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To Twilight, because without you, I never would’ve fallen in love with vampires in the first place.

And to Aaron, who brought me to the first Twilight movie when we started dating without realizing that it was a series about vampires.
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Pronunciation Guide


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

Montquartier: Mon-kar-tee-yay

Therese: Te-reese

Phyrra: Fie-rah

Amalthea: Ah-mal-theee-yah

Aileana: Ay-lee-ah-na 

Xander: Zan-der 

Daegal: Day-gal 

Myhhena: My-hen-na 

Boucher: Boo-shay

Gods:

Kydona: Key-doh-na

Ithiar: Ih-thee-ar

Isvana: Iss-vah-nah

Places: 

Ithenmyr: Ih-thin-meer 

Ipotha: Ih-poh-tha

Eleyta: Ill-ee-tah
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Previously in The Binding Chronicles


Welcome back to Eleyta! Whether you’ve been gone for a while, or just a few minutes, I’m so glad you’re here!

Even though Troubled is a standalone story, it is also the fourth book in The Binding Chronicles and the prologue picks up at the end of Treasured (the night after the Blood Moon, specifically). I thought it might be helpful to provide a quick overview of where we left off in The Binding Chronicles.

Please note: this will contain slight spoilers for Tethered, Tormented, and Treasured.

If you’d like to skip ahead and start reading, that’s absolutely fine! Flip two pages, head on over to the Author’s Note, and you’ll be on your way!

However, if you’re in the mood for a quick refresher, this is for you.

*cue music while everyone decides*

Okay.

I’m assuming if you’re still here, you’re fine with the spoilers. Without further ado, here we go!

At the end of Treasured, Sebastian and Luna defeated Queen Marguerite. Honestly, good for them, because she was a piece of work, wasn’t she?

They took her place as the rulers of Eleyta, and they set about repairing the damage she’d done to the country. They’ve been living in Castle Sanguis and living their best vampire lives.

We checked in on them twice in the first and second epilogue of Treasured, and saw that they were coming along well in ruling the country. They’ve made some new friends with the High Ladies of Life and Death in Ithenmyr, and they’re bringing the Four Kingdoms together in a new, balanced world.

Everyone is happy… except Marius. He’s feeling restless.

Although the Marius you saw in Treasured was a boy, rest assured he’s all grown up, now. He’s a Mature halfling (half human, half Fortune Elf) and he’s itching to get out of Castle Sanguis and find adventures. Over a decade has passed since the last time we saw him, and he’s ready for his own story.

Let’s get to it, shall we?


Author’s note


Welcome back to Eleyta! I’m so glad you decided to join Marius and Vivienne on their journey.

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

It also contains language, blood, brief mentions of off-page SA, gore, death, and mature situations.


Prologue
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The night after the Blood Moon,

Darkness bled into the land the night the creature awoke.

At first, it didn’t understand what was happening. Centuries had gone by since the last time it drifted into an awakened state. Generations had lived and died, leaving their mark on the world while the creature rotted in its tomb, not bothering to open its eyes.

After all, there were only so many times one could look at pure, inky darkness before madness set in.

The moon’s silver glow was far removed from the creature’s mind, and light itself was nothing but a distant memory.

Long ago, the creature used to wake and moan, agonizing over the cursed dead-but-not-dead, aware-but-not-aware state in which it found itself.

No longer.

Now, it just existed in this black hell.

Once, when the creature had first been cast into this awful, ancient place, aches and pains haunted it.

Everything had hurt.

During those first few centuries, the creature screamed, yelled, and cried, desperate to catch someone’s attention—anyone willing to free it from the magic binding it to this undead state.

No one answered.

No one came.

Eventually, despair drove the creature to gouge the stone of its forever tomb.

Nothing worked, and it became more despondent.

The rocks were too thick, the tomb too strong, the curse too powerful.

Centuries passed.

The creature’s voice grew hoarse. Its bones became brittle, and its flesh dried, sticking to its frame. It lost track of time.

Every so often, the creature woke from its deep, nightmare-filled sleep. No matter how many years passed, it followed the same routine each time. It pried open its eyes, only to be greeted by endless darkness. It didn’t moan. It couldn’t. At some point, its voice had stopped working altogether.

Its heart would beat once, maybe twice. It was irregular at best.

Minutes would pass. Hours?

It didn’t matter.

Eventually, the tomb’s magic would press down against the creature, a massive weight forcing it back to sleep, waiting for a death that would never come.

That had been the creature’s fate for as long as it could remember, but tonight…

Tonight, something had changed.

The creature’s ancient black eyes blinked open in surprise. Instinctively, it took in its surroundings.

The magical binds remained around the tomb, but they were weaker than before. The darkness wasn’t as thick. The air wasn’t as stifling.

And then, the creature saw it.

It had been so long that it could barely comprehend what was happening.

A sliver of light, barely more than a crack, broke through the endless shale above the creature’s head. It craned its neck, brittle bones cracking as it moved for the first time in over a thousand years.

Ancient fangs aching from disuse burned in its gums, soul-deep hunger cramped its shriveled stomach, and frigid air seeped into its lungs.

Those were nothing new.

But the light…

The creature stared at the light until it was convinced it was real.

Then, and only then, did its dry, cracked lips stretch into an eerie, macabre semblance of a smile.
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Many nights had passed since the crack appeared. Slowly—so Ithiar-damned slowly that if the creature’s mind hadn’t already deteriorated centuries ago, the endless waiting would’ve driven it to madness—the crack widened.

At first, it was a sliver. Just enough that the creature knew light existed.

As time slipped on, the crack expanded.

By day, the creature crouched in its tomb, avoiding the deadly shards of sunlight inching into its cursed home. Even in its brokenness, the creature knew the kiss of sunlight would bring a swift, fiery death.

By night, it worked to free itself from its prison, digging at the crack with renewed strength, trying to enlarge the opening.

Months became years.

The binding magic around the tomb was ancient, its threads woven deep into the stone. The creature had been trapped for a reason… or so it thought. Its mind struggled to return to the past, and when the creature thought too hard, stabbing pain like daggers being driven into its skull attacked its mind.

It didn’t give up, though.

Even archaic spells cast by witches that had long since Faded couldn’t hold the creature forever. Not now that the tomb had been breached.

The creature was patient…

Or at least, it was trying to be.

It waited as the crack expanded, the magic slowly fading with each passing day. The opening was the length of a finger, then a hand, and then an arm.

One blessed night over a decade after the crack first appeared, the gap was large enough for the creature to be certain its head and shoulders would fit.

A mangled, breathy moan wheezed out of its cracked lips as it rearranged itself and slowly stood. Its legs trembled and shook, muscles screaming as they grew used to supporting weight once again.

The creature raised its arms, but the crack was still high above its head.

No.

It wouldn’t give up. It didn’t wait all this time just to fail now.

Bending its knees and ignoring the cracking of its joints, the creature jumped. Its feet barely lifted from the ground.

It tried again. And again.

The creature lost count of how many times it leaped in the air before its frail, thin fingers met stone.

Broken, jagged nails dug into shale.

Ignoring the flashes of pain coursing through its body as ancient flesh scraped against rock, the creature hung from its fingernails.

Feet dangled and arms screamed as the ancient being pulled itself up using muscles that had long since atrophied to nothing.

Pain was the creature, and the creature was pain.

It didn’t let go, though. It couldn’t.

Dangling from the shale, it drew on strength from deep within its blackened soul. Opening its mouth, it screamed to the heavens as it pulled on its dead arms.

Up, up, up.

Every inch hurt more than the last.

Magic was a heavy wall shoving against the creature, trying to force it to remain within the upright coffin.

“No.” The word was mangled and rough.

Freedom was so close; it could taste it.

The creature dug its fingers into the rock, but it slipped.

No, no, no.

It slammed its hand against the shale, grappling for a handle. A ledge. Something. Anything.

A nail ripped off, and fire ran through the creature.

It screamed.

If it could still cry, tears would’ve flowed down its cheeks.

It dangled, feet scrambling at the shale.

Everything hurt, but what was pain when freedom was so close?

Up, up, up, the ancient being forced itself past the oppressive powers keeping it in place.

Inch by inch, it emerged into the night.

Soon, the top half of its body hung out of the tomb. The magical weight was heavier than ever, trying to shove it back inside.

The creature would not be pushed around.

Not when freedom was so close.

With one final push and a ragged cry, it shoved itself out of the tomb and fell, landing facedown on a frozen, white sheet.

Snow, the creature’s mind supplied a moment later.

Digging fingers into the snow, it shivered.

The tomb hadn’t been warm, but this…

This was awful.

Tattered rags hung from the creature’s once beautiful body, doing nothing to prevent the bitter air from seeping into its bones. Teeth clattered together as the creature gathered its remaining strength.

It couldn’t stay here.

The air was thick with danger, and old magic remained, even now.

Resolve seeped into the creature’s mind, and despite the agony still running through its arms, it pushed itself up onto trembling feet. Throwing out a bony hand, it leaned against the tomb and drew in shaky breaths.

The creature’s toes curled in the snow. Cold. So, so cold.

It looked up.

Countless stars shimmered in the night sky. The moon was barely a sliver, but the creature was drawn to it.

Once, it had loved the moon and the cold.

Now, it didn’t even know its name.

The creature stood as still as a statue, drinking in the moon’s silver glow, until pain twisted its stomach.

Agony.

White-hot ropes of pure pain unfurled within the ancient being.

The creature was intimately familiar with this feeling. Hunger was too simple of a word. It was ravenous, its hollow stomach and the need to feed the only thing it could think about.

The creature had been strong once.

Now, it was merely a remnant of itself—a wisp, little more than a ghost.

It couldn’t stay here. It needed food.

The creature lowered its gaze from the heavens and looked around. More tombs, each outlined in silver, stood in a large circle around the creature. Were the others awake?

It listened for a long moment, extending its senses, but didn’t hear anything. It shook its head.

Away. It had to leave.

The others would have to break their own bonds.

The creature shoved away from the tomb. It staggered, its legs attempting to remember how to walk.

Right foot. Left.

It slowly stumbled forward, leaving the tombs behind.

Once, the creature had a name.

Not anymore.

There was only one thing on its mind as it headed towards the snow-covered trees: blood.

First, the creature would feed. Then, it would exact its revenge on the people who had locked it up.

One person at a time.


One Halfling Prince, and a Heap of Trouble
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Vivienne Beaumont was going to die a very gruesome, very public death.

She could already see it playing out in her mind.

The vampire king would drag her in front of the court, bind and gag her in his shadows, and drive a wooden stake through her heart. She’d scream, the sound muffled by the gag, but no one would stop him. After all, he was their ruler.

Death would be her price for failing him.

They called him the King of Darkness for a reason. He was known for his black heart, not his kindness. Everyone knew the kinds of acts he’d committed in the previous queen’s name.

Even though Vivienne hadn’t been at court then, she’d heard of Queen Marguerite’s cruelty. The king was different, but Vivienne had only ever seen him smile at his wife.

“You had one job,” she muttered, hurrying through the crowded ballroom. Keeping half an eye on the floor, she skillfully avoided tripping on the sea of swirling colorful fabric. “Just one. Watch the prince. How could you mess it up?”

She’d let her guard down for one single moment. Not even a full minute.

That’s all it had taken for him to slip away.

He hadn’t known she was watching him since her official introduction as his new bodyguard was scheduled for tomorrow. The king had wanted her to start tonight so she could ease into her duties.

She thought tonight would be easy. Obviously, she’d made a mistake.

Her heart clenched as if preparing itself for her agonizingly painful, final death.

Over a century had passed since her Making, yet she still recalled the pain she’d endured the night of her mortal death. There was no doubt in her mind that the king’s punishment would be far worse.

Someone swung out their elbow, nearly knocking into Vivienne. She swerved, cursing beneath her breath.

