This was my chance—maybe my only one—to stop them before they try again to hurt you. Before your unexpected arrival, I finally got some good information. These people are evil and they are trying to hurt you. I could have dealt with them, but now we are right back at the beginning.”

      The weight of his words slammed into me.

      I ruined everything.

      Tears pricked at my eyes, and I brushed them away. “Sebastian, I’m sorry. I should have stayed put. I was just…”

      “Worried. I know.” Sighing, he shook his head and slumped by the door. His wings slipped into the shadows and he hung his head. “Just… go to sleep, Luna. I’ll keep watch. There’s no point shadowing back to the castle now. We’ll wait till the sun sets and then I’ll take us home. We can talk more about this then.”

      His face made it clear he was done talking. I prepared for bed in silence, pulling the covers over myself as I thought about where this all went wrong.

      Bloody nightmares haunted me as I slept.
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      My fingers traced the blue embroidered moon on the handkerchief from Rhain, the small, rigid bumps a soothing distraction as I pretended to read. A week had passed since the night at the Blue Moon Inn, and despite spending hours studying the rectangular cloth, it didn’t seem to have any other secrets to share.

      Things between Luna and me had been strange since we returned. Maybe I moved too fast. Perhaps I said things that should have waited. Maybe I frightened her when I told her I would destroy anyone who came after her.

      Either way, something had shifted between us.

      Despite my best efforts, I had yet to find out why her letters were going unanswered. I sent Estrella to check on the welfare of Luna’s family, and the vampire reported everyone was safe and accounted for. The blonde vampire might have had a caustic attitude on the best of days, but I trusted her.

      This was a problem. Not so much the missing letters, but the reasoning behind it. I had already decided that tomorrow night, I would have Estrella personally shadow a letter to Ipotha and wait while a response was penned before returning, but that didn’t solve the bigger issue.

      Someone in my castle was intentionally causing emotional harm to my wife. I needed to know why. I had my trusted spies looking into it, but there was no word yet. Not only that, but since our return from the Blue Moon Inn, Luna had been withdrawn. Burying herself in her books even more than normal, she barely spoke. Even the Binding Mark between us was silent.

      It had been a very long week. Every night when I woke in bed next to my wife, I was hungrier than the last. The deer’s blood was doing even less to sustain me now that I had drunk from Luna. We were both increasingly frustrated. Our tempers were growing shorter by the day, and I knew this couldn’t go on forever.

      A book lay open in front of me, but I couldn’t concentrate. My attention flicked to Keven, who stood at his large desk, speaking in low tones to a winged elf. The guards I’d stationed at the front of the library were a new addition, but a necessary one.

      Still, I was on edge. I had been that way since the moment I caught Luna eavesdropping on the People of the Night. The knowledge that there were people who wanted to hurt my wife lay heavily upon me.

      Something was going on within my castle, and I didn’t know what it was. Sleep was a rare occurrence these days. I felt a primal need to keep constant watch over Luna, the weight of the unseen threat looming over us both.

      “Prince?” A hand landed on my shoulder, and I jumped, my shadows curling around my fists as I looked around me.

      I let out a low breath at the sight of the elderly librarian. “Keven, you shouldn’t creep up on people.”

      Especially not on a vampire prince who was already on edge because he had professed his love for his wife, and she proceeded to ignore him for an entire week. Wisely, I kept that part to myself as I pulled my shadows back into my palms.

      The librarian withdrew his hand, wincing. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to startle you. Phyrra sent me a message. She is on her way to report.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, Keven.” Turning towards Luna, I placed my hand on the table near her. “I’ll just be over there if you need anything.”

      She didn’t even look up from her book, turning the page as she said, “Go ahead. I’ll be here.” She snorted. “It’s not like I can go anywhere.”

      That was, possibly, the only good thing about our Tethering. I had my eyes on Luna at all times. If the People of the Night were going to try to hurt my wife, they would have to go through me. I wouldn’t let her get hurt.

      Pushing back my chair, I slipped the handkerchief into my pocket and walked over to the nearest stacks. Placing my palm flat on the smooth wooden grain of the bookshelves, I erected a privacy ward around the entire area. Shadows flitted from me, thickening the air around us for a moment before sliding back into my palms.

      I settled in to wait, watching Luna as she read. Her finger passed over the text and she mumbled under her breath, occasionally jotting notes on the parchment at her side.

      A blur soon entered the library, and within moments, my spymaster stood before me.

      “Bastian.” Phyrra dipped her head in greeting, her long black hair hanging in thick ropes framing her dark russet skin. “I’m glad I found you.”

      Shifting so I could keep an eye on Luna over my spymaster’s head, I asked, “What do you have to report?”

      Phyrra crossed her arms. “Honestly, Bastian, it’s a mess. This castle is far more crowded than I have ever seen it.”

      It truly was.

      I sighed. “In all her wisdom, Mother is throwing a ball to celebrate her birthday at the end of the next month.”

      “Has she ever—”

      “No.” I shook my head. “In all my years, it’s the first time she’s done this.”

      I had no idea what had gotten into her lately. Maybe it was the mention of the so-called “coming darkness”, but first she allowed the People of the Night out of their tomb, and now this?

      Perhaps her mind was slipping. Tales of vampires who grew so old that they completely lost their grip on reality circulated in the darkest corners of taverns. Sometimes, they chose to walk into the sun. Other times, they destroyed everything around them.

      Or maybe Mother wasn’t losing her mind. Perhaps something else entirely was happening.

      I shivered. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing something. The marriage, the Tether, the Light Elf’s murder… it was all connected. Something was happening.

      Keven’s warning echoed in my mind. I had to keep Luna safe, no matter what.

      “Whatever the reason, it’s making my life difficult.” Phyrra frowned.

      Though she was small, Phyrra was a fierce vampire. Far older than I, she headed my spy network that spread throughout the entire country. I trusted her with my life.

      “What have you learned?” I asked.

      When we returned from the inn, I asked Phyrra to search for any information regarding the People of the Night.

      “Nothing of significance.” My spymaster sighed. “There is a lot of information to parse through, Your Highness.”

      I wasn’t surprised by that. Castle Sanguis was filled to the brim with vampires and their Sources in preparation for Mother’s ball. She had even issued invitations to have several foreign dignitaries join us. A council member from Ipotha was on their way, as well as a representative from Queen Sanja of Drahan, the southernmost kingdom on our continent.

      There were no representatives coming from Ithenmyr, of course. That gods-damned country ignored everyone else, closing off their borders and keeping the rest of the continent in the dark about what was happening within their lands.

      Our latest spies reported that laws in Ithenmyr were stricter than ever. Their High King treated females like they were animals, making the rest of us look like gods-damned saints. The number of skirmishes on the shared border between Eleyta and Ithenmyr was growing with each passing day. Soon, we would reach a breaking point. I could only hope that we would break the Tether before then.

      “Have you heard anything from Rhain?” I asked.

      Phyrra shook her head. “No, but I’ll send another message to the north. If the People of the Night are hiding near the remains of Whiterose, we’ll find them.”

      “Good.” I nodded. “Tell me about the fae.”

      Far to the east, beyond the Indigo Ocean, the fae lived on their own. Split into seasonal courts, their rulers were said to be vicious. Fickle. They couldn’t lie, but they lived on the edge of truth. They were reckless, using humans as pets and playthings.

      The Queen of the Winter Court and the King of the Autumn Court were both invited to Mother’s ball. Their representatives had arrived three days ago, but the royals had yet to step foot in Eleyta.

      Phyrra scoffed. “The entire lot of them are dramatic, Bastian. They refuse to be in the same building as each other, and they’ve set up camps on either side of the castle. Neither are particularly pleasant, and I’m fairly certain there will be at least one death before the end of… whatever this is.”

      If Mother was hoping to play politics and form alliances with the fickle fae, I was fairly certain she would be disappointed.

      Already, I’d overheard the guards reporting that they had broken up half-a-dozen fights between the immortal beings.

      There was too much going on. Too many people. Too many threats.

      How could I protect Luna when I didn’t even know what was happening in my own castle? If it wasn’t for this Tether, I could be doing all the groundwork myself.

      My spymaster was watching me. “Is there anything else, Bastian?”

      I shook my head. “No. Keep your eyes and ears open. Let me know if you find anything.”

      A wry smile danced on Phyrra’s face. “I always do.”

      She laughed, running off in a blur that left papers rustling in her wake.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the moon was high, my fangs were aching. Earlier, servants had brought coffee for Luna, and a mug of lukewarm deer’s blood for me. Reaching the bottom of my cup, I frowned. It did little to appease the hunger coiling in my stomach. I needed something stronger.

      “There’s nothing here.” A book shut, and I looked up. Luna crossed her arms, her brows furrowed, and she glared at the massive tome laying between us on the table.

      I glanced at the title.

      The Moon-Blessed: A History of Vampire Kind.

      “Nothing?” I asked.

      Keven had dug that book out of the archives, along with several others that he found for Luna. This was one of the oldest books in the entire library. I would have thought it had something about the Tether in it.

      “Tethering is mentioned in passing, but that’s all.” She groaned, rubbing her temples. “The few citations I’ve found are cryptic, at best. The only common thread between them that I can find are subtle references to a place called The House of Forgotten Shadows, but there isn’t any information beyond that. It might not even matter. I don’t know.”

      Frustration leaked into Luna’s voice, and she rubbed her temples.

      “I am not familiar with the name, but I can ask Keven,” I said. “Maybe he knows more about this House.”

      Luna stood, collecting some books and placing them in her bag. “I just don’t understand.” Her voice was curt, and the guards at the entrance of the library glanced up. “Why did Ciro do this to us, Sebastian?”

      “I don’t know.” Shadowing over to Luna’s side, I took the bag from her and slipped it over my shoulder. “I have people. Spies. They’re doing everything they can to find him. Rhain is out there searching for any clues, and he will report back as soon as he knows anything. ”

      Tilting her head, Luna studied me. “Do you trust him? Rhain? In the forest, you seemed… a little hostile.”

      Sucking my breath in, I ran my tongue over the tips of my fangs. “That was different.”

      “How?” She eyed me as if she was trying to read me like one of her books. “You choked him. It seemed like he was moments away from dying.”

      I loved the fact that she felt comfortable enough with me to ask these questions. Most people saw me and ran the other way. Not Luna. She saw me and wanted to understand.

      “Being moments away from dead means you’re still alive, darling.” I winked.

      “Barely,” she retorted.

      A touch of color was coming back to Luna’s cheeks, and it seemed like she enjoyed sparring with me as much as I did. I would do this with her all night long if it meant we were speaking again.

      Leaning in close to my wife, her scent rose to my nose as I whispered, “Barely alive is still alive.”

      She muttered, “Semantics.”