Where in Isvana’s holy name could the prince have gone? It wasn’t like he was a child, shorter than everyone and easy to lose. The man was in his twenties, tall, and undeniably handsome.

Even in a room of beautiful people, he stood out.

And yet, Vivienne had lost him.

She stopped at the edge of the dance floor, her gaze swinging across the ballroom.

Seconds passed in agonizing slowness before a flash of brown hair across the room caught her eye. The open balcony was on the other side of the dancers, but she was sure she’d seen it.

The musicians in the corner switched to an upbeat song, bows flying over strings. The melody was beautiful, and at another time, she would’ve stopped to appreciate it.

There was no time for that now, though.

Vivienne studied the ballroom, assessing the scenario like the soldier she was.

Dancers dressed in opulent silk gowns that were a study in the rainbow spun around the room in the arms of their partners. Laughter and conversations filled the air, accompanying the music. The partygoers unknowingly blocked her path to the balcony, but they couldn’t keep her from the prince.

Vivienne mapped out a path and set off as quickly as she dared without pulling on her vampiric strength. Drawing attention to herself would be unwise. She already stood out enough, thanks to her black fighting leathers and the sword sheathed across her back.

She slowed once she passed the dancers and tucked an unruly lock of flaming red hair behind her ear. People chatted excitedly around her, and she picked up snippets of conversation as she strode past.

“The High Ladies of Life and Death worked so hard on this project…”

A high-pitched laugh.

“I’m so glad the opening ball is here, at the new university…”

“… My sister said Queen Luna is good friends with the High Lady of Life. They put so much time into this…”

A horned elf threw back a glass of sparkling Faerie Wine and grinned at his companion. “Can you believe our daughter is going to attend…”

Vivienne tuned them out.

After all, she’d already been debriefed on why this ball was important.

For years, the High Ladies of Life and Death had worked alongside the Vampire Queen to open a new university in Ithenmyr. Unlike the other academic institutions in the Four Kingdoms, this one would accept everyone, regardless of gender, class, or race. The school was finally ready, and tonight’s ball was a celebration being thrown in its honor.

An hour ago, the High Ladies had given a speech, welcoming everyone to the Eastern Kingdom. Now, the party was going on in full force.

Everyone was celebrating this happy occasion except for Vivienne.

She was just trying to do her job.

Theoretically, the prince’s bodyguard was a far easier position than serving in the army along the northern edge of Eleyta, which was what she’d been doing for the past twenty years. All she had to do was protect Prince Marius and keep him alive.

When she’d accepted the position, swearing a blood vow to keep him safe, she thought it would be akin to retirement.

Evidently, she couldn’t have been more wrong.

She still hadn’t reached the balcony. Why was this ballroom so massive?

Someone called Vivienne’s name, but she ignored them. She couldn’t waste any time. Her gaze swept over the guests as if she could miraculously conjure the prince.

It didn’t work.

How could a single halfling cause so much trouble? It wasn’t like Marius Wisethorn, halfling Prince of Eleyta, had wings or shadows.

If someone hurt him…

Her blood turned to ice at the thought. Being staked would be the least of her problems if her charge were harmed.

The prince’s sister, Queen Luna, was known throughout Eleyta for two things: her ability to wield sunlight and her love for her brother, the only surviving member of her family.

If the prince was hurt, or goddess-forbid, died on Vivienne’s watch, the king would undoubtedly find a plethora of horrible ways to draw out her inevitable death. It would be punishment for failing at her duties and inflicting emotional damage on his bride.

She couldn’t let that happen.

Finally, Vivienne reached the balcony.

The cold midsummer night air swept across her skin, embracing her like a lover. Her fingers curled into fists, and she rushed across the marble platform. Her breath caught in her throat as her gaze swung left, then right.

Where is he?

Two women stood in the shadows, hands exploring each other as they embraced passionately. Other than the pair of lovers, the balcony was empty.

Vivienne cursed.

Turning her back on the women to give them privacy, she leaned over the marble railing and studied the landscape. Mountains rose in the distance, snow decorating their tips. Emerald trees reached for the midnight sky, seeking to touch the stars. Dark green, almost black leaves rustled in the wind. A wolf howled. Trees shook. Birds flew, disturbed by something far off in the distance.

Ithenmyr was beautiful, all trees and mountains and green, flourishing life.

At another time, Vivienne would’ve paused and admired it. This was the type of scene she used to love painting.

But this wasn’t the time for art.

She turned her attention to the moonlit lawn. Gnawing on her bottom lip, she searched the manicured grounds for the prince. Her gaze landed on an elven couple leaning against a tree, but both were horned, unlike Marius. Neither of them looked at her.

Vivienne kept searching, unwilling to give up without looking everywhere for the prince.

Her heart beat more frantically with each passing second.

Maybe he’d slipped past her and gone back inside?

She was moments away from returning to the ballroom when a whisper of movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention.

“Oh, thank all the gods.” Crossing her chest in a religious gesture, she sent a prayer of relief to the goddess of the moon.

The prince was a hundred feet away, shrouded in shadows and leaning against a brick wall.

Marius’s black silk tunic and tailored pants blended into the night, but there was no mistaking the slight curve of his ear nor the wave of his brown hair. His arms were crossed, and he nodded, speaking to a vampire wearing livery that marked him as one of the king’s messengers.

Vivienne pressed herself against the shadows. Although Isvana, the goddess of the moon, hadn’t blessed her with the dark wisps of magic that some vampires controlled, her training allowed her to move like a phantom when the situation called for it.

This was one such moment.

She grabbed the railing and swung over the balcony. The wind whooshed past her as she sailed down two stories, landing in a silent crouch on the grass below. A century in the vampire army had taught her a few things about moving soundlessly, and she employed all those techniques now.

Neither the prince nor the messenger turned.

Curiosity nibbled at her as she approached the pair on vampire-silent feet.

What in the gods’ names were they doing? Marius wasn’t supposed to be out here. He should be inside, enjoying the party with everyone else. Drinking. Dancing. Making bad decisions and regretting them in the morning.

Not… this.

Whatever this was.

Vivienne held her breath, a holdover from her mortal life, and listened.

“…their Majesties must be informed as soon as possible,” the messenger whispered urgently.

The prince nodded. “Of course. I’ll take care of it.”

Vivienne’s brows rose.

A flash of white caught her eye as the messenger handed something to Marius. “Thank you, Your Highness. Please ask them to hurry. The situation is dangerous and rapidly evolving.”

The prince slipped whatever he’d been given into his pocket as shadows curled around the messenger’s feet.

“I’ll take care of this, Pierre,” Marius said. “Safe travels.”

Take care of what?

“Thank you, Your Highness.” The messenger dipped his head as shadows swallowed him whole, and he vanished into the night.

Exhaling, Vivienne flexed her fingers at her sides. Okay. That wasn’t nearly as bad as she thought it would be.

Maybe she’d been worried for nothing. Marius would return to the party, deliver whatever Pierre had given him to the king, dance a little, maybe enjoy some Faerie Wine (in moderation, of course), and⁠—

What was the prince doing?

Vivienne plastered herself against the wall. Her hands were splayed on cold stone, and her breath came in short bursts as the halfling defied all logic.

A thousand curses ran through her mind.

Instead of returning inside, which would’ve been the right thing to do, Marius looked around. His eyes narrowed, and he glanced up at the balcony Vivienne had recently vacated before turning his calculating gaze to the university entrance.

Four guards were stationed there, standing beneath glowing violet Light Elf orbs. They were deep in conversation and hadn’t noticed the prince’s rendezvous.

Marius nodded to himself and took in a deep, readying breath.

Almost as if he was preparing to…

He broke out into a sprint and darted away from the party. He kept to the shadows, weaving around trees and statues and staying out of the brilliant moonlight.

No, no, no.

Did Vivienne think that losing sight of the prince before was bad?

This was worse.

Her heart raced, and her gaze darted desperately between the ballroom and the rapidly disappearing prince. She should probably get another of Marius’s bodyguards—there were three, including her—but if she lost him again, there was no telling where he’d go.

For a halfling, he was quick. She could still see him, but he’d almost reached the forest.

“Isvana help me,” she groaned.

Hoping she was making the right choice, Vivienne reached within herself and released her wings. They burst through the slats in her specially designed fighting leathers, settling on her back.

With a flap, she was in the air, flying towards the errant halfling prince.


A Night for Adventures
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Marius’s heart pounded as he pumped his arms and legs, racing towards the trees. His destination came closer with every footfall; his breath came in short bursts, and his lungs expanded with each breath.

Thank all the gods, he’d trained nightly with the castle guards since his fifteenth birthday. Even in his finery, he moved with the swiftness of a well-trained soldier.

For years, Marius had dreamed of all the adventures he’d have and the places he’d go once his sister loosened her protective iron grip on him. Even his most vivid dreams couldn’t compare to this, though.

Freedom was sweet on his tongue, and his lips curved into a smile as the looming forest grew closer.

He’d actually done it.

He hadn’t been sure his plan would work, being as hastily cobbled together as it was. After all, he’d only had a day to prepare.

Yesterday, he woke before the sun set. The vampires had still been asleep, so he’d taken the opportunity to practice his Fortune Elf magic and walk the silver planes. He hadn’t been there long before he stumbled upon a new path.

Some iterations of the future were firm and set in stone, but this one had been watery and fluid. Malleable.

Intrigued, he’d examined the path more closely.

Daegal Videntis, the High Lady of Death’s mate and the Fortune Elf who trained Marius in his magic had once explained that fluid paths were the most unstable. They were constantly in flux, and many things could cause them to change before the events they predicted actually took place.

The moment Marius ran the path through his hands, he knew this was his chance for freedom and adventure. The path showed him the messenger’s arrival, and he formed his entire plan around that moment.

Earlier, he snuck out of the ball during the High Ladies’ address to wait for Pierre. Intercepting the vampire had been a vital part of his plan because if the king and queen learned what the message contained, they’d never allow him to leave.

Marius wasn’t ignoring the problem at hand. He would just take care of the issue on his own.

He was so focused on the forest’s promise of safety that he didn’t hear the whisper of wind or the flapping of wings behind him. He didn’t hear anything at all until suddenly, a hand locked onto his arm.

“What in the name of all the gods are you doing?”

Marius tugged, trying to break the newcomer’s grip on his arm, but the fingers clamped around his limb dug in.

Their hold was strong. Vampiric, even.

He groaned.

One didn’t survive long in a land filled with creatures of the night without understanding exactly how deadly they could be. Of all the species who called this continent their home, vampires were the most dangerous. Unlike the others who would eventually Fade, vampires were truly immortal.

Over time, they lost their connection to humanity. Their morals slowly faded, and most of them became cruel, dark, and evil.

Even the Carinoc dragons, who’d recently begun reintegrating into Ithenmyrian society after the death of the Crimson King and the restoration of the balance, weren’t as violent as vampire kind.

Hoping to avoid a broken wrist, since that would not be any help to him on his journey, Marius stopped struggling. Instead, he turned and glared at the vampire who held his arm in a death grip.

She was stunning, which wasn’t a surprise. All vampires possessed a supernatural, goddess-blessed beauty.

What was a surprise was the vampire’s anger.

Her jaw was clenched, and fire flashed through her black gaze. She was shorter than him, her head coming to his shoulders. Her skin was unnaturally pale. Straight red hair fell to her waist, and large bat wings were spread out behind her. A sword was strapped to her back, adding to her violent beauty.

Marius didn’t immediately recognize the woman, but there were too many vampires in his sister’s court for him to know them all.

“Why do you care?” he answered her earlier question with one of his own.

The sooner he got out of here, the better. If dawn came and he was still in the forest, all would be lost.

The vampire raised a red brow, her grip on his arm as tight as ever. “It’s my job to care.”

Marius’s stomach dropped, and he inwardly cursed.

Sebastian had mentioned that he was planning to assign him a new bodyguard, but Marius hadn’t realized the swap had already occurred. This wasn’t the first time this had happened, since the king and queen liked to cycle through the guards watching over him. Something about keeping a fresh pair of eyes on him to keep him safe.

By the gods, why hadn’t Marius Seen this?

That would’ve been extremely helpful.

Unfortunately, Fortune Elf magic was finicky for the strongest elves… and no one would describe Marius as strong. He’d been sick for the first half of his life. Even though he was better now, he’d only Matured and come into his full magic last year. He was still working on navigating the silver planes with the ease his mentor displayed.

“Ah.” He inhaled through his nose, his nostrils flaring.

This vampire’s presence would make things significantly more difficult. Maybe he could talk her into leaving?

“I don’t need a bodyguard right now,” he told her. “There’s no one in the forest but us.”

And hopefully, he’d be alone soon so he could continue his trek.

“Yes, I see that.” She bit her lip, staring up at him and decidedly not leaving. “But… what are you doing?”

Escaping.

Something told him she wouldn’t take too well to that answer, though.

Marius smiled, hoping the expression looked innocent. “Just taking a stroll.”

He stepped towards the trees. She moved with him, her hand still on his arm.

Gods help him. He arched a brow, looking pointedly at where she held him. “You can release me now.”

The vampire studied him for a long moment, her dark gaze far too perceptive, before she slowly removed her hand. She didn’t move, though, and something told him this was far from over.

“My arm thanks you.” Already, he could tell it would be covered in bruises tomorrow.

“You’re welcome.” The vampire made no effort to leave.

By the gods. Why did these kinds of things always happen to Marius?

“Well, have a good night.”

Please go away, he added silently.

He turned and walked into the forest, hoping his bodyguard would take the hint and return to the celebration.

Instead of turning back, which would’ve made his life infinitely easier, the vampire retracted her wings and followed him.

Damn it all.

Marius bit back a frown and glanced over his shoulder. The vampire was walking beside him, her arms hanging loosely at her sides.

“You know, you don’t have to come with me,” he said, frustration edging his voice. “I’m perfectly capable of taking a stroll on my own.”

“I’m certain that is the case.” She laced her hands behind her back. “But seeing as how I would prefer to keep my head attached to my shoulders, I’m going to stay here if you don’t mind.”

Marius did mind. Very much, in fact.

After walking the silver planes yesterday, he’d arranged for a carriage to pick him up on the other side of the forest. It would only remain there until dawn, though.

He’d Seen several escape routes, but only those with the carriage had him making it to freedom. If he missed this, he wasn’t sure when the next opportunity to prove himself capable would come up.

Marius needed this to work because he wasn’t sure he could return to Castle Sanguis. Life in the castle was so stifling, and he was desperate for adventure.

He quickly developed a new plan. He’d walk in circles if he had to until his new bodyguard got bored and left. Once she was gone, he’d run to make it to the carriage on time.

This plan was better than nothing.

Abandoning his argument and hoping she would get the hint sooner rather than later, Marius turned and strode through the woods once again.
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An hour later, Marius’s new bodyguard was still by his side.

Had he angered the gods in a past life? Was that why he was now stuck with a silent, red-haired shadow?

He didn’t get it. None of his other guards ever followed him so closely. Most of them were content to hang back, their presence enough of a deterrent to stop anyone from approaching him.

Not this vampire, though. She seemed infuriatingly insistent upon doing her job. If he took one step, she did the same. If he leaped over a log, she followed. She was like glue, stuck to his side.

Honestly, it was ridiculous.

With every step he took and every minute that passed, frustration bubbled up inside him.

Eventually, he couldn’t take it anymore. He didn’t even know this vampire’s name, and she was stalking him.

Balling his fists, Marius spun around. His nostrils flared and red-tinged his vision.

“You need to leave,” he growled.

The vampire stared at him, her black eyes infuriatingly calm.

“Oh?” She blinked, canting her head. “Why is that?”

Because he needed to leave.

“I don’t need a bodyguard,” he huffed.

Marius had been arguing with the queen about this for years. He was a grown man, for the gods’ sake. By the time she was his age, Luna had already gotten married, been Made into a vampire, and ruled by her husband’s side for a few years.

The vampire didn’t move. “Unfortunately, you’ll have to take that up with the king. I’m duty-bound to stay with you, and I can’t go back on my word.”

Of course, Marius would get stuck with the one vampire who apparently still believed in duty and honor.

His nails dug into his palms as he fought the urge to pull his hair from its roots. “What if I release you from your duty?”

“Only the king can do that,” was her calm response.

Sebastian wouldn’t do that. Not unless Luna asked him to, and she wouldn’t because she didn’t think Marius would be safe in this dangerous land. Hence, his conundrum.

“Please. Leave,” he ground out through clenched teeth.

“Why?”

“I’d like to be alone.” He spoke the truth. It was rare for him to be left on his own, even for short periods of time.

The aggravating woman stood her ground. “Like I said, I’m bound by my word to keep you safe. I can’t leave.”

“You mean you won’t leave.” He crossed his arms and glared at her.

“Correct.” She mimicked his position, and even though she was shorter than him, it felt like she was looking down on him. “I will remain by your side until you return to the ball.”

“I won’t be returning,” he blurted.

Damn.

He hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but the words slipped out before he could stop them.

His cheeks burned. Luna had a habit of speaking her mind, and even though Marius prided himself on not being as outspoken as his sister, he apparently still had a way to go.

The vampire’s eyes widened, and panic flickered through them for the first time since she came upon him.

“Your Highness, you can’t leave.” There was a frantic edge to her voice.

“Oh, I assure you, I can.”

He was leaving, whether she liked it or not.

Giving up on his ridiculous plan, Marius resumed marching through the woods. Dawn was coming, and there was no time to waste.

That iron grip clamped down on his arm again, and she spun him around.

Damn vampires and their strength. Damn bodyguards. Damn it all.

“No, you can’t,” she insisted.

“I can,” he said through gritted teeth, trying to yank back his arm. “Release me.”

The vampire didn’t comply.

“I don’t understand. Why do you want to leave?”

Such a ridiculous question.

“Why?” A bitter laugh escaped him. Was it truly that surprising? “I’m a fully grown Mature halfling who is as trained as any of my sister’s soldiers. And yet, unlike them, I’ve never been allowed to experience life. Not really.”

Luna had kept him safe, and he’d grown up in Castle Sanguis, but he’d never truly lived.

“The queen⁠—”

“Doesn’t understand.” He was starting to think that no one understood where he was coming from. He glared at his bodyguard. “This isn’t a request. I won’t be returning to Castle Sanguis.”

Not if he had anything to say about it.

The vampire’s grip was unrelenting. “Where are you going?”

“There’s a… matter that requires my attention.”

Her jaw ticked, and her gaze dropped to his tunic pocket. She pulled her hand from him, flexing her fingers. “The message.”

A curse slipped from his lips.

How long had she been following him? He’d been so careful to avoid notice as he slipped out of the party. He slid his hand over his pocket, covering it protectively, before realizing that he was confirming everything.

Huffing, he recrossed his arms and glowered. His bodyguard’s presence was becoming more problematic with every passing second.

“You can’t stop me from leaving.”

The vampire had a sword, but he wasn’t defenseless. He had several daggers hidden on his person. He’d started carrying them as soon as he was old enough to understand the danger that existed within the walls of Castle Sanguis. No one with a drop of mortal blood walked around the castle unprotected.

Not only that, but Marius had spent the past decade training daily with blades. Even Luna, with all her over-protective tendencies (and she had many), understood that he needed to be able to defend himself. Whenever Phyrra, the king’s spymaster, made it back to Castle Sanguis, she also trained with Marius.

His bodyguard studied him for several long moments, her gaze as dark as the night sky, before she shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t let you go.”

“You can’t?” He couldn’t keep the disbelief from his voice. Everything was unraveling before his eyes.

“No,” she said. “If you leave, the king will kill me.”

Even if Marius hadn’t known his brother-in-law’s reputation for ending lives, he would have believed the vampire simply based on the fear woven into her words.

“Then come with me.” The offer slipped out before he could stop it.

Internally, he wanted to curse. That was twice now that his mouth had gotten the better of him.

The vampire blinked, her red lashes fluttering. “What?”

“Come with me,” he repeated more forcefully.

Obviously, she wasn’t leaving, and he couldn’t stay here. Time was slipping away, and his window to leave was closing.

“I don’t think⁠—”

“That way, you can keep me safe.” The words tasted bitter, but at this point, he would endure almost anything to get them moving again. “Not to mention the added benefit that Sebastian can’t kill you if you’re doing your job. We’ll just tell them I forced you to come with me.”

She scowled, fire flashing in her eyes once again. “You are forcing me to come, Your Highness. I would much rather us turn around and go back right now.”

Marius uncrossed his arms and raked a hand through his hair.

“That won’t be happening. As I said, I need to leave.” He exhaled. “However, I will concede that perhaps I’m not putting you in the best spot. For that, I apologize.”

“Not the best spot?” Her dark gaze held his. “This is a terrible spot you’ve put me in.”

He could see that, and he truly did feel sorry about it. The timing was just awful. “Hence the apology.”

The vampire’s eyes widened. “I… Thank you, I suppose.”

Time was slipping away.

“You’re welcome…” He realized he still didn’t know her name. “What should I call you?”

She sighed, and even though she clearly didn’t like his plan, he could sense that she was softening.

“My name is Vivienne,” she said.

He rolled her name over his tongue, enjoying the way it sounded. “I wish you weren’t tangled up in this, Vivienne. I’m sorry for dragging you along with me.”

Her presence was a complication he hadn’t foreseen. He hadn’t thought anyone would be guarding him tonight. It seemed pointless. After all, in addition to the vampire royals, the High Ladies of Life and Death and their mates were at the ball, along with several dragon shifters. No one would be stupid enough to cause trouble during such a momentous event.

Vivienne frowned, her ruby lips pursing as she studied him.

Marius glanced at the sky and winced. Dawn was almost here. “So, what do you say? Will you join me?”

She chewed on her bottom lip before nodding. “I supposed I don’t have a choice. Where are we going?”

Thank all the gods. Relief flooded him, and for the first time since his bodyguard interrupted his escape, he smiled. “We’re going north.”


The Definition of a Bad Situation
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This halfling would surely be the cause of Vivienne’s death.

Maybe I should turn around and head straight for the king?

The thought had some merit. After all, there was a slight chance that if she explained everything quickly enough, the king wouldn’t kill her for abandoning her post and losing his brother-in-law.

And maybe the sky was pink, coffee wasn’t delicious, and vampires other than the thrice-blessed queen could walk in the sun.

Gods above.

This was the definition of a bad situation.

The prince was striding away from her, his long legs eating up the forest floor in a matter of seconds.

“I’m going to need more information than that, Your Highness.” She glared at him.

North could mean so many things. None of them were good.

He ducked beneath a low-hanging branch and glanced over his shoulder. “Far north.” He waved a hand in the air. “A remote area near the Black Sea.”

Of course, the prince of Eleyta wasn’t just planning to take a little jaunt through Ithenmyr. No, he wanted to go as far as possible.

Huffing, Vivienne hurried after him. “Could you elaborate?”

He shrugged. “I will eventually.”

By all the gods. She would’ve declined this position if she’d known the prince was this incredibly vexing.

Vivienne was of half a mind to knock the prince out, throw him over her shoulder, and carry him back to the ball. She hadn’t already done that because she didn’t think King Sebastian and Queen Luna would take kindly to that course of action.

See?

The absolute death of her.

Vivienne gritted her teeth, wishing Isvana had seen fit to bless her with shadows. She loved her wings, and flying was her favorite part of being a vampire, but moving through the Void would’ve been an extremely useful skill right now.