      “Not really. Rhain’s head is still on his shoulders, and his black heart lives to beat another day.” Slanting my head, I met Luna’s brown eyes. “Do you know what happens to vampires when we die?”

      “No, but I’m assuming you’re about to inform me?”

      She was right. Raising a brow, I squeezed her shoulder.

      “It’s important you know this. Just in case.” It wasn’t safe for Luna to live in this castle without knowing how to defend herself. Now seemed like as good of a time as any to go into the topic. The privacy ward I had erected around this area of the library was still intact, and I felt comfortable having this conversation here. “There are very few ways to kill us. Beheading, of course.”

      “Of course,” Luna repeated dryly.

      “That one is rather obvious. Not even a vampire can survive that. Fire is another way. It’s slower, though. Takes more skill. The same with the sun.” I’d witnessed vampires burning alive in the sunlight. It was a horrible affair, and not one I intended to see ever again. “When vampires take a stake to the heart, though, it’s different.”

      She frowned. “What do you mean? How is it different?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to word this properly. “Being staked isn’t an instant death. Even with wood in the center of our hearts, it takes a minute or two before death is final. Black veins crawl out from the point of impact until the vampire’s entire body is covered in them. From afar, they’re nearly invisible, but up close, they draw the eye.”

      She raised a brow. “Like a… deadly spider web?”

      “Exactly.” That was a fantastic description.

      Luna shuddered. “That is rather horrible. I suppose Rhain is meant to be happy that you spared him that fate?”

      “He is.” I nodded.

      Pulling her bottom lip through her teeth, Luna eyed me. “I see. That’s… well, I suppose that’s fine.” She sighed, and something flickered through the Binding Mark. Nervousness. “There’s something else…”

      “What?” I asked, perhaps a little too eagerly.

      She looked around the library as if just remembering we were still in public. “Can we continue this conversation in private? There’s something I want to ask you.”

      Curiosity ran through me as I thought about what Luna might have to say.

      “Of course.” Signaling to Tristan, I waited for him to peel off the wall where he stood guard near the entrance, coming towards me. “Send for some food for my wife and have it brought to our rooms.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.”

      He left in a blur, the library door slamming shut behind him. Lacing my fingers through Luna’s, I pulled on my shadows and brought us back to our room.

      Our feet landed on the stone floor, but I didn’t let go.

      “What did you want to talk about?” I asked, rubbing my thumb over our joined fingers.

      Luna chewed on the inside of her lip. “Do you remember the witch we met at the ball?”

      Furrowing my brows, I raked through my memories of that night. We had spoken to dozens of vampires, but there was only one witch that I could recall.

      “The redheaded one taking part in the expedition to the northern villages?”

      “Yes, that’s the one.” Luna paused, her lips tilting down. “Syndra. I know her.”

      I tilted my head. “But she said you had just met.”

      “I don’t know why she said that. I was confused then and I still don’t understand. I didn’t contradict her right away because, well…”

      “We didn’t know each other,” I finished the sentence when her voice trailed off. “You didn’t know you could trust me.”

      “I was wrong, you know,” Luna said quietly. “I can trust you. Syndra is an Ipothan witch, and I met her when I visited my brother.”

      “Marius, right?”

      A sad smile lifted her lips. “Yes, that’s the one. He’s my only brother, and he’s sick.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Luna lifted a shoulder. “He’s been like this his entire life. Ever since he was born, a strange illness has plagued him. No matter how much he eats, he can’t seem to gain weight. He’s always been frail. Smaller than others his age, and more susceptible to other illnesses.”

      I raised a brow. What Luna was describing sounded an awful lot like the illness afflicting the human villages near the Black Sea.

      “I’ve been looking for a plant,” Luna said. “Syndra said it grows in the north, and it might be a cure for his illness.”

      “I remember she mentioned that.” Puzzle pieces fell into place, and my eyes widened. “That explains your interest in botany.”

      “But it’s turning out to be a fruitless endeavor. None of the books have the plant Syndra described. I can’t help but feel like it’s out there, though.” Luna paused, her brown eyes searching mine. “I thought that maybe…”

      Her voice trailed off, and she pulled her hand from mine as a flash of apprehension came through the Binding Mark.

      “Maybe what?” I asked softly.

      “Maybe we might leave the castle and go look for the plant ourselves? I really want to find this plant. I know we’re Tethered, otherwise, I would go on my own, but—”

      “Is this why you’ve been so quiet?” I raised a brow as intense relief flooded through me. “You’re worried about your brother. This isn’t… you haven’t been silent because of what I said at the inn?”

      Her eyes widened. “Which part? The part where you said you loved me or the one where you described how you would destroy anyone who came after me?”

      I meant every word.

      “Both? Either one?” I said. “It would be great if we can discuss them and clear the air between us.”

      “Clear the air?” she repeated, her brows furrowed as she sat on the bed. “Why?”

      I stared at her. “What do you mean, why? Aren’t we… there’s been so much tension between us. I thought you were angry about what I said.”

      “Angry?”

      Blinking, I started doubting myself. Wasn’t she angry with me? “Yes, it’s been nearly impossible to hold a conversation with you all week. I thought you were mad.”

      Reaching over, Luna grabbed a pillow and hugged it to her stomach. “Oh, gods. I’m not…” Furrowing her brows, she drew in a deep breath. “This is my fault.”

      “What?” I pulled the chair over, slipping into it before rubbing my hands over my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      Luna stared at me. “You think we’re fighting?”

      “Aren’t we?” That doubt grew, twisting within me, accentuating the ever-present hunger in my stomach. “You’ve barely spoken to me all week.”

      Luna groaned, shaking her head. “I’m sorry.”

      She moved off the bed onto my lap, pressing herself against my chest. As soon as her bottom landed on my thighs, I wrapped my arms around her, breathing in her scent as I held her close. Having her so close was not helping the burning need to feed within me, but this was the closest we had been since the night in the inn.

      Still, I wasn’t sure why Luna was apologizing. “I must confess, darling, I’m a little confused. You’ve barely spoken to me all week.”

      “I just… got lost in my head. I was thinking about Marius and the Tether…” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head, burrowing against my chest. “Do you know that when I was young, they used to call me the Ice Queen?”

      A rush of anger flooded through me, and I clenched my fists. “Who called you that?”

      I would find them and ruin their lives. Luna was anything but icy. She was smart and beautiful and thoughtful.

      “My sisters.” A harsh laugh escaped her. “Much like the snow currently falling outside, they accused me of being cold and unfeeling to a fault.”

      “That’s ludicrous,” I snarled.

      Luna might not have been the most expressive person I knew, but she felt things deeply. I could see it in her eyes, in the way she carried herself.

      Gods, I felt her emotions through the Binding Mark.

      How dare they make her feel so poorly about herself?

      My shadows swirled in my veins and an aching desire to find Luna’s family and teach them a lesson about treating people pulsed through my body.

      Instead of giving into the primal need coursing through me, I shook my head. “They were wrong. You’re perfect just the way you are.”

      Luna shrugged. “I’m just… I’m not great at emotions. Sometimes I get lost in my head for days. I’m sorry you thought I was angry with you.” She raised her head, brushing a kiss over my lips. “I’m not, you know. I just got distracted. They used to tease me, and I thought…”

      “Your family was wrong, Luna.” I waited until her brown eyes met mine. “You are perfect just the way you are.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, a knock came at the door.

      “Princess?” Fleur’s timid, quiet voice filtered through the door. “I’ve brought you some dinner.”

      Luna looked up at me. Her lips were plump and there was an openness in her gaze that made a hunger grow within me that had nothing to do with blood and everything to do with the female sitting on my lap.

      “Let’s continued this later,” she whispered.

      All I could do was nod as Luna pressed her lips against my cheek. She stood, letting the maid into the room, and I tried to ignore the aching in my fangs.

      Fleur looked over at me as she walked in with a tray. “Nelo is on his way, Your Highness. He said it’s urgent.”

      I nodded, shadowing into the hall. As soon as Mother confirmed the People of the Night were back, I tasked Nelo with searching through the castle for any hint of them. We would leave no stone unturned. Not when Luna’s safety was on the line.

      Dismissing the guards stationed outside the room, I leaned against the cold stone.

      I didn’t have to wait long. Shadows soon filled the hallway, and Nelo appeared in front of me. There wasn’t a hair out of place on his head, but something in his eyes immediately made me straighten.

      Curling my hands into fists at my side, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

      The vampire sucked in a deep breath. “I’ve uncovered a spy, my prince. He’s admitted to killing the Light Elf.”

      A glimmer of hope sparked in my blackened soul.

      “Tell me everything.”

    

  







            Don’t Let Go

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LUNA

        

      

    

    
      “Do you need anything else, Princess?” Fleur, the maid who replaced Julieta, stood in the open doorway of the bathing room. Wringing her hands together, she shifted from one foot to the other. “I ran a bath, but I can stay if you require me.”

      Slathering butter onto a halved biscuit, I shook my head. “No, thank you. I’ll be fine.”

      Fleur nodded. Taking her leave, she opened the door and slipped out. Sebastian’s low voice filtered into the bedroom as he spoke to one of his soldiers, and I caught a glimpse of his swirling shadows as I added jam to my bread.

      I shook my head. I couldn’t believe he thought I was angry. That was my penance for being so caught up in my head. I hadn’t even considered what Sebastian thought about my silence.

      Angry? I was so far from mad; it was almost funny.

      “Are you certain?” Sebastian’s voice came from the hall, and I jumped.

      The door was still shut, but the quiet murmur of conversation drifted through. I briefly considered putting my ear against the wood and eavesdropping, but I decided against it. The last time I did something like that, I ended up ruining everything.

      Pouring myself a cup of coffee and adding a spoonful of sugar, I wrapped my hands around the mug and sat on the edge of the bed. Of all the new things I’d tried since coming to the Northern Kingdom, this was my favorite. The dark brown liquid was both energizing and delicious.

      Sebastian couldn’t have been more wrong about the reason for my silence. I’d been so quiet the past week because, in addition to my research, I’d been trying to understand what I felt about him. I cared about the vampire prince in a way that was completely new. Everything I did these days revolved around him. It wasn’t even a conscious thought. I was so focused on him that nothing else seemed to matter. At first, being with him day in and day out had felt like a curse.

      But now, everything was changing. I was changing. He was kind, this husband of mine. Caring in a way that I hadn’t known vampires were capable of being.

      But was this feeling in my heart love? It didn’t seem probable, the rational part of me argued. Our match was an arranged political union, and we hadn’t even consummated our marriage. How would I know what love felt like?

      Groaning, I rubbed my temples. All these thoughts made my head hurt. I wished Julieta were here. She was the type of person I could have asked about this.