The prince was still walking away from her.

“I see.” She ran in a blur to his side. “Why do you have to leave now? Why can’t you wait until we’re back in Eleyta?”

The royal vampires were scheduled to shadow them back to Castle Sanguis before dawn. Even though Vivienne couldn’t walk through the Void on her own, thanks to her lack of shadows, the royals were strong enough to pull multiple people through the darkness at once.

“This is my only shot.” The frustrating man kept going.

She furrowed her brows, mulling over his words. “What do you mean? You’re a prince. Can’t you do whatever you want?”

She hadn’t spent much time at court, but the life of royals seemed fairly easy. People waited on them hand and foot, and they were willing to do anything for them.

Vivienne’s life had never been easy. Even as a mortal, she’d had to work for everything. That hadn’t ended when she was Made.

This job was the perfect example: she’d worked extremely hard as a soldier, trained with vampires far stronger than her, and climbed the ranks to earn this position. Not that it seemed worth it at this particular moment, but it was the thought that counted.

They walked in silence for several minutes, and Vivienne was beginning to doubt whether he’d heard her question.

The trees thinned, revealing a road up ahead.

“No, I can’t do whatever I want.” The prince’s voice was deep, and he didn’t look at her as he strode forward. “Your presence is a perfect example of that.”

This, again?

“I told you, I’m duty-bound to protect you.”

He spun around, his eyes flashing. “Yes, and how strange is that? I’m capable of taking care of myself, but the queen insists that I need bodyguards, even now. Luna loves me, and I love her, but I can’t stay there any longer. I need to do this.”

Vivienne could tell that he felt passionately about this. She still didn’t quite understand something, though.

“That still doesn’t explain why you’re sneaking off,” she said. “Why not talk to the queen?”

Queen Luna seemed far more reasonable than her husband, all things considered.

“I’ve tried,” he replied.

She thought she knew the answer to her next question, but she still asked, “And…”

“They won’t let me go.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I left Luna a note explaining everything.”

Vivienne’s hand flew over her heart, and her feet faltered as she gaped at the prince.

Was he serious?

“A note?” An incredulous laugh burst out of her before she could stop it. “You left the Sunwalking Vampire Queen a note explaining why you’ve essentially run away?”

Isvana help her, this night was getting worse with each passing minute.

If Vivienne hadn’t been trapped in the middle of what was rapidly becoming an awful situation, she would’ve found the entire thing incredibly amusing. The halfling prince had left the two most powerful vampires in the world a note, and he seemed to think it was an acceptable course of action.

Good gods, this was turning out to be an unmitigated disaster.

“Yes, I did.” His voice was calm as if he didn’t see the absolute ridiculousness of his actions. “I told her I’d be back.” He shrugged. “Besides, it’s not every day an opportunity like this arises.”

A reminder that Vivienne was still in the dark about what the prince was planning on doing.

She narrowed her eyes. “An opportunity like what, exactly? What did the messenger give you?”

“It’s a long story, but I have a plan.” He started walking again.

Vivienne’s stomach sank. “Is it the kind of story that will have me wishing I was anywhere else?”

He winced as she caught up with him. “Probably.”

That was the theme of Vivienne’s night, so she shouldn’t have been surprised.

“Great.” She glanced at the sky and frowned. They’d have to continue this conversation later. “By any chance, does your plan include a way to get me out of here so I don’t die the moment the sun rises?”

Burning alive wasn’t on her agenda for the evening.

“Actually, it does.” Marius placed two fingers in his mouth and whistled.

A moment later, a horse whinnied. Hooves clopped, and a black carriage rolled down the road. Led by two chestnut thoroughbreds, the vehicle looked out of place in the woods.

A Death Elf who appeared to be in his mid-twenties sat in the driver’s seat. Blond hair was knotted at the base of his neck, showing off his pointed ears and the red Maturation tattoos crawling up his neck.

The carriage slowed, then stopped.

“You cut it close, Mar.” The driver spoke with familiarity, dipping his chin. “I almost left.”

“I ran into a… complication,” the prince said.

Vivienne bristled, but she bit her tongue.

“I see.” The driver glanced at her and raised a brow before returning his gaze to the prince. “I take it you’re no longer traveling alone?”

“That would be correct.” Marius sighed and gestured to the newcomer. “Felix, this is my new bodyguard, Vivienne. Vivienne, Felix. He’s my friend and a groom at Castle Sanguis.”

Felix smiled, his eyes kind as he leaned forward and offered her his hand. “Nice to meet you, miss.”

“You as well.” She tried to keep her frustration from her voice as she reached out to shake his hand. It wasn’t Felix’s fault his friend was dragging her along on this ridiculous mission.

Her hand had barely touched his when a high-pitched scream shattered the silence of the night. A guttural roar swiftly followed. Deep and long, it was filled with ancient, primal wrath.

Even though the sound came from the other side of the forest, it was far louder than any beast had a right to be…

Because this was no beast.

Vivienne’s muscles tightened, her lungs squeezed, and her knees trembled at the sound of King Sebastian’s fury. Every instinct urged her to fall to the ground and prostrate herself before her ruler.

Felix pulled back his hand. “Is that⁠—”

The prince cursed, blood draining from his face as he stepped towards the carriage. “I guess they’ve realized I’m missing.”

“It would seem that way,” Vivienne said dryly.

This was a monumentally bad idea.

Instead of turning around, which was what any intelligent man would’ve done, Marius yanked open the carriage door and gestured inside. “Come on, we need to go. Once the sun rises, they won’t be able to follow us. We need to put as much space between us before sunset as possible.”

Vivienne hated every part of this.

“This isn’t a good idea, Prince,” she warned.

“I don’t care. I’m doing it.” He climbed inside the vehicle.

Stubborn, obstinate man.

Felix raised a blond brow and looked at her. “Well? Are you coming?”

She really didn’t want to. In fact, as another roar echoed over the forest and the first rays of dawn slid across the sky, she wished she was anywhere else.

But the prince was in the carriage, and she was bound to protect him.

Wishing she’d accepted literally any other position, she followed the prince inside.

Marius’s brows rose. “You decided to come.”

“Decided implies I had a choice, which I didn’t.” She scowled and crossed her arms.

Out of all her options, this one seemed the least likely to result in her immediate death. Even so, that didn’t make it good by any stretch of the imagination.

The prince frowned. “Like I said, I’m sorry about that.”

“I know.” Vivienne believed him, but it didn’t make the situation any better. It didn’t matter how often he apologized; he was still dragging her into this.

Uncrossing her arms, she reached behind her and shut the door. The carriage immediately started moving. Throwing out a hand, she braced herself against the wall and took in her surroundings.

The vehicle was small, meant for one or two people at most.

A single violet orb burned within a lantern dangling on a hook, the Light Elf magic spelled to never go out. Blackout panels lined the windows, marking the carriage’s origin as Eleyta. Made by vampires for vampires. If she stretched, she could probably touch both opposing walls at the same time.

Fantastic.

Vivienne dropped onto the padded bench across from the prince and stared at him. His legs were spread, his elbows rested on his thighs, and he held a piece of paper. He was staring at it as if it contained all the world’s secrets.

She asked, “Is that it?”

The message that had started all of this.

He looked up at her, his lips tilting up into a smile. “It is.”

How could such a small item have disrupted her life so thoroughly?

“I hope it’s worth it.”

Another roar filled the air, and a look that might’ve been regret flitted across the prince’s face before it was replaced by determination.

“It will be.”
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They’d been riding in the carriage for hours. Vivienne’s sword was across her lap, and she ran her fingers over the engraved hilt. She’d owned the weapon for decades, having procured it from an exceptionally skilled blacksmith near the Ipothan border fifty years ago. It had been by her side ever since.

Tracing the mountains carved into the hilt, she wondered which gods she’d angered to end up in this position. Was this a punishment?

It certainly felt like one.

The prince hadn’t spoken since they left, which was fine by her. She’d taken the silence as an opportunity to study her charge.

Even though they hadn’t met before yesterday, she’d heard of him. People whispered about the royals in dark corners of taverns late at night. Most spoke about the king and queen, but some talked about the handsome prince. He used to be sick, but even though rumors said he’d been cured, very few people saw him.

Looking at Marius now, she couldn’t tell that he’d ever been ill, let alone on death’s doorstep.

Rugged brown curls fell haphazardly across his forehead. Strong bones made up his face. The mild point to his ears spoke to his halfling heritage. Silver scars lined the hand absentmindedly tracing designs on the missive still in his lap.

She momentarily wondered how he’d acquired those scars before shaking her head. She shouldn’t be thinking about his scars or admiring his physique, for that matter. Not only was she nearly a century older than the man, but he was her charge. It was one thing for her to note his handsomeness, but she would never, ever act on those thoughts.

She had to keep her mind clear. It was the only way she’d get out of this mess alive.

Sometime around noon, the prince’s head dipped. His eyes slipped shut, and he fell into a fitful sleep. His fingers curled around the missive, even in his slumber.

Vivienne didn’t sleep. A benefit of being a century-old vampire was that she could go several days without sleep or blood. The longer her kind lived, the less their bodies required.

The prince’s snores filled the carriage, and Vivienne’s fingers tightened around the hilt of her sword.

She had a feeling she would need the weapon in the days to come. The prince, for all his insistence that he’d be fine on his own, was still mortal. He’d Matured, as all halflings did, and he would live a long life, but only vampires were truly immortal.

Hours passed.

A knock came on the carriage wall, and the prince’s eyes opened as Vivienne called out, “Yes?”

“An hour till sundown,” came Felix’s muffled voice.

Marius replied, his voice still rough from sleep, “Thanks.”

An hour until vampires could be out again. Usually, this was when Vivienne started her day. Now, fear gripped her stomach as she considered what the impending nightfall meant.

The king and queen would undoubtedly be hunting for the prince.

Had they traveled far enough? How would they conceal themselves from the royal pair?

She swallowed, once again wishing she’d never taken this job.

“Will you finally tell me where we’re going?” She leaned forward, making eye contact with the prince. “I can’t protect you if I don’t have all the details.”

At this point, she was already an accomplice to whatever he was planning. Over the course of the day, she’d determined that the only possible way to avoid the king’s wrath was to return the prince in one piece.

He inhaled deeply before speaking the four words that confirmed Vivienne was experiencing the worst twenty-four hours of her entire life.

“A First has escaped.”

For an extended moment, it seemed like the entire world stopped. A ringing filled Vivienne’s ears, drowning out the wheels rolling down the dirt road, the horses’ steady breaths outside, and even the hammering of the prince’s heart in his chest.

She opened and closed her mouth several times, trying to form words. They were escaping her.

Did he mean…

He couldn’t. Right?

No one could truly be this stupid.

She would’ve assumed this was some kind of sick joke, except the prince wasn’t laughing. His brown eyes, the color of chocolate, were solemn as they stared at her. Almost as if….

She scrubbed a hand over her face.

Worse.

It seemed inconceivable, considering the events that had already occurred, but things were worsening.

No matter how Vivienne looked at this, she came to the same stomach-dropping conclusion: this was an Isvana-damned death sentence.

The carriage walls felt like they were closing in on her, and her heart sped up. The prince’s stare was unwavering, and she realized he was telling the truth.

A First has escaped.

Oh, gods.

She was going to be sick.

How dare he rope her into this? How dare he not give the royals this message directly?

She released the sword, her fingernails digging into the tender flesh of her palms, as she stared at the prince. She should have yelled at him—the gods only knew how much she wanted to do that—but what would be the point? The sun was still up, and she was trapped in this ridiculously tight enclosed space with the prince until it set.

Instead of giving in to the anger deep inside her, Vivienne closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe. In and out, again and again, until she was calm enough that the desire to rip out the prince’s throat for dragging her into this was manageable.

Not gone—she suspected it would never disappear—but she didn’t want to murder him at this very moment.