      A single tear rolled down my cheek, and I sighed. Placing my half-empty mug of coffee on the table, I pressed my ear against the door.

      Sebastian was still talking, and based on the steady level of his voice, it sounded like he would be there for a while. Pulling my hair out of the braid, I went into the bathing room and stripped. Steam rose from the lilac-scented bath, and I slipped out of my clothes.

      Climbing into the tub, I washed my hair before leaning my head against the rim. My eyes drooped and the exhaustion of the past few weeks caught up to me. Visions of the handsome black-haired vampire who tamed the shadows flashed before my eyes as sleep pulled me into its warm embrace.
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      A hand shook my shoulder, and someone called my name. I pulled my eyes open, only to find Sebastian crouched in front of me. His wings were flared and his black eyes filled with worry as he studied me intently.

      “Thank Isvana,” he said roughly, thrusting a towel in my direction before averting his gaze. “I knocked and knocked, but there was no reply. I thought you were hurt.”

      Blinking, I tried to get my bearings. Drowsiness still pulled at me as I lifted my hand out of the cold water, staring at my wrinkled skin.

      “I must have fallen asleep,” I murmured.

      Grabbing the fluffy towel, I stood. Cold water sluiced off me as I wrapped the white cloth around myself, securing it in a knot before reaching up and twisting my hair into a bun.

      “Get dressed please, Luna.” Turning around, Sebastian walked towards the entrance of the bathing room, pulling open the door. “Wear something you can move easily in. We have to go.”

      “What do you mean?” I glanced out the window, noting the streaks of sunlight painting the sky. “It’s almost daytime. You can’t go out in the sun.”

      Sebastian paused in the threshold, looking over his shoulder. “We won’t be going outside.”

      The way he said the last word… I knew there was more to it than that.

      Raising a brow, I asked, “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere cold,” he said evasively. “Just… dress accordingly. A tunic and leggings would be the best choices. The warmer, the better.”

      Before I could ask any more questions, he pulled the door shut between the two of us.

      “That was strange,” I muttered under my breath.

      Doing as Sebastian asked, I brushed and braided my hair before pulling out a comfortable black pair of leggings and a warm, long-sleeved tunic from the wardrobe. By the time I was dressed, a knock came on the door.

      “Are you ready, Luna?”

      “Yes,” I called out.

      Sebastian opened the door, gripping the doorframe as he studied me. I did the same, my mouth opening and closing as my gaze swept over him.

      His brows furrowed. “What?”

      “You look like a warrior,” I whispered.

      Shadows flowed around his legs, drawing the light from the room. His wings were flared, with wisps of darkness floating around them, and a sword hung from his hip. As he turned, I caught sight of twin daggers strapped to his thighs.

      I had never seen him with a weapon, let alone three. That sight alone sent skitters up my spine.

      He held out a pair of knee-high leather boots. “Put these on, Luna.” His voice was gruff and his eyes were dark. Violence emanated from him, and I knew this was not a male to be trifled with.

      Taking the boots from Sebastian, I walked past him, ducking beneath his arm and sitting on the edge of the bed.

      Pulling the boots on over my calves, I asked, “Where are we going?”

      He turned, looking distracted as he ran his hand through his hair. Based on his rather disheveled appearance—at least as disheveled as this impossibly beautiful male could be—this wasn’t his first time doing that tonight.

      “Somewhere I wish I wasn’t taking you,” he said cryptically as he shoved my cloak and gloves in my direction.

      I pulled them on. “Do you care to elaborate?”

      A tense moment passed between us.

      “Sebastian?” I looked up at him, pulling the hood of my cloak over my head.

      His hands were clenched into fists at his sides, and anger came off the vampire prince in waves.

      “The place we’re going is dangerous. It’s somewhere you should never have to go.” Pulling on his own gloves, he glared at the mark of our Binding on his wrist as if it had personally insulted him. “Isvana only knows that if it wasn’t for this gods-damned Tether, you wouldn’t be coming within a hundred feet of this place.”

      Fear took root in my belly, and a cold sweat broke out on my neck.

      “What are you saying?” I forced myself to remain calm, to ignore the flutter of foreboding blooming in my stomach. “Where are we going?”

      Sebastian met my gaze, and the darkness in his eyes shook me to my very core.

      “We are going to the place in Castle Sanguis where the worst of the worst go to rot.” Tugging on a cloak roughly, he scowled. “It isn’t fit for any female, let alone my wife.”

      Shivers ran down my spine at his hard tone. Sebastian moved towards me, his hand landing on the hilt of his sword. His other hand reached out for me, and I slipped my fingers in between his as shadows slipped out from beneath his skin. The darkness filled the room, brushing up against us both.

      My husband leaned in so close, I could feel his breath on my cheek. “We are going to the one place I never wanted you to know existed. But this Tether has us backed into a corner. Now, we have no choice.”

      My heart raced and my hands grew clammy in my gloves as a cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck. “Sebastian, you’re scaring me.”

      “Good,” he hissed as the shadows sucked the last bit of light from the room. “You should be afraid. There is no room for anything but fear in this place.” He paused. “We are going to Ravenwood Dungeon.”

      My gut twisted, and my knees shook. I had never been to a dungeon, but this was one form of research I would have been happy to never conduct.

      Releasing his grip on the hilt of his sword, he pulled me into his arms and wrapped his wings around me. “Hold on tight. Whatever you do, whatever you hear or see, Luna, don’t let go. Follow my lead.”

      With that final warning, the shadows swallowed us whole.
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      Of all the things I hated about Castle Sanguis—and there were several—the dungeons were at the top of my list. Neither the sun nor the moon ever reached the hundreds of silver-lined cells below the castle.

      Most of the dungeon’s occupants were vampires, but there were others who called these pits of hell their home. Elves of all kinds, werewolves, and even a few fae were imprisoned in Ravenwood Dungeon.

      It was a punishment worse than death itself.

      I knew that, and yet, I was willingly taking Luna into this horrible place. She clung to my neck, her arms wrapped around me in a hug as her breath warmed my neck. I tightened my wings around her, holding her close to my chest as I directed my shadows.

      As soon as my feet came in contact with the worn cobblestones in the entrance of the underground prison, the faint echoes of screams filtered through the stone walls. Four pale purple sconces did just enough to illuminate the horrible conditions of Ravenwood Dungeon without being anything close to an adequate amount of lighting.

      My eyes adjusted to the darkness, but still, my shadows remained. They hid us from prying eyes, giving Luna’s breathing time to steady after moving through the shadows.

      The room wasn’t empty. Four vampires, three males, and a female sat around a table rolling a pair of dice. They chatted, their backs to us as they studiously ignored the sounds coming from the prison.

      A steady stream of high-pitched screams echoed through the stone walls, accompanied by low, keening wails. Perhaps the most disturbing of all was not the screams—those were understandable in a place like this—but the high-pitched cackle that ran above it all like a disturbing harmony. The guards laughed among themselves, even as a scream came from the depths of the prison.

      Luna shuddered against me, but her breath had steadied. Not wanting to remain here a moment longer than necessary, I loosened my grip on the shadows. Drawing them back into myself, I kept my wings tight around my wife.

      “I should have all of your fangs removed for this,” I barked. “Since when does guarding the dungeons involve playing games?”

      At the sound of my voice, the four vampires jumped to attention. The dice clattered to the floor and one of the males turned, his red bun flopping as he dipped in half, bowing hastily. “Oh, Your Highness, we didn’t know to expect you.”

      “I can see that,” I growled. “What are you—”

      A laugh came from behind me, and I snapped my head to the side just as a blonde vampire waltzed into the space. “Why is it so tense in here? You’d think someone died…”

      Her voice trailed off as her eyes landed on me.

      “Hello, Valeria,” I growled.

      The blonde vampire stopped, her black eyes wide as they swept over me. “Prince, I, uh… is that a human, sire? Is bringing her down here a… wise decision?”

      The audacity of this vampire. Recently returned from a mission in Ithenmyr, Valeria had somehow grown even more petulant than she had been before she left. Gareth, the Captain of the Guard, had assigned her to guard duty, hoping the assignment would help her remember her place.

      It didn’t seem to be working.

      Snarling, I tightened my grip around Luna as I hid her within my wings. “Do not question me, guard, or you will be relieved of your duties and find yourself as a more permanent resident in Ravenwood Dungeon.”

      The other vampires took very large steps away from their co-worker. For her part, Valeria dipped into a low bow. “My deepest apologies, Your Highness. It was never my intention to insult your sensibilities or your intelligence, sire.”

      “And yet, you did.” I snapped.

      Luna chose this exact moment to let go of my neck, and I just knew she was itching to open her mouth and say something that would probably verge on snarky. That was the last thing we needed right now.

      “We are here to see the newest prisoner,” I ground out through clenched teeth.

      A beat passed, and none of them moved.

      “You,”—I glared at the female vampire—“unlock the gates.”

      “Yes, Prince.” She jumped to her feet, her curly black hair bobbing as she hurriedly grabbed a ring of keys from the hook on the wall.

      Luna chose that moment to turn around as a flash of curiosity came through the Binding Mark. Pulling my wings away from Luna just enough so she could see, I placed my hands on her shoulders and glared at the vampires.

      If any of them spoke against my wife, I would rip off their heads. It appeared as though they understood because none of them said a word.

      “As for the rest of you?” Pausing, I waited until all their eyes were on me. “Do your gods-damned jobs or you’ll find yourselves at my mercy.”

      They paled, hurriedly busying themselves as Luna slipped her gloved hand into mine. The black-haired guard walked over to us with the keys, eyeing me carefully. As I met her black eyes, her name came to me. Darcy. I didn’t remember her being assigned to work in the dungeons, but Gareth must have recently given her a new work assignment.

      Leading us to the thick black door marking the entrance to the prison, Darcy asked, “Do you need an escort, Prince?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I know the way.”

      Pinching her mouth shut, the guard unlocked the door. Handing me the keys, she stepped back and bowed. “Safe travels, Your Highnesses.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the vampire. She was… strange. There was something about her that made my stomach twist. She hadn’t been at Castle Sanguis for long, but that didn’t mean much. It was impossible to know every single vampire in existence. Still, I made a mental note to ask Gareth about her the next time I saw him.

      Pushing the door, it swung open on well-oiled hinges. My worries about Darcy moved to the back of my mind as the scent of unwashed bodies, stale blood, and other bodily fluids slammed into me.

      The screams grew louder, as sounds of death and pain echoed through the massive dungeon. They called to the shadows in my veins, that pulsing darkness that was my constant companion. Beside me, Luna stiffened. She leaned against me, tightening her grip on my fingers.

      I whispered, “Don’t worry, darling. I’ve got you.”

      Our footsteps echoed on the stone floor, the sound adding to the symphony of agony that made up Ravenwood Dungeon.