Progress.

Only then did she open her eyes, meeting his gaze once again.

Marius shifted in his seat, and happiness sparked in her stomach.

Good.

He should be uncomfortable. That was the least he deserved for dragging her into this awful situation.

“Let me see if I’m understanding this correctly, Prince.” Her voice was low. Controlled. “One of the feral vampires who was entombed thousands of years ago after nearly killing the entire population of the Northern Kingdom has escaped, and rather than informing the two most powerful vampires in the land of this development, you decided to tackle this situation yourself?”

A long, uncomfortable moment passed before the prince dropped his gaze and swallowed. As if he was only now realizing how incredibly moronic this entire situation was. As if he thought this wasn’t a death sentence.

“Ah… yes.”

That explanation wasn’t sufficient.

Her nails drew blood from her palms. “Do you wish to die, Your Highness?”

The question was cool and detached as it left her lips.

He jolted upright and covered his stomach as if she’d threatened to gut him. Ironic, considering that disembowelment would likely be a cleaner, less painful death than what he would likely receive from the feral First.

“No, I don’t.” He shook his head.

And yet, here they were, on a mission that said otherwise.

“Then why are you doing this? Why not let the king and queen deal with the escapee?”

Why complicate Vivienne’s life so thoroughly? She was over a century old and strong for a vampire of her age, but a First…

Gods above.

Vampiric strength only increased with time.

She shuddered, thinking about the power coursing through the ancient vampire’s veins. The old queen had been powerful, but a First?

The depth of strength was unfathomable.

Several minutes passed before the prince’s gaze sharpened. “Have you ever met the High Lady of Life?”

What did she have to do with this?

“Not until the ball last night.”

The beautiful Earth Elf had been on stage, giving the welcome speech. Her red hair had flowed around her, her emerald eyes had glowed, and green markings had covered her entire body.

“Well, I have.” Marius stiffened, his jaw clenching. “I’ve met them all. The High Ladies of Life and Death. Their mates and families. The Nightwings and the Carinoc dragons. I’ve heard countless stories from the king’s spymaster, Phyrra, from Luna, and even from Sebastian. I’ve had tutors hailing from each of the Four Kingdoms. I’ve read about every country on this continent and even the fae across the sea, but I’ve never experienced anything.”

He balled his fists. “I’m just as trapped as the High Lady was in her tower. I need to live, and this is how I’ll do it. I will prove to Luna once and for all that I’m capable, and then she’ll have no choice but to let me be free.”

His chest was heaving by the time he finished.

Vivienne drew in a deep breath, letting the prince’s words sink in as the carriage bumbled along.

Freedom.

Damn, why did his reasoning have to be so compelling?

Silence stretched between them as she let his words sink in before she sighed and shook her head. This was a bad idea on a multitude of levels, but apparently, she was a glutton for punishment because she didn’t stand up and bang on the carriage wall, demanding they head straight for Castle Sanguis.

The problem was that she understood where the prince was coming from. She might never have been held captive before, but she’d been bound from the moment of her birth.

Growing up, Vivienne had always been told that a woman’s place was in the home. Her duty as a female was to get married at a young age, bear children, and keep the house running so her husband could work. She’d never wanted that life, even as a mortal. And then, she’d been Made.

Becoming a vampire had freed her of the binds of childbearing since vampires were incapable of becoming pregnant. The first time Vivienne realized that, she had cried for days in utter relief. She could live free of the social bonds she’d been raised to believe were her future.

How could she deny the prince his freedom?

Leaning back, she unfurled her palms. The crescent cuts on her hands healed almost instantly, and she exhaled. “Alright, Prince. I assume that since a First has escaped, we’re headed to Hoarfrost Hollow.”

The burial grounds were almost mythical among vampires, and a shiver ran through her as she spoke the words.

His eyes sparked, and his shoulders loosened as he realized she wouldn’t continue fighting him on this. “Correct.”

She rubbed her temples. “And does your plan include a way to get us there without being stopped by the king?”

His lips formed an thin line, and he grimaced. “Well, calling it a plan is generous. But it’s a… loose configuration of ideas that should work.”

Should.

The word bounced around in Vivienne’s skull, giving her a pounding headache. This man would undoubtedly be the cause of her demise.

Pinching the bridge of her nose, she sighed. “Alright. Just tell me.”

Marius spent the remainder of the ride detailing what they were going to do.

By the time Felix pulled to a stop in front of a small, abandoned cottage that looked like a strong wind could blow it over, Vivienne decided that agreeing to guard the prince was officially the worst decision she’d ever made in her entire life.

They would definitely perish on this trip.


Silver Planes, Inconsolable Grief, and Headaches
[image: ]



Marius’s new bodyguard wasn’t much of a conversationalist.

Five days had passed since they first started their journey, and Vivienne had barely spoken to him. Sometimes, he caught her muttering under her breath about this “ridiculous situation that would get them killed,” but she never said that to his face.

Right now, the vampire was sitting with her back against the opposite wall, one hand on her sword as she silently studied him.

He rested his head against the carriage, his eyes hooded as he listened to the clopping hoofbeats outside.

He was growing weary of this carriage, and each day seemed longer than the last.

On the second day, Marius had attempted to leave the carriage and sit with Felix, but that was where his bodyguard had drawn the line. She insisted on keeping an eye on him at all times, even while he was sleeping.

Since she couldn’t go in the sun, they sat silently and stared at each other.

The quiet didn’t bother Marius. After living with his studious sister for years, he was used to people getting lost in their heads.

Besides, he had enough on his plate without adding conversation to the mix. Between planning for their eventual arrival at Hoarfrost Hollow and hoping that Luna would forgive him for what he’d realized was essentially running away, he was constantly thinking.

Now that the initial buzz of freedom had worn off, Marius was slightly worried that he’d underestimated the devastation his sudden departure would cause.

Luna’s scream and Sebastian’s roars had just been so loud, and they’d been tinged with so much anger and anguish. Marius had borne witness to the king’s anger in the past. For Kydona’s sake, he’d been present in the hours before Sebastian and Luna had gone to fight the evil queen.

He’d never heard the king roar like that, though. It was a good reminder that his brother-in-law was a predator, first and foremost.

And he’d angered him.

Worse, Marius had hurt his sister. The memory of Luna’s scream had his stomach twisting, even now.

The sooner they reached Hoarfrost Hollow, the better.

The Tether was the only reason they’d gotten this far. Marius had never really appreciated the magic tying his sister to her husband until he realized it meant she couldn’t follow him during the day. There was no question in his mind; the vampires would be searching for him from dusk until dawn.

As soon as the sun set, they found shelter in abandoned buildings or caves. They kept to themselves since they couldn’t risk interacting with people who might report their presence to the vampires. Twice, they stopped to wash in streams that got colder as they journeyed north.

Yesterday, they crossed Needle Pass into the Northern Kingdom. The thin trail cut through the Koln Mountains, and the crossing had taken most of the day.

Today, Marius could taste the snow in the air. They were close. He couldn’t wait to see the looks on Luna and Sebastian’s faces when he told them there had been a threat, but he’d contained it.

Finally, they would have to understand that he could care for himself. They would be forced to loosen their hold on him when he proved that he was a help, not a hindrance, to the kingdom.

Marius exhaled and scrubbed a hand over his face. This had to work because he wasn’t sure what he would do if it didn’t.

His thoughts were heavy today, reflecting the air in the carriage. It had shifted tonight, and it was darker. Unsettled, almost. A sign they were drawing nearer to their destination, he thought.

A fist pounded on the carriage wall, pulling Marius from his thoughts.

“It’s almost sunset, Mar,” Felix called out.

Thank the gods, the groom had been able to join Marius on this journey. He wouldn’t have been able to do this without his friend’s help.

As soon as he’d Seen the messenger’s arrival, Marius had sought out Felix and explained his plan. Once the groom agreed to come, Marius called in a favor from Malcom, another friend of his who was a vampire. He agreed to shadow Felix and the carriage to Ithenmyr during the university opening.

He knocked back. “Got it.”

Vivienne still hadn’t moved, and her black eyes were trained on him. It should have unsettled him, but something about the vampire’s assessing gaze felt safe.

“I’m going to Look ahead,” he told her.

One of the first lessons Daegal, Marius’s Fortune Elf mentor, taught him was that quiet moments were perfect opportunities to walk the silver planes and See what was to come. Daegal was a full Fortune Elf, not a halfling, but he was kind and had spent countless hours tutoring Marius in his magic.

His bodyguard dipped her head. “Go ahead, I’ll keep watch.”

Marius reached within himself, grabbing onto the threads of magic that were his Fortune Elf birthright.

Earth Elves had green, life-giving magic. Death Elves had red, life-stealing magic. Light Elf magic was purple, like the orb burning in the corner of the carriage. Witches had blue magic capable of healing and growing… or, if it was tinged in black, harming others.

His magic was silver, and it flooded his vision as the carriage faded away.

Marius released his breath, smiling as the magic settled around him.

The silver planes were beautiful in an otherworldly, ethereal fashion. This wasn’t a place, not really. There wasn’t a sky, nor were there walls. Shimmering light spread as far as the eye could see. The air was cool but not cold. A sense of safety permeated his bones.

Silver paths lay at his feet. Each contained a possible future, and they were as countless as the stars.

Marius had always loved this place. This was his heritage, and it was here that he felt connected to his mother. She’d Faded when he was born, but he swore he could feel her presence here. If coming to the silver planes didn’t drain him, he would visit daily.

Today, he was willing to risk the drain to See what was coming.

He bent, picking up the path resting closest to his feet. It ran through his fingers like water.

The future flashed through his mind, snapshots of what might come. He Saw himself running through the woods with Vivienne and Felix. Snarling, faceless vampires swarmed them, taking them by surprise. Pain. Screams.

No.

Marius threw that path away as though it burned him.

Rubbing his hands on his pants, he picked up the next one. It was similar, except it ended with a bloody Felix on his back in the snow, his throat torn to pieces.

Shuddering, he tossed that one aside, too. He wouldn’t risk harm coming to Felix. The Death Elf was one of his only friends.

Felix’s father worked in the stables at Castle Sanguis, and the two boys met soon after Luna and Sebastian took the throne. Felix never seemed to care that Marius’s sister was the queen, and they’d grown close over the years.

Marius selected a path that shone as though it was imbued with sunlight and ran his fingers over it.

At first, this one was the same as the others. Running. Vampires. Screaming.

But the end…

Marius’s hands trembled, and his legs shook. He wanted to throw the path away and never think of it again, but his gaze was locked onto the vision playing out before him in terrifying clarity.

Luna and Sebastian were on their matching obsidian thrones, holding court. Dozens of vampires were crowded in the moonlit throne room, facing the dais where the royals sat.

The king wore black, as always, and shadows swarmed his legs. His feet were planted on the ground, and his dark gaze stared straight ahead. Luna wore a crimson gown, the velvet fabric hugging her curves before sweeping out before her. That, in and of itself, wasn’t what caught Marius’s attention.

The grim expression on Sebastian’s face and the look of horror on Luna’s made Marius feel like he would throw up.

A messenger stood before the royals, his back to Marius. The man’s voice warbled, and the vision started as he spoke the last word. “… dead.”

The word was barely out of the messenger’s mouth before an ear-piercing, glass-shattering scream ripped from Luna’s throat.

She fell to her knees in front of her throne, hands clutching her crimson gown. The crown tumbled off her head, rolling away on the stone floor. Red tears streaked down her face. Shadows streamed from her hands.

The scream went on and on. It was never-ending. Gods, why wouldn’t it end?

The king leaped from his throne.

“Everybody out!” he roared, shadows darkening the space.

Vampires jumped into action, some shadowing away while others ran as fast as possible. Marius was there, but not, and no one touched him.

Within seconds, the messenger and the royals were the only ones who remained.