      Beside me, Luna studiously kept her eyes ahead, ignoring the silver-lined cells on either side of us. That was probably a good idea.

      After we turned down a hallway and passed another guard station—this one was occupied by vampires who were actually doing their gods-damned jobs—Luna whispered, “Why didn’t we shadow in?”

      I lowered my head, pulling her close to me. “There are dozens of wards around the dungeons. No one can shadow in or out. It’s too dangerous.”

      As if to confirm my words, a rattle came from a cell up ahead. Luna sucked in a breath, and I held her close against me as we passed the cell.

      I peeked through the door, eyeing the prisoner. A pale elf with long, stringy chestnut hair and swirling green tattoos on both arms banged his hands against the silver bars.

      “Let me out!” he screamed, his voice hoarse as though he had been yelling for days on end. “I never did anything to you or your queen! The earth needs me! I need my magic.” He sobbed. “I’m innocent!”

      Luna’s fingers squeezing mine. When the elf was out of earshot, she asked, “What did he do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      There were far too many prisoners for me to know all their crimes by heart.

      After that, there were no more words between us as I led us through silver-lined passageways. Gripping the hilt of my sword with one hand, I kept my eyes wide open as I led Luna deeper into the prison.

      The dungeon had a way of altering time. Every minute that we navigated the winding passageways felt like five. Eventually, we were so deep within the earth, the sun was a mere memory. The scent of snow and ice on the wind was replaced by pungent, stale air laced with traces of blood. The screams were fainter, and down here, the prisoners were more subdued.

      This far from the surface, most of them had been here for centuries. We passed a vampire who was a mere husk of themselves—their body was shriveled on their cot, the low moan coming from their chest the only sign of life.

      If the prisoners managed to catch a rat, they could eat it. Otherwise, blood rations were few and far between.

      When we were deep in the earth, I pulled us to a stop in front of a solid silver door marked with an engraved IV.

      This level was the reason I was armed. A lit lantern hung on a hook by the door, and I grabbed it, handing it to Luna.

      Pulling my wings back into myself, my shadows squirmed beneath my skin. They were just as nervous as I was about this. I ran my tongue over the tips of my fangs, wishing I’d had a drink to help curb the hunger twisting in my stomach.

      There wasn’t any time. The sooner we got out of here, the better. Even the guards weren’t foolish enough to venture this deep into the dungeons unless they were feeding the prisoners. We were alone. For now.

      “I need you to listen very carefully,” I whispered to Luna, keeping my eyes on the silver door. “This part of the prison is dangerous.”

      My wife snorted. “I think the danger is implied.”

      “Consider this part worse than the rest.” Tightening my grip on her fingers, I turned and pressed a quick kiss to her lips. “If I give you the order, I need you to run.”

      Shock filtered through the Binding Mark, and her hand stiffened. “But—”

      “No ‘buts’.” I shook my head. “Promise me you’ll run.”

      She furrowed her brows, looking between me and the door. “Why?”

      “Beyond this point, there is no magic. No powers. No shadows. After this, I am nothing but a soldier.” I clenched my jaw so hard, the coppery tang of blood flooded my mouth.

      I prayed to both Isvana and Ithiar that these instructions were unnecessary. That I was overreacting. Even as I did so, a small, niggling voice inside of me said they were important.

      After a moment, Luna nodded.

      “I need to hear you say it,” I insisted.

      She inhaled sharply, and a beat passed before she whispered, “I promise. I will run if you tell me to.”

      Every single part of me wanted to turn us around, but we couldn’t. Nelo had thoroughly interrogated the prisoner, but the male had insisted he had information that he would only give to me.

      That meant that Luna needed to come, too. Thanks to Ciro and his gods-damned Tether, Luna and I couldn’t be separated.

      Not now.

      Not ever.
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      Sebastian pulled the black handle, the only part of the door that wasn’t made of molten silver, and an arctic air struck me. Twin scents of dust and decay assaulted my senses, and black shimmering stones that seemed to absorb the light were everywhere.

      Death reigned in this horrible place.

      My heart pounded, and I tightened my grip on the lantern. The hallway in front of us was long and winding, but there weren’t any doors in sight.

      Metal zinged as Sebastian withdrew his sword, holding it aloft as he led us into the black-walled corridor. I followed close behind, not wanting to get left behind in this place that reeked of death.

      “What kinds of stones are these?” I asked as the black floor swallowed the sounds of our footsteps.

      I eyed them carefully, but unlike in the tunnels, I kept my hands to myself. There was nothing about this place that made me want to touch anything. It was like walking through a pit of hell.

      We turned a corner, and Sebastian replied, “It’s prohiberis. The stone is mined in Ithenmyr.”

      I raised a brow. I had never heard of prohiberis before. “What does it do?”

      He paused. “It can block magic.”

      Now that was interesting. The academic in me was grateful for the distraction, and I eyed the black stones as we passed a moaning male, lying prostrate on the cot in his silver-lined cell. There must have been some type of mineral within the stone that had anti-magical properties.

      “Does it block blood magic as well?” I asked as we turned down yet another corridor, this one darker than the rest.

      “It does,” he confirmed.

      What kind of prisoners were kept down here that had to have their magic stripped? The question came to the tip of my tongue, but then I decided that I probably didn’t want to know.

      Instead, I asked, “What does the prohiberis feel like?”

      Sebastian frowned. “Being around prohiberis, even for a few moments, feels like denying a part of yourself. Like there is a wide, gaping hole within you.” A shudder ran through him. “But it needs to be done.”

      At least now I knew why he had the sword.

      Soon, it was so dark even the violet light from my lantern did little to push away the darkness. By the time Sebastian came to a stop in front of a silver door that looked like it was formed from a dull, thick mirror, I lost all sense of time.

      Letting go of my hand and pulling out the keys, Sebastian paused. His back was straight, and the tension coming off him was so thick, I could taste it. “Remember your promise, Luna.”

      “I remember,” I said softly. I had no training. No weapons. Sometimes, the best course of action was simply staying alive. And this place, where the scurrying of rats added to the horrible symphony of pain coming through the walls, was not one I wanted to stay any longer than necessary. “I’ll run if you tell me.”

      “Good,” he said gruffly.

      The jingling of keys filled the air, and soon, the lock clicked. The mirrored silver door swung open, and I gulped. Sebastian went in first, and I quickly followed. I really didn’t like the idea of standing outside in the dark corridor all on my own.

      As soon as the door slipped shut behind me, I cursed Ciro anew. This was not the type of place I ever wanted to go.

      Darkness enveloped me, the light of my lantern doing little to push it away. My heart pounded as I took in the small space. It was worse than I imagined.

      The vampire prince stood in front of me, his body taking up much of the long, thin black cell that was the size of a closet. It was barely big enough for one person, let alone the cot lining one wall and the chamber pot sitting in the opposite corner. The concept of light was foreign. It did not belong in a place like this. The scent of decay was so putrid, I could barely breathe through it.

      Then I saw him. A male with waist-length, stringy ash blond hair was curled up in the corner of the cell. Wearing rags and covered in dried blood, a silver chain was wrapped around the male’s middle, matching the ones around his wrists and ankles.

      A twinge of pity came to life in my stomach for this prisoner. Surely he did not deserve such harsh treatment. Then his limp head rose, and lifeless black eyes met mine. A snarl escaped his lips.

      “So hungry,” he growled, his voice low and guttural.

      He came to his feet far faster than I thought possible for such an injured male. Pity gave way to fear as I pressed myself against the wall, my heart hammering in my chest.

      The prisoner snarled, the sound vicious and promising violence as he struggled against his bindings. He pulled back his lips, revealing bloody stumps where fangs had once been.

      Sebastian shifted so fast, I could barely track his movements. One moment, he was standing between the snarling vampire and me, the next, he had his hand around the male’s throat, pinning him against the wall. The silver chains around the prisoner’s body were taut as Sebastian held the male high, and horrible choking sounds filled the air.

      “Don’t even look at her,” Sebastian snarled, his voice far lower than I had ever heard it before. Locking one powerful arm beneath the prisoner’s neck, Sebastian slid his sword into its sheath before withdrawing his dagger.

      The silver blade caught the purple light, and a shiver ran through me as my breathing turned ragged. The air thickened in the cell as the two males stared at each other. I moved back until I hit the black wall behind me. My free hand splayed against the stone, letting the cold seep into me.

      It did nothing to help calm my racing heart. I wanted to be somewhere else. Anywhere else. The library. Our bedroom. Out searching the wild for Syndra’s plant.

      Gods, even being in Queen Marguerite’s horrible presence was better than this.

      Sebastian moved the blade along the male’s cheek, tapping it on the prisoner’s chin. “I heard you wanted to talk to me.”

      The blond prisoner grunted. “I changed my mind.” He spat. “You can’t make me talk.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I am very good at making people talk.” Pausing, Sebastian looked over his shoulder at me, his arm still holding the prisoner against the wall. “Take my other dagger and go wait on the other side of the door. You don’t want to see this.”

      Rapidly having arrived at the same conclusion, I did what the vampire prince asked. The hilt of the dagger was cool in my hand as I stepped out of the cell, a reassuring presence despite my inexperience with the weapon. Placing the lantern on the ground, I shut my eyes and leaned against the wall.

      When the first scream shattered the horrible silence, my heart nearly stopped. It was quickly followed by another. And another.

      My legs shook as echoes of what Sebastian was doing hit my ears. Desperately, I tried to focus on any other sounds. The faint echoes of wails that came from the upper levels of Ravenwood Dungeon. Water dripping along the walls. The scurrying of rats on the stone floors.

      None of it drowned out the sound of metal against flesh. Of the repeated cries of pain. None of it drowned out the sounds of death.

      This male is a bad person.

      The phrase echoed in my mind, over and over again, until it was the only thing I could hear. He must have been. He wouldn’t be down here if he was good.

      Sebastian wouldn’t be doing… whatever he was doing if this male wasn’t dangerous. That knowledge didn’t stop my heart from cracking when a broken, anguished sob came from the prisoner.

      “Tell me, and I’ll make it quick,” Sebastian snarled, his voice coming through the door.

      A beat passed before low murmurs hit my ears. I couldn’t hear what the prisoner was saying, but every so often, Sebastian muttered something in reply. Eventually, the prisoner’s words stopped.

      There was a long pause, and then a bloodcurdling scream came from inside. It ripped through the silence like a sword through flesh. The shrill cry of terror and despair seemed to echo off the walls.

      My heart pounded, and I pressed my forehead against the stones, wishing I was somewhere else.

      I never hated the Tether more than I did at that moment.

      Absolute silence descended. My heart raced in my chest, and the coppery tang of blood filled the air. Bile rose in my throat as I thought about what lay behind the door. I needed to think about something else. Anything.

      Picking up my lantern, I glanced around the darkened hallway. The black stones on the walls seemed to absorb the light, and there was very little here. Another scream came from the cell, and I shuddered.

      I was about to take a short walk down the halls—not very far, obviously—when a cool breeze blew through the tunnel.

      That was strange.

      I stared down the hallway, but I didn’t see anything. I was about to discount it when rapid footsteps came from the direction of the upper levels.

      “Luna!” a female voice hissed.

      The voice sounded strangely familiar, and something within me tingled. Who was down here? Tightening my grip on the dagger, I ignored the twinge of warning within me and turned the corner as I moved toward the sound of my name.

      “Luna!” the same voice hissed.

      A flash of red hair filled my vision, and then a pair of familiar eyes looked up at me.

      “Syndra?” My eyes widened as confusion roiled through me. “What are you doing here?”

      The cell door closed behind me.

      “Luna?” Sebastian called out.

      The witch’s eyes widened, and I noticed the dirt and grime covering her face. “There’s no time. I ran ahead, but they’ll be here soon. When they find me, they’ll kill me for this.”

      “What?” I asked hurriedly. “Who is going to kill you?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said hurriedly. “I came here to warn you.”

      “Where are you?” Sebastian yelled, panic edging his voice.

      The witch’s voice increased in fervor and she rambled, “They took your letters… they made me tell them about Marius… I thought… They lied… I was wrong. It’s a trap.”

      My heart raced in my chest, and my hands grew slick around the hilt of my dagger. “What are you saying?”

      The witch trembled as blue ribbons slipped from her palms. “You need to run. Now.”

      “Luna!” Sebastian yelled. “Where are you?”

      “What do you mean? Who took my letters? What did you tell them about Marius?”

      Syndra’s eyes widened impossibly further and her voice reached a high pitch. “The plant you need is guarded by the Fourth Order of Isvana’s Chosen Ones. I was wrong about everything. Marius is a harbinger, Princess. The balance is broken. You must find the Fourth Order before it’s too lat—”

      Syndra’s words ended in a gurgle, and I looked down as a blade protruded from her front. A horrible squelching sound filled the air, and I screamed as red blood streamed out of the witch’s chest.

      Sebastian called my name, and I took a stumbling step back as the blade was pulled out of Syndra’s chest.

      Many things seemed to happen at once.

      A flash of curly black hair. A wolfish smile. An ear-piercing screech came from nearby. A masculine roar. Rough hands wrenched the lantern from my grip. It smashed against the stone, and glass erupted everywhere.

      Darkness enveloped me, and a strangled scream rose in my throat. Someone pressed against me, and a grunt came from nearby. Chaos hit me like a wave crashing against rocks.

      “Luna!” Sebastian shouted. “Run!”

      I tried to do as he asked. I really did.

      My feet moved in what I thought was the right direction. I took three steps before a gods-awful smell filled my nose. It was like orange rinds that had been left on the fire for so long; they turned to ash and continued to burn.

      My head grew heavy and my limbs were weak. Everything was foggy. There was more shouting. Words I struggled to understand. I heard my name. A guttural cry. The sound of metal against metal.

      Something smashed into the back of my head.

      Black stars filled my vision and then everything went black.
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      Screams echoed in my ears. Cries from wailing mothers intermingled with the pain-filled moans of dying soldiers. There was no peace. No quiet. Darkness surrounded me on all sides.

      Burning sulfur mixed with ashy citrus infiltrated my nose, making it hard to breathe. A bitter, painful cold tasting like ice came at me from all sides. Goosebumps erupted all over my flesh, and I shivered.

      My thoughts moved as though they were made of ice, and nothing worked properly.

      This felt strange. Like a dream…

      But not.

      How did I get here?

      One moment, I was in Ravenwood Dungeon.

      Now I was…

      Here.

      Wherever “here” was. It certainly wasn’t the prison beneath Castle Sanguis. It wasn’t anywhere I had ever been. A wide chasm of horrifying blackness greeted me on all sides. It was as though I had been thrown into the deepest hole, where even the moon never dared shine.

      The rational part of me knew this was probably a dream, but why did it feel so real? Why did pain rocket through me when I pinched my thigh? Why was my heart aching?

      And then it hit me.

      I was alone.

      Where was Sebastian?

      Syndra had… tricked me? Someone was stealing my letters, and she called Marius a harbinger.

      Of what?

      Now she was dead. Her words had been little more than incoherent blather, but someone had killed her.

      And Sebastian had yelled.

      Where was he?

      My Binding Mark burned, my heart pounded, and sweat beaded on the back of my neck. The screams grew even louder, echoing off unseen walls until their wretched rhapsody was all I could hear.

      For the first time since my wedding, I was alone. Sebastian was gone. Julieta was dead. My family was in another country.

      I was… somewhere.

      Alone.

      I hated every single second of it.

      “Sebastian!” I screamed.

      There was no response.

      Repeatedly, I yelled my vampire’s name, my voice growing hoarse as I turned in mindless circles in the dark. All my abilities to think rationally seemed to have completely disappeared with him.

      “Where is my husband?” I yelled, directing my words to the forces that brought me to this mysterious, dark place. Agony filled my words, and I bit back a sob. My hands stretched out at my sides as I desperately tried to touch something. Anything.

      But there was nothing at all. My heart beat against the confines of my ribs as I drew breath after rapid breath. Every part of my body shook from my head to my toes.

      I was alone in the dark. By myself. This was my worst nightmare brought to life.

      “Please,” I sobbed, rubbing my hands over my temples. “Is anyone there?”

      No response.

      The chorus of screams continued to wash over me.

      Time had no meaning in this place. Eventually, I forced myself to take a step forward. Then another. The inky darkness continued to be absolute.

      “Hello? Is anyone there? Sebastian?”

      With every step, I expected the Tether to burn. I waited for that coiling agony to make itself known in my stomach. When it never came, dread took root within me. Silent tears rolled down my cheeks. The screams grew louder, until they reverberated through my bones.

      I was alone.

      My footfalls echoed off the ground, and I counted them as I walked. The action was the only thing that kept me going, allowing me to avoid the horrible truth echoing in my brain.

      A hundred steps.

      Two.

      A thousand.

      Three thousand.

      At that point, I could deny it no longer. The Tether was broken. I was alone. A keening sob ripped from my chest.

      Sebastian was dead.

      If this was real.

      But how could it not be?

      I tried to think through possible scenarios, but my mind was sluggish. Lagging. The burning citrus kept plaguing my senses, muddling my mind.

      Everything hurt. Voices broke through the screams, but when I tried to focus on them, I couldn’t understand what they said.

      Hours went by. Days. Nothing mattered anymore.

      It was dark, and I was alone.
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      A cold droplet splashed against my cheek, feeling like a dagger of ice on my skin. I winced, trying to move, but everything was foggy. Slow. I could barely think. The pungent, burning citrus scent was still present.

      A horrible, throbbing pain started in my head, and a sharp pain in my chest wouldn’t go away. My legs felt like they were made of lead, and my arms were weak and sore. Every single part of my body ached, as though I had been through a battle.

      Another droplet, this one colder than the last, landed on my forehead. A third landed on my nose. Then a barrage of ice-cold water fell onto my face. I sputtered, gasping for air as the liquid instantly turned into ice.

      My skin hurt and an intense, all-consuming cold spread through my entire body. I shivered, my teeth chattering as my lungs tightened. Breathing became next to impossible as the cold attacked me from all sides. A cruel laugh that sounded like steel and pain came from above me.

      “Wake up, Princess,” a gruff male voice jeered. “You need to drink.”

      I shook my head, moaning. The last thing I wanted to do was drink something right now.

      A cold rim was jammed against my lips. “Drink,” the gruff voice commanded.

      When I refused, rough fingers landed on my chin. They pried my frozen lips open, and ice-cold water slid down my throat, assuaging a thirst I hadn’t known existed.

      The water tasted bitter, and even as I drank it, my mind grew fuzzier. Drawing thoughts together became a struggle as I fought to remain alert.

      “Why are we keeping her alive?” another voice, this one female, asked.

      I tried to pry open my eyes, but they wouldn’t cooperate. Everything was so heavy. My temples throbbed, and a moan slipped out of me.

      “You know she needs to be alive for it to work…”

      Their voice trailed off, and darkness claimed me once more.
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      Three more times, I woke. Every time, moving was more difficult. My captors continued to force me to drink the water. Whatever it was laced with kept sending me right back into that horrifying nightmare.

      A male was carrying me. I caught a glimpse of his hardened face the second time before they drugged me again.

      A freezing, bitting cold surrounded me on all sides. Every time I woke, it was worse. My entire body trembled and my teeth chattered until even that was too much.

      The Tether never burned.

      I had no more tears. Each time they forced me back into that place of darkness, I fought less and less. I was alone. Sebastian was dead. He must have been dead. There was no other explanation.

      I struggled to piece together what happened in the dungeon. Syndra said someone lied to her. Who? The same people who killed Julieta? Why did they need her?

      Everything seemed to go back to Marius’s illness, but I couldn’t figure out what I was missing. There had to be something. Why did they kill Sebastian?

      I would have wept, but I was so cold, I couldn’t do anything at all.

      Warmth was nothing but a distant memory.
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        * * *

      

      The fourth time I woke, it was of my own accord. We were moving once more, my body jostling as they carried me in what must have been the least gentle manner possible. Rope bound my hands, which were thankfully still gloved.

      I wasn’t dead yet. My abductors didn’t seem to notice I was awake, and I didn’t draw their attention to it.

      I couldn’t go back to that dark sleep again. I could feel it crowing in my ear, trying to pull me into its sweet embrace. One time, when I was at university, I read about someone who froze to death. I knew all the symptoms. Slowness of breath. Numbness that took over one’s entire body. Bitter cold seeping into bones. If I fell asleep, I would never wake again.

      That was unacceptable. I would make these people pay for what they did to Sebastian. I would avenge him. Then, I would find the Fourth Order of Isvana’s Chosen and I would find the plant my brother needed.

      Somehow, I would make it happen. I hadn’t exactly figured out the details, but I was working on it. Right now, I just needed to survive.

      Slowly, I pulled my eyes open. Unsurprisingly, it was dark. But unlike in that place of nightmares, tiny slivers of moonlight illuminated trees that were more blurs than solid.

      I only knew of one creature that moved this fast.

      Vampires.

      A shiver ran down my spine. How many times could I avoid dying at the hands of the immortal creatures of the moon before death finally claimed me as its own?

      If my current situation was any hint, it wouldn’t be much longer.

      At least my mind seemed to be working now that the drugs had worn off. It was a cruel twist of fate, considering the lethargy that was taking over the rest of my body.