Sebastian crouched, his attention fully on his wife as he reached for her. “Luna⁠—”

Her scream morphed into a wail, and she trembled. “My brother!”

Her grief was a sharp sword, carving Marius’s heart out of his chest.

The vision wasn’t over, but he couldn’t bear to watch anymore. His heart galloped, and his breath came in heavy bursts. He threw the path to the side and crawled backward, shaking his head.

He couldn’t allow that future to come to pass.

Stupid.

He’d been so gods-damned stupid thinking that Luna would be okay with him leaving. Why did he think a note would help ease the pain of his disappearance?

He was officially the worst brother in the entire world.

If Marius returned to Castle Sanguis a failure, he would deserve the queen’s scolding. He was certain she would force a contingent of guards to follow him for the remainder of his life. Forget three bodyguards—he’d never know a minute of solitude again.

Frantically, he grabbed another path. This one ended like the others. He threw it away, already reaching for another.

There had to be a future that didn’t end in violence, failure, and death.

Time had no meaning as he sifted through the paths. His vision blurred, and his head throbbed as he kept Looking ahead. Exhaustion slowed his movements, and his well of magic was nearly depleted when he picked up yet another iteration of the future.

Bracing himself for more visions of pain and death, he traced the path. His heart caught in his throat, and he could barely believe what the path contained.

The future it foretold was still dangerous, but that was nothing new. Marius had been in danger ever since the Council of Lords sold his sister to the vampires.

It was the lack of death and grieving that gave Marius hope. This was the path they needed to follow. Even though it was malleable and the smallest decision could alter its course, it was better than nothing.

He was about to release the path and leave the silver planes when the future shifted. A new vision replaced the first, and a bolt of fear ran through his heart.

Oh, gods.

He cursed and dropped the path. There was no time to waste. They were all in danger, and he needed to warn the others.

Relinquishing his grip on his magic, Marius fled the silver planes. He swayed as the magic released him back into his body, his head throbbing against the confines of his skull.

Pain held him in its grip. Everything hurt, and breathing took all his concentration. His lungs felt like they were on fire, and every part of him ached.

He needed to speak and tell them what he’d Seen, but he felt like he was moments away from the Fade.

Too long.

He should have come back from the silver planes long ago.

“Well?” Vivienne asked from across the carriage. “What did you…”

Her voice trailed off. In a movement too quick for him to follow in his current state, she sheathed her sword and crouched in front of him.

Her hands cupped his cheeks, her touch cool but not cold, and her eyes searched his. “What’s wrong?”

He breathed in as deeply as he could manage.

“Might have… overdone it.” Each word tasted like chalk, and his tongue was heavy. “Halfling.”

He should’ve been more careful. Moved more slowly. Used less magic.

This was the story of his life. No matter how much he wished it wasn’t true, he wasn’t as strong as other Fortune Elves.

Vivienne frowned, still cupping his cheeks.

Marius couldn’t help but study the vampire before him. She’d been so frustrated with him, not that he blamed her, but now that they were so close, he couldn’t ignore her beauty. Blazing red hair curtained her face as she studied him; her cheekbones were strong, and her eyes burned with a fierceness he rarely saw in others.

Removing her right hand from his cheek, she pressed the back of it against his forehead. “You don’t have a fever.”

He shook his head, wincing at the pain the movement caused.

“It’ll pass,” he said with difficulty.

The bodyguard stared at him for another long moment before she nodded and returned to the other bench. She was closer this time, and their knees nearly touched.

“What do you need?”

He rubbed his hand across his brow. “Water would help. And just… time.”

Usually, that was all he needed to recover from magical exertion. Hopefully, even though he’d pushed himself too far today, he’d recover quickly.

Vivienne reached under the bench, pulling out the bag with provisions Felix had brought. She handed him a bottle of water and watched as he drank the entire thing.

Marius replaced the cap and nodded.

“Thank you.” His words came more easily, and he exhaled a sigh of relief. “We need to warn Fe⁠—”

The carriage jerked to a sudden stop.

Marius jolted, careening off the bench. Before he could slam into the opposing wall, strong arms caught him.

“Careful,” Vivienne warned.

A bump came from outside, followed by a shout of alarm. One of the horses whinnied.

Too late.

His stomach churned, but he ignored it. He should’ve moved faster and warned them sooner. He shouldn’t have taken the time to drink.

Rising from the bench, Marius stood on wobbly legs as he drew a dagger sheathed on his thigh. Felix needed his help. He couldn’t stay here.

Vivienne exclaimed, “Prince, what are you⁠—”

Marius flung open the carriage door, careful not to let the last rays of sunlight touch the vampire, before he jumped to the ground, letting the door slam shut behind him.

The moment he got his bearings, he groaned.

Kydona help them all, this was worse than what he’d Seen.


Menacing Scowls and A Dance with Death
[image: ]



The carriage walls were closing in on Vivienne as seconds ticked by in agonizing slowness.

“Marius,” she hissed through clenched teeth, her wide eyes staring at the door in disbelief. “Come back.”

There was no reply.

Of course not.

Why would the prince of this land have any care for his personal well-being?

Vivienne felt like smacking her head against the carriage wall. Why? Why was this her life? Now, more than ever, she was certain she’d been cursed.

She must’ve angered a god in a previous life. There was no other explanation. First, the sneaking off. Now, this.

She extended her senses, listening for the prince, but she didn’t hear his voice. Come to think of it, she didn’t hear anything at all.

The darkness within her screamed at the wrongness of the situation.

Something was happening outside. Even though she didn’t have shadows to warn her, she could sense the change in the air. She chewed on her lip, her nails cutting into the skin of her palms once more as she debated the best course of action.

On one hand, the sun had been setting when Marius opened the door and slipped outside. There was a chance it would be safe for her to follow him outside.

On the other hand—the one that had kept her alive for over a century—Vivienne wasn’t keen on risking her life based on a chance.

However, her choice was made for her when a masculine grunt of pain reached her ears. She wasn’t sure whether it belonged to Felix or the prince, but she refused to remain hidden while something happened to the royal she was blood-sworn to protect.

Praying that this wouldn’t be the last choice she ever made, Vivienne tightened her grip on the hilt of her sword and flung open the door.

Time seemed to slow as she jumped outside, landing feet-first on the ground.

Squeezing her eyes shut instinctively, she braced herself for the hard sear of the sun on her flesh, followed by brutal, burning heat as flames devoured her from the inside out.

For one long, drawn-out heartbeat, she stood outside and expected to die.

Then, the familiar, bitter, snow-bearing wind kissed her cheek as though it was welcoming her home.

There was nothing in this world that compared to Eleytan wind. The other kingdoms were warmer, to be sure, but she’d always loved the cold. Born and raised on the northern edge of the Black Sea, she’d barely experienced a day without snow.

For a moment, she let herself relish in the peace that came from being back home.

Then, she opened her eyes.

The tranquility the cold wind had brought her dissipated as though it had never existed. A breathy curse slipped from her lips, and her momentary relief at being alive vanished.

A dozen men, all wearing hooded cloaks, stood in a circle twenty feet away. Their outer garments were common in Eleyta, where even the summers never got warm enough to melt stubborn patches of snow deep in the forests.

It wasn’t their appearance that worried her, but the weapons they held. Some carried swords, while others gripped a variety of sharp farming implements. All the weapons, save one, were pointed directly at Marius and Felix, who stood back-to-back in the middle of the circle.

They were surrounded.

A thousand curses ran through Vivienne’s mind as she drew in a sharp breath, scenting the air.

The men were humans. All of them were scowling, their eyes flashing with violence.

The skin on her arms prickled, and even the snowflakes falling leisurely from the sky and dusting the dirt road in white didn’t relieve the tension in the air.

She adjusted her grip on her sword.

The prince had had the foresight to draw his dagger, but the blade looked laughably small in the face of the larger weapons. Even though he was no longer swaying, his face was paler than usual.

Of all the times for something like this to happen, why now?

Felix stood with his back tall, a crimson sword made of Death Elf magic pointed at the chest of one of the scowling humans. A long cut ran down the groom’s left cheek, and blood trickled down his chin.

Vivienne hissed at the sight, her fangs burning.

“Well, hello there, little lady.” A man with greasy black hair and a scar across his left eye stepped away from the others. His steps were filled with authority as he approached Vivienne, his cocky demeanor at odds with the lecherous gleam in his eye as he looked her over. “You boys didn’t say you were hiding such a tasty little treat in your carriage.”

He raised a hand as though to touch her, which was laughable. Vivienne had vowed on the night of her Making that she’d never let another man touch her without her permission, and she didn’t intend to start now.

Growling, she raised her sword and kept it between them. She kept her mouth shut and prayed they couldn’t see her black eyes. Something told Vivienne that keeping her vampiric nature hidden would be vital tonight.

Marius snarled, “Don’t touch her.”

That was sweet, but she didn’t need the prince to defend her. She was fully capable of protecting herself.

This wasn’t the moment to tell him that, though. She shot him a warning smile that she hoped said, Let me take care of this, please.

He was just so far from her.

Keeping the sword between her and the humans, she inched towards the prince. She needed to get to him as quickly as possible.

“Stay back,” Vivienne warned, careful to keep her fangs hidden. “Don’t come any closer.”

The scarred man laughed as if she’d made a joke.

“What do you think you’re going to do, hurt me?” His eyes narrowed on her weapon. “That sword looks awfully heavy. Maybe you should put it down before you injure yourself.”

It was just like a man to see a woman holding a sharp blade and immediately assume she didn’t know what to do with it.

“I’m good.”

Part of her hoped the human would push her further. She could use a fight. It would be the perfect outlet for all the anger and frustration she’d been dealing with since she took this position.

She took another step towards Marius, keeping her gaze locked on the leader of the humans.

Maybe if she kept him talking…

“What do you want?” she asked.

He raised a brow and adjusted his grip on his own sword. “Times are tough, as I’m sure you know.”

She nodded, taking another step. “I’m aware.”

Times were always tough in the north. The population was low in the northern villages, since most of Eleyta’s humans bordered the Western and Eastern Kingdoms. Life wasn’t easy for humans in this cold, inhospitable land.

“Winters are long, and our village has needs.” The human’s gaze flicked to the carriage. “We want your carriage and horses. Give them to us, and we’ll let you live.”

Damned highwaymen. They were a known problem on Ithenmyrian and Eleytan roads, but Vivienne had hoped they wouldn’t run into them.

Luck clearly wasn’t on their side.

The scarred man stared at her, as if waiting for her to believe his lies. He’d be waiting for an eternity. She didn’t trust a word coming out of his mouth.

Did he think she couldn’t feel the violence in the air or that somehow, because she was a woman, she would ignore the weapons pointed directly at them?

It was almost ridiculous.

No, a fight was imminent.

“How about I make you a deal?” She took another step towards the prince.

The man raised a brow and smirked. “Oh?”

His expression made it clear that he didn’t think she had anything worthwhile to offer.

Gods, she disliked him immensely. It took tremendous effort not to snarl at him.

Instead, she breathed in deeply and calmly said, “You leave, and I won’t kill you. It’s been a very long week, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t further complicate matters.”

A man guffawed. She didn’t see which one. “By the gods, she’s a mouthy one.”

“I want her,” said another.

A grumble of agreement rose from the men, and Vivienne’s stomach twisted. If she’d eaten recently, bile would’ve risen in her throat.

No.

Absolutely not.

That wouldn’t be happening.

Vivienne sighed, rolled her shoulders, and prepared to fight. This wasn’t the first time she’d encountered men who underestimated her simply because of her smaller stature, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

The air thickened, vibrating with pent-up violence.

If she’d been mortal, she might’ve been worried. But she wasn’t, and worry was far from her mind.

“Last chance,” she told the highwaymen, still concealing her fangs and keeping her eyes downcast so they couldn’t see the darkness of her gaze. “Leave now, and you’ll live.”