      The scent of crisp, fresh snow intermingled with that of pine, and exhaustion pulled at me despite my best wishes. I could not fall asleep.

      Running through multiplication tables in my mind, I got all the way into the high twenties before finally someone spoke.

      “The sun’s coming up.”

      A flutter of excitement came to life in my empty belly. It had been far too long since I’d been outside during the day.

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted another vampire coming through the trees. Dressed in a tunic and breeches, the silver-haired male carried an enormous canvas bundle over his shoulder. A large brown stain marred the center of the canvas, and my stomach twisted at the sight.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what was inside. An animal? I probably didn’t want to know.

      The silver-haired vampire kicked at a fallen log. “Thank the gods. I’m so tired of being used as a pack mule.”

      “You will be whatever Roman tells you to be, Nostro,” a female replied.

      I widened my eyes as she came into sight. I hadn’t recognized her right away because, at the ball, she had been wearing a face full of makeup.

      Now, all the pieces were coming together.

      Darcy.

      That bitch.

      Nostro grumbled something inaudible in reply, and the vampire holding onto me tightened his grip.

      “We need to find a place to spend the day.” This came from the one holding me.“If we hurry, we’ll make it by sunup tomorrow night.”

      “Thank the gods,” Darcy said. “Ithiar only knows how starved I’ve been all week.”

      Mumbles of assent came from all around. I closed my eyes, pretending to be asleep.

      Soon, they found a cave. The vampire carrying me tossed me into the corner of the cave. A small trickle of water ran down the nearby wall, and the male called Nostro placed his mysterious bundle beside him on the other side of the cave.

      The vampires—there were six of them—sorted out watches. My fingers and toes began to warm now that we were out of the elements, and pinpricks of pain ran through them. Even so, I did not move.

      One by one, the vampires fell asleep. Soon, the quiet sounds of their breathing filled the air.

      My fingers itched for a stake. If I had a piece of wood, I would love nothing more than to drive it into their hearts. I’d start with Darcy. I estimated I would get one, maybe two, of them before they killed me. It would be better than none.

      They all deserved to die.

      They killed Sebastian.

      Grief twisted within me, but I shoved it down to the recesses of my soul. I couldn’t mourn him. Not now. I needed to remain alert and alive. For myself. For my family. And for him.

      If I survived this ordeal, there would be time for grief. For pain and hurt and torment. For now, there was only living. That was all I could focus on. One thing at a time.

      My stomach curled in on itself, forming a painful knot as it complained about my lack of nutrition. The pain was only made worse by the growing dryness of my throat.

      I needed food and water—preferably without any of the drugs they had been slipping me. Behind me, the trickle of water dripped steadily, the sound a never-ending reminder of the life-saving liquid’s presence.

      Glancing at the entrance of the cavern, I eyed Darcy. Her long hair hung in a braid down her back, and she leaned against the stone wall, digging dirt out from beneath her fingernails with the tip of a dagger.

      A pebble lay near my feet. Keeping an eye on the vampire, I kicked it. It rolled softly on the ground, moving towards the entrance.

      Darcy didn’t even glance at me. This was my chance.

      Conscious of my bound hands, I pushed myself along the rocky ground. With every inch, I stopped and checked on Darcy. She didn’t look back once.

      It took me far longer than it should have, but eventually, I made it to the small trickle of water. My heart pounded so loud, I was certain the vampires could hear it. But I needed to assuage my thirst. Without it, there was no way I could do anything.

      Finally, my mouth was below the stream. I opened my lips and the cool liquid dribbled into me. It was chilly, like everything else in this horrible snowy wasteland, but it quenched my thirst.

      After drinking my fill, I inched back to my spot. From there, I kept watch on the vampires. Hours went by. The sun rose and fell.

      The guards never even glanced at me.

      Usually, I would have been insulted by the fact that they didn’t consider me a threat. Right now, I was grateful. I needed time to think.

      Syndra was dead. No one could survive an injury like the one she’d sustained. What did she mean about lies? Was the plant really a cure or had she been misleading me this entire time? What did this mean for Marius? How could he be a harbinger of anything? He was a sickly halfling.

      And these vampires. Even while sleeping, violence radiated from their pores. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that they were evil. Why were they so interested in me?

      It all came back to the Tether.

      Every time I thought about that, tears welled in my eyes. Sebastian was gone. Dead. He must have been. What else could explain the lack of burning in my gut?

      His death hadn’t set in yet. Not really. Once it did, I would be in trouble. Even now, I could feel grief prodding me, as though it was looking for a way into my heart.

      For once in my life, being the Ice Queen was a good thing. There would be time for tears later. Time for grief and mourning and all the pain bubbling up inside of me. Time to weep for the male that had somehow stolen my heart. Sebastian was gone, and I hadn’t even told him how I felt.

      Right now, I needed to survive. Then, when the time was right, I could break.

      Once night fell, the same vampire as before scooped me up. He held me against his chest, and soon, we were moving through the seemingly never-ending forests again.

      This time, I couldn’t ignore the pull of sleep. I had evaded it in the cave, but now, it tugged at me. My eyes drifted shut, and I gave in to the exhaustion.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, mortal.”

      The harsh words broke through my nightmares, drawing me back into the present. As soon as my eyes opened, I groaned.

      Darcy smirked, her face far too close to mine. “Good evening,” she crooned. “Aren’t you glad you heeded my warning about the wine?”

      This was the reason she didn’t want me to drink that faerie wine? Because she wanted to abduct me?

      Gods. Just when I thought my life couldn’t get any worse.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked.

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that.” Patting my hand, she chuckled, leaning in close. Her breath tickled the skin on my neck, and I shivered. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Leave her alone, Darcy,” a male called out.

      The black-haired vampire had the audacity to wink at me. “Until later, Princess.”

      She walked away, joining a trio deep in conversation. I watched her, my stomach twisting into a knot as I took in the space. Someone had removed the bindings on my hands, but that did not make me feel good. Nothing about this situation was good.

      In fact, I would go so far as to say that this was the dictionary definition of “very bad”.

      Familiar purple lights filled my vision, but for the first time, I found myself wishing for darkness.

      If it was dark, I could ignore the chandeliers that appeared to be made of bone. If it was dark, I wouldn’t have to see two dozen vampires with very sharp teeth and dead eyes standing around me, wearing black cloaks and hoods.

      If it was dark, I would have been unaware of the gleaming set of knives near me or the large altar I was lying on. It was one thick slab of stone, large enough to span a third of the room, and exactly as uncomfortable as one would assume it would be. If it was dark, I could have ignored the dark, temple-like setting until the moment they came to kill me.

      But there was light. I did see it.

      I thought I was ready for death when I came to marry Sebastian, but I was wrong. I was not ready.

      As if confirming that every single one of my fears was true, a redheaded vampire turned around. His eyes were dead as he pulled back his lips, baring his fangs in my direction. I gulped at the sight, and a harsh, vicious laugh echoed through the cavernous temple.

      My blood ran cold within me as my heart pounded in my chest.

      Just when I thought things couldn’t get worse, a door banged nearby. The vampires stopped talking and the air itself seemed to vibrate with anticipation. Footsteps filled my ears, and that knot in my stomach twisted further. A shadow fell upon me.

      A breathtakingly beautiful tall male stood at the foot of the altar. Two large wings, like Sebastian’s, stretched behind his back, and his chiseled features looked like they were cut from stone. Curly blond waves rested above his neck, and obsidian eyes took in the room. Like the others, he wore a robe, but unlike theirs, his was a deep crimson red. He oozed power and violence, and instantly, I knew him to be their leader.

      Behind the imposing vampire, a white-robed figure walked into the temple. Keeping their head down, I couldn’t make out their features as they went to stand at the back of the room.

      The winged male stepped forward, clearing his throat. That was all it took. As one, the gathered vampires bowed at the waist. The only sound in the room was the erratic rhythm of my heart against my ribs.

      “Good,” the leader purred, a wolfish smile on his lips as his black eyes landed on me. “I see the mortal has been prepared.” He raised his voice. “Nostro, we’re ready for you.”

      The same vampire who had complained about being a pack mule entered the space, still carrying his large bundle. Nostro walked towards me, placing the canvas on the altar next to me.

      He sneered, reaching into his cloak and pulling out a dagger. I gulped, inching away from the vampire, but instead of moving towards me, Nostro cut the bindings on the bundle until the canvas fell away.

      “Excellent,” the leader said. He stepped in front of me, his wings fanning out and hiding the altar from the other vampires as Nostro took his place.

      Something propelled me to turn my head to the side. My eyes widened as I stared at the bundle that the vampires had brought with them.

      Except, it wasn’t a bundle.

      My lungs tightened and breathing was no longer possible as I stared at the space beside me. A foot away, lying on the stone altar as though he was simply sleeping, was Sebastian.

      His face was pale—far more than normal—and his hands were folded eerily over his chest, where…

      A wooden stake rested in the center of his body.

      My heart quickened, and bile rose in my throat.

      Dead.

      He was definitely dead.

      Gods.

      I was right.

      He was dead, and…

      Stop. My brain forced me to look. To analyze. To understand.

      If Sebastian was dead, why was his skin still pale? Why did he look the same? My mind flashed back to what he had told me in the library.

      Sebastian was staked, yes, but there were no black veins running from his heart. He looked as devastatingly handsome as ever. As though he was simply sleeping.

      Was it possible they had missed his heart? That they had staked him and just… assumed he was dead?

      A laugh almost bubbled up within me.

      The winged vampire began speaking in a tongue I didn’t understand. His voice echoed through the temple, but all my focus was on Sebastian.

      Please, I prayed to any god who would listen. Give me a sign that he’s still alive.

      At first, nothing happened. The blond vampire’s voice grew louder. I stared at Sebastian. Even in this state, he was so perfect it hurt to look at him.

      Despair began to take root within me.

      Just as I was about to give up, his chest rose. It was a barely there flicker of movement, but it was all I needed. Hope squashed the despair, and I sucked in a deep breath.

      My mind raced as I stared at Sebastian. A plan began to form in my mind. It was quite possibly the worst idea I had ever had in my life, but it was something. And right now, it was all we had.

      Please Kydona, let this work.

      Moving with as much slowness as I could muster, given the obvious time constraints, I inched my way toward my vampire prince.
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SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      My entire body ached, as though I had been flying for nights on end. Every single fiber of my being felt the strain of pain, as if something had flayed apart my body from the inside out.

      A deep, searing, endless agony began in my core, stretching through my entire being. I was mentally and physically exhausted, but there was no relief from this state. I had never known pain like this. My head pounded, my heart ached, and my blood moved sluggishly through my body.

      What was happening? The last thing I remembered was leaving the dead vampire in his cell—he had admitted to killing Julieta and stealing Luna’s letters.

      Where was my wife?

      I jolted upwards as an urgent need to find her coursed through me. Or at least, I would have if my body had been listening to me. But it wasn’t. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even get my eyes to open.

      Weak.

      My body felt like it weighed a ton, and breathing was next to impossible as a vise clamped down on my lungs. Never had I felt this drained, this helpless.

      Some part of me knew this was a symptom of blood loss, but from what?

      Think. Listen. Pay attention. A voice spoke in the back of my mind, and I tried to obey.

      I couldn’t open my eyes, but I could hear. I could smell. That scent…

      Sunshine and golden wheat. I inhaled sharply. Luna was here, somewhere. My heart ached and my gums burned in my mouth. My fangs pricked my tongue, and a bead of blood welled up in my mouth. It wasn’t what I needed, though.

      Pay attention.

      Pushing beyond Luna’s enticing scent, I forced myself to take in my surroundings. Someone was talking. That voice. I knew that voice.

      “For crimes against her Majesty, Queen Marguerite, Wearer of the Blood Ruby, you are hereby sentenced to an eternity of suffering.” My voice echoed through the dark square, although it wasn’t necessary.

      Each of the forty vampires chained and staked in front of me could hear me perfectly well. Ash billowed in the air, mixing with fresh flakes of snow as Whiterose burned to the ground.

      Most of the accused were silent, but one of them dared to speak. “We will never forgive you for this, Prince,” the one they called Roman said, his voice rough and weak thanks to the stake resting an inch from his heart—exactly where I wanted it to be.

      Death was too quick of a punishment for a male like Roman Brollet and his followers. They called themselves the People of the Night. I called them murderers.

      Our kind needed blood to survive, yes. But draining humans and leaving their mutilated corpses as some sort of twisted offering to Ithiar, the god of blood?

      That was more than a few steps too far. Even vampires had morals. Codes by which we lived. The People of the Night broke them all.

      By the time the last rays of moonlight shone on the ashy wasteland that was Whiterose, each of the People of the Night was in a tomb so deep, neither the sun nor the moon would ever reach them.

      Mikael stepped forward. The witch’s long brown hair hung in tight locks that reached his waist. His dark skin mirrored the night sky as he bowed at the waist. “I shall perform the sealing, Prince.”

      I nodded, but just then, a shout came from inside the tomb.

      “Don’t do this!” Roman yelled. That he was still capable of speaking was a testament to his strength. “I vow to you on all that is dark in this world, we will exact our revenge on you. Ithiar will not look kindly on having his children silenced.”

      Gods, I hated this. Two hundred years of cleaning up the rabble in Eleyta, and there was always more. Sometimes I wondered if I shouldn’t have let Mother Make me. If I should have died in the snow.

      “Do it,” I said wearily, ignoring Roman completely.

      Mikael nodded. “Of course, Your Highness.”

      I stood back, watching as blue ribbons escaped the witch’s palms. Soon, the entrance of the tomb was sealed.

      Roman’s voice haunted me for decades.

      “My children,” Roman said, speaking in the lilting tongue of the people of Northern Eleyta, near the Black Sea, “we have waited over a century for this moment. But finally, Ithiar has blessed us. He kept us alive during our time of darkness, and now it is time for us to thank him for his continued provisions. We are gathered here, in the first known temple to Ithiar, to give back to the god who has guided us for centuries.”

      A cheer rose among the gathered vampires, and I shuddered.

      “Light the incense,” Roman commanded.

      Moments later, the thick, cloying scent of lavender laced with something bitter filled the space.

      Roman cleared his throat, speaking once more about the horrible acts perpetrated against them in Her Majesty Queen Marguerite’s name. I was the one who had performed every single act he named.

      With every passing moment, the thick sense of dread that had settled in my stomach worsened. A century ago, Roman had been teetering on the brink of insanity. Evidently, his time in the tomb had thrown him over the ledge. He was stark-raving mad.

      I was the prince of this entire gods-damned kingdom. Did he not consider the fact that Mother would be rather… displeased if he killed me?

      Obviously, he didn’t care.

      I would have devoted more time to thinking about his insanity, but a ruffle of fabric came from next to me. Though my eyes still refused to open and my body remained incapable of moving, my senses perked up. Luna’s scent flooded me, stronger than before.

      Every single one of my nerves screamed out for her. My fangs were an aching, burning presence in my mouth, and my shadows pulsed to life, writhing within my veins.

      It was as though her nearness was bringing me energy. Life. The Binding Mark burned on my wrist, and I knew that somehow, the Tether was keeping me alive.

      Roman was still speaking, leading his people through a chanting prayer where he called and they repeated. Their voices grew in fervor until all of them were screaming at the top of their lungs, begging Ithiar to rain blessings upon them for the gifts they were about to bestow upon him.

      That dread within me twisted, a churning monster in my veins. I should have driven stakes through each of their black hearts over a century ago, Mother’s wishes be damned. Beings like this—vampires who had no morals, ones who lived by their own twisted code of honor—had no place in this world.

      I was so busy cursing the events that had led us here, I barely registered another shifting of fabric.

      “Sebastian.” Luna’s whisper was a quiet caress and little more than a breath as it brushed up against my ear. Even so, it was the best sound I had ever heard in my entire life.

      The vampires began screaming, speaking in tongues as gibberish words meaning nothing escaped their lips. Insane. Every single one of them was insane.

      The scent of honey and sunshine grew stronger. More powerful. My fangs ached as hunger coursed through my body. For a moment, I questioned whether this was real. Maybe I had lost so much blood my mind had scattered like ash in the wind.

      One of the People of the Night screamed as though her soul was being pulled out of her body.

      “Come, Ithiar!” Roman shouted, his voice echoing off the stones. “We beseech you to fill us with your presence.”

      Then I felt it. Soft skin smelling of lilacs pressed against my mouth, and my entire body groaned at my Bound Partner’s presence.

      Her flesh against my lips was just a touch, but I felt it with every single part of my being. My nostrils flared and the Binding Mark on my wrist burned. My lips parted, and my fangs scraped Luna’s skin.

      “Bite me,” she whispered.

      I did not hesitate. We didn’t have time for that. My fangs pierced Luna’s flesh, and instantly her sweet honeyed blood filled my senses. Sunshine and light and life itself poured into me. With every passing second, strength grew within me.

      A soft sigh escaped her lips, and finally, my eyes obeyed my command to open.

      Shit.

      This was far worse than I had assumed. Luna was lying on her side, her back to me and her wrist was bent at an awkward angle as she fed me.

      We were in an underground temple, and all around us, vampires in black robes were in a frenzied state. I glared at Roman’s massive wings as Luna’s honeyed blood filled my veins.

      Every second counted. Soon, they would realize the mistake they had made. They must have thought me already too close to death to drink. It was a mistake I would ensure they regretted.

      My gaze landed on a white-robed figure at the back of the temple.

      Ciro.

      That traitorous, black-hearted bastard. I was going to tear him limb from gods-damned limb before burning his corpse. He would rue the day he crossed the Prince of Darkness.

      Less than a heartbeat after I saw the treacherous priest, his gaze flickered up to mine. I knew the moment he noticed me, as recognition flickered in his horrible eyes. He opened his mouth as though to yell, and I drank even faster.

      We were out of time.
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LUNA

        

      

    

    
      Why had I ever thought that letting Sebastian drink my blood would be anything but pleasurable? Near-certain death was in our future, but all I could do was concentrate on the feelings running through my veins where Sebastian’s mouth drew my blood. When his fangs first pierced my skin, a singular flash of pain ran through me, but it quickly gave way to something else entirely.

      The crazed vampires were chanting as their leader spoke in a tongue I didn’t understand. I didn’t need to understand their words. It was incredibly clear that they did not plan for either of us to survive this night.

      Sebastian was our only hope.

      My husband’s tongue lapped against my skin as he pulled my blood into his body. I did not know how much he needed to regain his strength, but I hoped I had enough.

      I would give him as much as he needed. He was the most important thing in my entire life. Was this love?

      I thought it was. A warmth existed within me that had nothing to do with the tightness in my core. A feeling of safety ran through me knowing that Sebastian was nearby, despite the horrible situation we found ourselves in.

      Vampire or not, he was my husband. My friend. We had started as allies, but now there was no doubt in my mind. We had become something more.

      I loved him.

      His mouth tightened against my wrist as he pulled the blood out of me with increased fervor.

      Then, when the tightening in my core was reaching a breaking point, many things happened at once. Sebastian released my wrist, lapping at the wound with his tongue. I felt it seal just as he pressed the lightest of kisses to my skin.

      Less than a heartbeat later, a roar came from the white-robed male in the corner. “The prince!”

      The winged vampire started turning around as dark shadows leaked from Sebastian’s skin. My husband pulled the stake out of his chest, an animalistic snarl ripping out of him as he wielded the weapon like a sword.

      Leaping off the altar, Sebastian dove into the crowd of vampires. A guttural roar echoed through the chamber as the darkness became absolute. My heart pounded and my entire body shook as I clutched the side of the altar, drawing myself into a ball.

      I couldn’t see a single thing in the inky, dark blackness.

      But I could hear.

      The things I heard made me wish my ears did not function. They were bad enough to haunt me for the rest of what was likely to be a very short, very painful life.

      Screams mixed with sounds of pain. Fervent prayers turned into pleas for mercy. Sebastian heeded none of them. I hadn’t seen any weapons, but that didn’t matter.

      Made for death, vampires were living incarnations of the weapons humans forged out of steel. The horrible sound of fangs against flesh became an eerie backdrop to the pain-filled screams in the temple. The scent of blood was cloyingly strong, and my stomach churned. Death surrounded me on all sides, and I could do nothing.

      Never had I felt more helpless than at this very moment. I had no way of defending myself against the vampires in this all-consuming darkness. All I could do was hide.

      Feeling my way to the edge of the cold stone altar, I whispered a prayer to Kydona before slipping down the side. My knees landed on a jagged stone and I bit my lip, stifling my cry as it cut through the soft flesh of my leg.

      The screaming continued. Pressing my hands against my ears, I curled into a ball.

      Why had I spent years of my life in academia? I should have spent them learning how to wield a weapon and defend myself. I was useless.

      Each second felt like an hour as Sebastian fought for us. His guttural roars filled my ears as he ripped through the cult of vampires. He was one male, but he was an entire army.

      This was the reason they all feared him.

      The sounds they made as he tore them limb from limb would haunt me for eternity. Eventually, I pulled myself out of my ball into a crouch. The darkness was still absolute, but I felt my way along the edge of the stone altar until I reached the end.

      If I ran for the entrance, maybe I could find a place to hide.

      But no. I couldn’t. The Tether.