Rather than taking her up on her generous offer, which would’ve been the intelligent thing to do, the men chose poorly.

It all happened in the blink of an eye.

The leader raised his hand in a signal. Someone roared. They attacked.

Vivienne gave up being subtle and raced towards the prince. At the same moment, the man closest to Marius charged. The prince ducked to the left, avoiding his attacker’s blade.

Marius’s opponent chuckled as if he was just getting started.

Not happening.

The time for hiding her true identity was over.

Vivienne reached within herself, grabbed the dark magic that was her blessing as a child of the moon, and released her wings. They exploded out of her in a flurry of darkness, their weight settling on her back.

Shouts of alarm came from the men around them as they realized their mistake. The air shifted once again as fear settled upon the highwaymen.

“Vampire!” one yelled.

Another cursed.

“Run!” The command came from her left.

It didn’t matter how much they panicked. None of them would be leaving this forest alive. It was too late to run. Too late to take her up on her deal.

The moment they tried to hurt the prince, they signed their death warrants.

Vivienne smiled, giving in to the sweet song of death. Its melody played deep in her soul, and darkness fed her movements as she turned with vampiric precision to the nearest man and snarled.

The humans shouted something, but she no longer heard their words.

She became an instrument of death, and her blood vow to keep the prince safe was the force behind each of her movements.

A sword swiped through the air, aiming for the prince’s neck.

Vivienne roared, the vicious sound promising swift retribution.

She blocked the attack with her blade and spun around. The man’s eyes were wide as she charged at him, severing his head from his shoulders in one smooth, deadly movement.

His body hadn’t even hit the road before she was turning around, bloody sword raised once again.

“Get him to safety!” she yelled at Felix.

The Death Elf nodded, twisting crimson ribbons around his hand as he tugged Marius towards the carriage. The prince stumbled, still weak from using too much magic.

Gods, what a mess.

Although, at least now she was getting rid of some of her pent-up anger. It was a small silver lining, but she’d take it.

Vivienne covered the men’s retreat with her wings and studied her prey. A dozen armed attackers would’ve meant death for most people, but there was a reason the king had chosen her to guard the prince. She’d been a top fighter ever since the night of her Making.

It was almost a relief to give in to the deadly creature of the night that had been her companion for over a century.

A blond man charged at Vivienne. He was the next to die.

After that, they all blended into each other.

Screams morphed into moans as the men met their ends, one by one.

Vivienne liked the killing calm. She always had. As a mortal, she’d been weak. Others had seen her as a plaything, and they had broken her.

But now?

She was the one who broke others.

One by one, the highwaymen fell.

At some point, she abandoned her sword. The coppery tang of blood filled her mouth as she tore into the humans with her fangs, making quick work of them.

She wasn’t sure whether seconds or minutes had passed before she’d dealt with them all. Time was of no consequence when one was dancing with death.

Eventually, heavy silence filled the air. She dropped the last body, licked her fangs, and wiped her palms on her fighting leathers.

They were all dead.

Vivienne stared at the bodies, wondering if she should feel bad about this. She’d killed them, after all.

She searched within herself for even an ounce of remorse but didn’t find one. The humans had intended to hurt them; all she’d done was protect her charge. As far as she was concerned, they’d asked for this by refusing to take her deal.

A sharp inhale came from behind her, interrupting her thoughts.

It was the prince. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but whether it was the intake of breath or just his presence behind her, she recognized him.

Vivienne turned slowly, bracing herself for Marius’s reaction. She was sure he was used to death, having grown up around vampires, but she didn’t know if he’d look at her differently now that he’d seen what she was capable of.

The prince was alone, leaning against the carriage. Most of the color had returned to his cheeks, and he seemed more like himself than before. And his eyes…

She wasn’t sure what she thought she’d see, but the awe flickering in his brown gaze wasn’t it.

“Thank you,” Marius said, gesturing to the dead bodies. “I’m not sure what we would’ve done without you.”

They would’ve died. One didn’t have to be a vampire to see that.

Felix’s low voice came from the other side of the carriage as a horse whinnied. He spoke in hushed tones, calming it.

It was just the two of them.

Taking advantage of the momentary privacy, Vivienne approached the prince, her fists clenched. “You should’ve stayed in the carriage.”

He opened his mouth, probably to protest, but she kept going before he could speak. “How am I supposed to protect you when you run headfirst into danger?”

Marius raised a brow, glancing at the carnage behind her. “It seems like you did a great job protecting me. I’m fine.”

What?

The man had been moments from fainting before he walked into an ambush. He was delusional. Absolutely, one-hundred percent delusional.

“We have absurdly differing definitions of ‘fine,’” she snapped. Apparently, she still had some anger left after all that killing. “If I hadn’t come to your rescue, you would’ve been skewered!”

“But you did come.” He spoke as if there wasn’t an issue.

“Gods above!” She threw up a hand and glared at him. “You’re missing the point.”

“I don’t think so.” He smiled, the expression having no right being so damned charming.

“Yes, you are. What if I hadn’t been fast enough?” Blood drained from her face, and she pointed a trembling finger at him. “Put yourself in my shoes for a moment, Your Highness. Imagine what will happen to me if I have to tell the king you took a sword to the stomach?”

He stared at her, and she realized she’d have to spell things out for him.

“The king will kill me,” she hissed. “It’s not just your life that you’re risking, Prince. If something happens to you, I will pay the price with my life.”

She’d agreed to those terms when she first took the job, but things had been different. Marius had been safely in Castle Sanguis, and she’d never foreseen anything like this happening.

For a very long moment, Marius’s brown gaze swept over hers. He was taller than her, but he didn’t make her feel small.

He pushed off from the carriage and stepped over a dead body, his gaze locked onto hers. “I’m sorry, Vivienne. I really am.”

That wasn’t what she expected him to say, and much of her anger drained.

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s clear there were certain things I didn’t fully consider before leaving. Will you forgive me?”

Gods.

It wasn’t fair that the man who made her so furious was able to look so handsome and repentant at the same time. It made thinking practically impossible.

His apology hung in the air between them, and for several minutes, neither of them spoke.

She sighed.

Isvana help her, but Marius looked so sincere standing among the rapidly cooling bodies that Vivienne knew what she would say.

“Of course, I forgive you.” What choice did she have? “But could you at least try to let me protect you next time?” She pointed to the corpses. “I’m pretty good at my job.”

The prince raised a brow, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Good? You were amazing.” He stepped towards her. “I’ve never seen anyone move like you did.”

Her chest warmed with pride at the praise. Some people might find being complimented on their killing techniques strange or off-putting, but not her. She was a soldier, and she was damned good at her job.

Heat rushed to her cheeks. “Thank you.”

His smile widened, and a twinkle entered his gaze. “I’m happy to have you on my side, Viv.”

A nickname shouldn’t sound so good, especially coming from the lips of the man causing her so much trouble.

Marius was her charge. She needed to remember that. Feelings that were anything other than completely platonic, “I’m going to keep you safe and return you to the castle so your brother-in-law doesn’t kill me,” were ones she absolutely could not entertain.

For some reason, remembering that right now was more difficult than it should have been.

She shrugged. “I did what had to be done. I wish they’d just left, though.”

As much as ridding herself of some of her anger had felt good, she hated killing humans. It never felt like a fair fight.

“They were desperate.” Felix rounded the carriage, leading the taller horse by its harness. The steed was limping, and blood was running down its leg. “Azil is fine, but Silverfoot can’t go any further. He needs to heal and rest.”

Vivienne’s heart ached at the sight of the horse’s bloody leg. “Will Silverfoot live?”

There was little she hated more than seeing animals in pain. It was ironic, considering that she’d just killed a dozen men, but the horse was innocent. The humans, with their dark intentions and violent auras, hadn’t been.

“He will.” Felix ran a hand lovingly down the horse’s mane. “The highwaymen spooked him, jumping out and ambushing us. He jolted, and a sharp branch sliced open his foreleg. He’ll be alright as long as he can rest.”

Vivienne frowned. She didn’t like the idea of sticking around here. They’d be sitting ducks. “What’s the plan?”

Luckily, it seemed the groom had already thought about this.

“We passed an abandoned barn a short while ago. I’ll take Silverfoot there, and once he’s recuperated, I’ll bring him back to Castle Sanguis.” Felix frowned and glanced at the prince. “It means we’ll have to split up, Mar. I’m sorry, but I⁠—”

“I get it.” Marius clapped the groom on the back. “Take care of Silverfoot. We’re close to Hoarfrost Hollow anyway. We can leave the carriage here, and Vivienne and I can keep going with Azil.”

It took everything Vivienne had to bite back her groan.

Of course, the prince wouldn’t take the highwaymen’s ambush or the horse’s injury as signs to turn back. That would be too easy, and if there’s one thing she’d learned about the prince, it was that he rarely did things the easy way.

Marius and Felix bent their heads together, finalizing plans and saying goodbye. It was sweet, the way they seemed to care for each other.

Vivienne didn’t have any close friends. Not really. She’d been too concerned with training her first few decades after being Made to make friends, and by the time she was a confident soldier, she found that she didn’t particularly relate to any of the other vampires in her unit. They got along well enough, but she’d never say they were anything more than acquaintances.

That had never bothered Vivienne before, but now she was considering that having a friend might be nice. She’d enjoy having someone with whom she could have deep conversations, share stories, and build a real relationship.

Maybe when this was all over, she’d find someone to connect with. Someone who cared about her, like Marius and Felix cared about each other.

That would be nice. Different, but nice.

Lost in her thoughts, Vivienne silently helped the men move the carriage off the road and into the nearby woods. If it weren’t for her vampiric strength, the task would’ve taken hours instead of minutes.

Once it was done, Felix shook her hand. “Keep him safe?”

The prince.

“Always,” she promised.

The words came to her lips easily, despite her seemingly never-ending frustrations with the halfling. In the end, it didn’t matter that he irritated her.

She would protect him, no matter the cost.

Those thoughts remained in her mind even as Felix said his final goodbyes and led the limping horse down the road.

When he was out of sight, she placed her hands on her hips and turned to Marius. “Are you sure you don’t want to turn around, Your Highness? We could go with him.”

“No.” Defiance flashed in the stubborn man’s eyes, and he shook his head. “Absolutely not. I want to see this through.”

Vivienne sighed. She’d expected his response, but it was still frustrating. Unfortunately, she recognized that arguing in a forest surrounded by dead bodies would be a pointless waste of time, so she stuffed her frustrations down, to be dealt with later.

“Alright.” She gestured to the carnage surrounding them. “We’d better get to cleaning this up.”

She didn’t want to leave the bodies scattered over the road. The men had tried to kill them, but they still deserved some decency upon death.

And then, they’d leave for Hoarfrost Hollow.

Maybe she could convince the prince to return to Castle Sanguis once they reached the ancient tombs.

She doubted he would agree, but she still had to try. After all, she would do anything to keep the halfling prince alive.


Bloodlust
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Blood.

The creature needed blood. No matter how many throats it tore into or how many people it drained, its hunger was never satisfied.

It would never know satisfaction again. The creature’s stomach was a hollow pit, and its fangs were burning entities that resided in its gums. A fog filled its mind; no matter how hard it tried, it couldn’t get past the dark mist.

Not that it really mattered.

The only thing that mattered was sating the incessant hunger. Every time the creature ate, its need for blood multiplied.

When it had first escaped its forever tomb, the hunger was present but not overwhelming.

That was no longer the case.

Now that the creature had tasted the crimson decadence that was human blood after all these centuries, starvation was a living beast under its skin, clawing incessantly at its insides.

Appeasing the cold, dark hunger within it was the only thing the creature could think about.

The ancient being slinked through the forest, the gnarled, brown trunks of massive trees rising around it.