      A quiet sob escaped me. And then I heard it. A single footstep on stone. A low, masculine cackle. A hand that felt like it was carved from ice landed on my arm, wrenching me to my feet as talon-like nails dug into my skin. I cried out, my heart pounding as I flailed against my unseen assailant’s grip.

      “Let me go!” I yelled.

      They laughed, pulling me towards them, and I kicked as my body collided with something solid and cold.

      Another scream ripped from my throat, but a large, calloused hand landed on my mouth. My assailant’s fingers gripped my jaw shut as they dragged me through the darkness, snarling, “Quiet, mortal.”

      I recognized the voice. The winged male who led this horrible group of vampires yanked me, even as I kicked and scratched at his arm. It was no use. His grip was like iron as he dragged me through the darkness.

      The screams grew fainter, and now the air was colder. My captor lifted his hand off my mouth. The second my jaw was free, I screamed at the top of my lungs. The male wrenched aside my hair, swearing as I lifted a knee and aimed for the place that all males protected with their lives.

      My aim was off.

      “Stupid bitch,” he swore, his hand slamming back onto my mouth as he dragged me kicking through the darkness. “I was just going to kill you, but now, I think I have a more worthy punishment for you. One that will harm you as much as it does that husband of yours.”

      My eyes widened, and I shook my head, struggling even harder. He laughed, roughly yanking my hair to the side. My eyes watered. His hand lifted from my mouth, and I drew in a breath to scream again. Before I could do anything, two piercing points of pain erupted like flames on my neck.

      Fangs.

      This bite was not gentle. It was not pleasurable, nor was it loving. This bite was one of nightmares. The vampire drank my blood as I struggled against him, but it was no use. He was far too strong. Pinning my arms against my side, he groaned.

      Black spots appeared in front of my vision, and my head swam. My knees shook and my entire body grew weak as the vampire pulled out my lifeblood. Dark. Everything was dark. Darkness was inside me. Around me. There was no difference anymore.

      I always knew the vampires would kill me.

      I had heard the stories. Read the accounts of what happened to people whose lives were ended by vampires. And now, here I was.

      Getting the chance to experience it firsthand. I never thought death would feel like this. My head spun and my entire body felt weak. This was it.

      My life was slipping away, and there was nothing more I could do. The vampire drew more of my blood into his body, and I trembled in his grasp.

      One final breath escaped my lips as my eyes fluttered shut. The cruel male kept drinking, but I couldn’t struggle anymore. I had nothing left.

      The last thought in my mind before everything went black was Sebastian.

      If only he knew I loved him.
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SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      My fangs tore through limbs as though they were made of paper. Ciro was the first to die, but not the last. Every single vampire in this temple was going to fall to me. Their strength was nothing compared to mine.

      Not when I had my Bound Partner’s blood pulsing through my veins, fueling the fire of my rage. I descended into that quiet place within me, where only darkness and shadows reigned. Nothing else mattered. There was no sound here. No light.

      Only death.

      The People of the Night had crossed me, and now they were paying the price. That they ever thought they were going to get away with this was mind-boggling.

      I would destroy them, and when I was done, I would make sure no one in Eleyta ever tried to do something like this again. My mind emptied as I gave into the death that was Isvana's gift to me.

      Shadows flooded out of me, blocking the light. It didn’t matter. There was no need for light. Not right now.

      I ripped my way through the vampires until blood coated the stone floor and walls. The metallic taste of the blood of my kind was on my tongue as I lurched forward, grabbing yet another vampire and tearing into their throat. They trembled in my hands; the life leaving their body as payment for their crimes.

      And then I heard it. A scream broke through the quiet, killing calm, striking me like a dagger right in my heart.

      I knew that voice like I knew my mind. Nothing else mattered.

      Tearing my fangs out of the last vampire’s throat, I spat their blood on the ground and released them. They fell to the floor with a thud as I followed the sound.

      Luna was in danger.

      Primal rage ran like fire through my body, and my heart pounded as the Binding Mark on my arm burned. The altar was empty.

      Fear pulsed through the bond, and it was a vise around my heart. I ran with the speed of my kind, moving past the pile of dead bodies. A hallway carved out of stone and lit with purple orbs greeted me.

      Pulling my shadows back into myself, I moved swiftly as Luna’s scent grew stronger. My entire body shook and fury pulsed through me. My shadows writhed in my veins, urging me forward as I sought my bride.

      Where was my wife?

      I turned a corner, barely noting the blood streaking the floor as yet another scream ripped through the air. This one sounded different. Fainter. My wrist burned as though it was on fire, and fear came flooding through the bond.

      Right then and there, I knew. My wife was dying. I roared as my wings ripped out of my back. I turned another corner, and then I saw them.

      Roman pressed Luna against the cavernous wall, his wings out of sight as he fed from my wife’s neck. His blond hair was askew, and she was limp in his arms. A trail of blood ran down her skin, over her ruined garments, and onto the floor.

      The same killing calm took over my entire body. It became all I knew. All I heard. All I saw.

      “She is mine,” I snarled.

      Roman’s eyes flickered over to me, but still, he did not release his grip on my wife. In the space of one breath, I crossed the distance between us. By the time another breath left my body, Roman’s fangs were out of Luna’s neck. I held him in a one-armed headlock, pulling him away from her.

      She crumpled to the ground in a heap, her head landing on the stone with a sickening crack. A scorching pain ran up my arm from the Binding Mark.

      “Go ahead,” Roman said through gritted teeth. “Kill me. You think it’ll solve all your problems, but it won’t.” My nails sharpened into talons, and I angled Roman’s neck as he continued to speak. “Ithiar will curse you for this. The Tether between the two of you is the least of your worr—”

      Darting forward, I grabbed his throat with my sharp fangs and ripped it out in one bite. His words ended in a bloody gurgle as the iron-laced taste of blood filled my mouth. I spat out the disgusting liquid, ripping Roman’s head from the rest of his body for good measure.

      I didn’t even wait to see his headless corpse fall to the ground.

      Already, I was moving toward Luna.

      My wife.

      I fell to my knees, my wings fanning out behind me as I dropped the stake on the ground beside her. The moment my eyes landed on her broken form, a strangled moan rose in my throat.

      Blood poured from Luna’s throat, the jagged tears left by Roman’s fangs not healing at all. Her face, usually tanned as though she had been in the sun, was as white as a sheet of parchment. Her eyes were shut, her lips parted as her heart beat in an erratic rhythm.

      She had lost too much blood. Between me and Roman, she had nothing left.

      A horrible pain grew in my chest, starting in my heart and moving toward my extremities. Everything hurt. The last time Luna’s life had been in danger, I made a promise to save her.

      Promises wouldn’t help her now. Being careful of her neck, I took her hand in mine and called her name. There was no response.

      “Luna!” I tried again with more urgency.

      A rattling cough was my only reply.

      My heart cracked. “Please,” I whispered.

      Nothing.

      “Come back to me,” I begged her, raising her hand and pressing it to my lips. “I need you. I love you.”

      The Binding Mark burned on my wrist, but there was no response. She was mine, and she was dying because of me.

      This was my fault. All of this was my fault. I was a fool to think I could ever have something good. That love would ever be given to someone like me.

      Darkness ran through my veins. Death was my only companion. Luna was dying.

      Because.

      Of.

      Me.

      I had seen injuries like this before. This was not the type of thing anyone survived. At least not without intervention.

      Before I could even think about what I was doing, I raised my wrist to my lips. Yanking back my sleeve, I bit through my flesh. The moment I tasted blood, I lowered my wrist to Luna’s mouth.

      Part of me was screaming. I wasn’t giving her a choice. She deserved to have a choice.

      I wasn’t even sure what would happen when I gave her my blood. Not now, with her so close to death. There was a chance that this would work as it usually did, keeping her alive and as she was now.

      A human Bound and Tethered to a vampire prince. Or it could Make her.

      She might have lost too much blood. She might have been too close to the edge. We had never discussed what it would mean to Make her. If she ever wanted it.

      Being Bound meant Luna was already tied to me, but she had never expressed a desire to be more. To be like me.

      Our marriage had been forced on her. She had been ripped away from everything. Her sick brother. Her family.

      And now this.

      I couldn’t let Luna die. She was my world. My heart. She was my reason for living.

      I couldn’t save Athena. But this I could do. I had to save her. So I took her jaw in my hand until my wrist was directly above her mouth.

      “Drink,” I whispered as drops of my blood dripped into her mouth.

      A long moment passed as nothing happened.

      “Please,” I begged her. “Drink.”

      More blood entered her, and my heart twisted as I waited for her to move. To drink. To come back to me.

      Every moment felt like an eternity, but soon, the wound on her neck slowly stitched itself together.

      “Take more,” I urged her.

      Luna’s eyes remained shut, but her hand reached up, wrapping around mine. She pulled my wrist towards her, her mouth latching around my flesh.

      And she drank.

      The beating of her heart grew stronger, and life reentered her as she pulled my blood into her body.

      My shadows flooded out of me, surrounding us both. Nothing else mattered. Not the temple filled with dead vampires. Not Mother. Not Roman’s last words.

      The only thing that mattered was Luna.

      I stared at her as she drank, encouraging her to take as much blood as she needed.

      When her eyes opened once more, would they still be brown?

      Or would they be black, filled with shadows and secrets and darkness?

      Even as I wondered, I knew the truth. This was one choice I would have made again, and again, and again. If she hated me for this, then she hated me.

      But at least she would be alive.

      

      
        
        The End… for now

        Thank you for reading Tethered!

      

        

      
        Reviews are so important to indie authors. If you enjoyed this story, it would mean the world to me if you’d leave one for this book to help other people find this story as well.

      

        

      
        Not ready to leave yet? You can read Chapter 21: Bite Me—as told by Bastian here and sign up for my newsletter to stay up to date with my books.
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ONE CHOICE. ONE BITE. TWO FATES REST IN THE BALANCE.

        

      

    

    
      Luna and Sebastian’s story continues in Tormented.
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      Coming Summer 2023. Reserve your copy now!

      Not done in this world? I have another series that takes place at the same time as Tethered.
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      She refuses to be bound to anyone; he’s trying to find freedom.

      Aileana is the king’s pet. She has lived her entire life in a tower, waiting for the day she will be forced to marry his son.

      When that day arrives, she has a plan. Armed with her daggers and her desire for freedom, she runs from the king and his deadly power.

      Xander has spent his entire life on the run. He doesn’t need anyone or anything, certainly not a mate. But when his path crosses with a feisty elf, nothing will ever be the same again.

      He has secrets to keep. She wants to leave Ithenmyr behind and not look back.

      Fate has other plans for them both.

      This Rapunzel retelling is a slow burn, enemies-to-lovers high fantasy romance and is filled with banter, fated mates, fake marriage, and world-building.
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