The creature didn’t care about the trees, the small animals running through the woods, or the birds whose calls filled the night air. None of them could ease the ache in its stomach.

It wasn’t sure how much time had passed since it first left its stone coffin. It didn’t care.

All the ancient being knew was that it was cold, drained, and hungry.

It walked too close to a tree, and needles brushed against its bare skin. A mangled snarl crawled out of its throat, and it darted away.

Wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong.

Every touch was foreign. Every sensation was too much.

The hunger worsened.

The night wore on.

Guided by the light of the moon, the creature stumbled through the forest. Food. It needed food. That was all it could think about, all it could focus on.

Food, before the moon disappeared.

Even now, in this broken state, it knew that the moon was safe and the sun was not.

It sniffed. The twin scents of snow and ice filled the air, but beneath that was the distinct aroma of…

Life.

The faint beating of a heart could be heard beneath the howling wind. It might as well have been a drum in the creature’s ears.

Lunging forward with renewed energy, the ancient being’s lips slanted into a semblance of a smile.

Hungry, hungry, hungry⁠—

A sharp pain speared its foot. It howled, mouth opening in agony. When it looked down, black oozed from its foot from where a rock had sliced it open.

The creature shuddered and kicked the rock away with its good foot before limping along.

It refused to stop until it found the source of the delectable scent.

Even though the creature’s name was lost to the recesses of its memory, even though its love for the moon, snow, and cold had long been forgotten, it would never forget that scent.

It spoke to the deepest, darkest part of its soul.

Following the tantalizing aroma, the ancient being wove through trees. It stumbled across a frozen stream, climbed a riverbank, and trudged through deep snow. Its foot throbbed, but it didn’t stop.

The scent grew stronger and stronger.

And then, the creature saw it.

Deep in the woods, with a stack of charcoal smoke rising from the chimney, was a homey one-room log cabin. Snow covered the wooden roof, a lantern sat in the window, and two raised garden beds were stationed on either side of the front door.

The creature stood behind a tree and stared at the cabin, unblinking.

It wasn’t long before the door opened.

A mortal stepped outside. Dressed for a hunt, the man had snowshoes strapped to his back. He wore a hooded cloak, and scruff decorated the bottom half of his face. The creature could no longer differentiate ages. The human might have been in his second or fourth decade of life. In the end, it didn’t matter.

Blood was blood.

The man hummed a tune and strode into the woods, his gaze unwavering as he unknowingly turned his back to the creature.

“Fool,” the ancient being hissed, its raspy voice cold and foreign to its ears.

Death was here, even if the man didn’t know it yet.

Drawing in a deep breath, the creature inhaled the human’s tantalizing scent. His heartbeat was steady, and his scent lacked all traces of illness. He was strong and well-built. His blood would flow like a river.

Maybe that would be enough to quell the never-ending ache in the creature’s stomach.

It was that thought that pushed the creature forward. It stumbled after the man, its foot still hurting, but it didn’t care.

Nothing mattered more than the hunt.

It raced through the forest until the man was a few paces away. He was still humming.

It was just like a mortal not to be aware of their surroundings.

The scent of life was stronger than ever.

The creature pulled back its lips, silently snarled, and pounced. It grabbed the man from behind, slamming its fangs into his neck.

Blood gushed from the wound, a glorious fountain of crimson.

A word surfaced in the creature’s mind as it drank.

Vampire.

It grinned against its victim’s neck.

The man struggled, a mangled scream coming from him as he slammed his back into a tree, cursing as he attempted to dislodge his attacker.

The vampire barely registered the blow. It held on tighter, drinking faster.

This mortal would not win.

More, more, more, more.

It drank and drank until the man had nothing left.

With a final death cry that echoed through the woods, the man dropped to his knees and planted face first in the snow.

The creature kept drinking until every drop of blood had been removed from the man’s body. Only then did it withdraw its fangs.

It inhaled, and like a puzzle piece falling into place, the blood healed a portion of its mind.

Just a bit. Just enough.

A memory slipped past the fog, and the creature… grinned.

For the first time since her escape, she felt… alive.

Her lungs expanded.

It was like she’d never taken a breath before.

Everything felt better.

She raised her head to the moonlit sky and basked beneath the moon’s loving gaze. She remembered the way the moon used to bring her peace, remembered hunting humans beneath that silver glow, and remembered the many times she’d attended celebrations honoring the goddess of the moon.

She remembered.

“My name is Therese,” she breathed, reminding herself of things long forgotten.

Her name was ashen in her mouth, but the sentence was music to her ears. Finally, she recalled who she was.

“I am one of the Twelve, blessed by the gods themselves, and I have returned to the land I once ruled.”


The Scent of Death
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Marius’s arms ached from helping Vivienne drag bodies off the road. She’d volunteered to do it herself, but he hadn’t felt right about that. Not when they were on this journey because of him.

He’d Seen the attack but hadn’t been fast enough to warn them. Felix had already received the cut across his cheek when Marius left the carriage.

Shame was a cold pit in his stomach. This was his fault. What good was being a Fortune Elf if he couldn’t even use his magic to help protect his friends?

Felix had been gone for a half hour, and they were just now clearing the last body off the road. The moon shone above them, and a cool breeze blew through the forest.

Vivienne sighed, dropping the last body and rubbing her hands together. “That’s the last of them.”

Rolling his shoulders, Marius looked over the area.

Crimson stained the snow and mud, the signs of a scuffle apparent even from where they stood. If Vivienne hadn’t come out when she did, he and Felix would’ve died.

She’d saved them, pure and simple.

“Thank you for coming to our rescue,” he said, the words feeling painfully inadequate.

He wasn’t too proud to admit that he and Felix had been outnumbered. Death had been on the horizon. He would’ve died, and then his vision of Luna screaming with blood tears running down her cheeks would’ve come true.

Gods.

His heart clenched, and guilt soured his stomach.

Stupid.

He’d been so damned stupid.

“I was just doing my job.” Vivienne unhooked Azil’s reins from the nearby tree.

Felix had saddled the steed before leaving, the groom having thankfully brought saddles in the carriage’s storage compartment, just in case. He’d also come equipped with saddlebags, provisions, and two spare cloaks.

Felix had taken one, and the other was slung across Marius’s shoulders. The saddlebags were on Azil, and with careful rationing, Marius should have enough food to last up to a week.

“I appreciate it nonetheless.” Marius stepped towards the horse, his hand outstretched, intent on taking the reins.

“You do know how to ride, right, Prince?” Vivienne’s tone was teasing, but her words had a serious undertone.

He scoffed. “Of course I do.”

Luna was overprotective, but Marius had insisted on learning to ride a decade ago. Thank all the gods, the king had backed him up, saying that it would be a good skill for him to have. Luna had been nervous, but she’d eventually agreed.

She hadn’t had anything to worry about.

Marius had taken to horses like a natural, and his sister was forced to admit that riding was good for him.

“I’m glad to hear that.” Vivienne handed him the reins, and their pinky fingers brushed.

The touch was barely more than a whisper, but it reverberated through his entire body.

He sucked in a breath, and she froze. Marius’s heart thudded, and his muscles tensed. Warmth suffused him, starting at his hand and moving through him like fire.

Silver moonlight outlined their fingers, still gripping the reins. Hers were lithe, thinner than his, and as pale as snow. Callouses ran along his hands, decorating his flesh alongside the nicks and scars he’d received from training with the guards. Her skin was flawless.

And they were touching.

For one long moment that seemed to last a lifetime, neither of them moved.

Why did this feel so good? Why were jolts of awareness running through him? He didn’t know, nor did he care. Fire was warming him from the inside out. If this came from a touch, what would happen if he held her?

Before he could find out, the vampire inhaled sharply. Her fingers spasmed, and she released the reins.

“I’ll check the saddle,” she choked out. “After all, I need to make sure you’re safe. That’s my job.”

Because she was his bodyguard, and he was…

A fool.

He couldn’t hold her. Couldn’t kiss her. He wasn’t even supposed to touch her.

Even though Vivienne didn’t dance around him, careful of her every word and action because of his relation to the king and queen, barriers divided them. They couldn’t have anything else.

She wasn’t just some stunningly beautiful woman. She was the king’s employee. His bodyguard.

There needed to be space between them.

Marius knew that. It made sense.

So why did stepping back and creating more space between them hurt so much? Why did he desperately want to pull her against him? Why did he want to find out if the rest of her was as soft as her hand?

Whatever the reason, he’d have to address it later.

Vivienne tugged on the saddle and patted Azil’s flank affectionately. “It’s safe. You should mount; I don’t want to linger here.”

She glanced at the bodies nearby, grimacing. He felt the same way. Death remained in these woods, even now.

Grunting in agreement, Marius swung up into the saddle. He settled into his seat, the comfort of being back on a horse diffusing some of the tension he’d been carrying since walking the silver planes.

Once he was settled and holding the reins, he glanced at Vivienne. Her sword was strapped to her back, and she’d quickly braided her hair into a crown.

“What about you? Are you riding with me?”

Despite his earlier thoughts, he couldn’t help but hope she would share the horse with him. They would be forced to sit close and touch, and even though his mind remembered that she was his bodyguard and they needed to keep things platonic between them, his body didn’t seem to be getting the message. He could imagine her weight pressed against his front, her cooler body sitting rigidly in the saddle until she relaxed into his arms.

A smile tugged on his lips at the thought.

Instead of answering, Vivienne rolled her shoulders. She stretched out her arms and cracked her neck to the left, then the right. Her black eyes twinkled as she straightened and flashed him the first genuine smile he’d ever seen her give.

It was a beautiful sight, and he had to remind himself that these were inappropriate thoughts he could never act on.

“Oh, don’t worry about me, Prince.” She waggled her brows. “You ride. I’ll keep up.”

The promise in her voice intrigued him. He couldn’t wait to find out what she was planning.

Casting one final curious glance at the vampire, Marius dipped his head, whispered a command to Azil, and squeezed his thighs.

The horse took off, breaking into a gallop. Azil’s hooves pounded against the snow as though she’d been born to run through forests, and pulling carriages had just been something she did to pass the time.

The forest was a green, white, and brown blur.

It was beautiful.

A laugh bubbled up inside Marius as the cool breeze caressed his cheeks. He leaned back in the saddle, tipping his head to the sky. Snow danced from the clouds, and the moon glowed in approval.

This was freedom.

It was cold and moonlit and tasted like new experiences.

He wanted more. He wanted it all.

Then he looked to his right.

Vivienne was running next to Azil like she was one with the wind. She glided alongside the steed, her movements graceful and dancelike. Power infused her every action, and she glanced up at him, grinning.

She was a beautiful creature of the night, fully in her element.

Minutes passed. He rode, and she ran.

A fallen log covered the road ahead. Had they still been in the carriage, it would have been problematic.

Marius clicked his tongue, and Azil jumped over the log as though it was nothing.

A carefree, tinkling laugh came from beside him. Vivienne sailed over the obstacle, her graceful movements uninterrupted as she landed smoothly on the other side.

The vampire raced ahead, her feet pounding the snow-covered road, before she called over her shoulder, “Come on then, Prince. Is that all you’ve got?”

The joy infusing her voice would have warmed even the coldest man on the darkest nights.

“Is that a challenge?” he asked.

His bodyguard winked. “Absolutely.”

Laughing, Marius bent over Azil’s neck and whispered words of encouragement. The horse nickered, Marius squeezed his thighs, and they set off even faster than before.

This.

This was the independence he had so desperately sought, the freedom he’d been denied for so long.

As the wind kissed Marius’s cheeks and laughter filled the air, he grinned.

Freedom tasted better than he’d ever imagined.
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The light, airy warmth in Marius’s heart remained for several hours. The moon was still high, and the snow was picking up when, suddenly, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled.

The air abruptly chilled as though he’d been dunked in the Black Sea.

Birds halted their serenades mid-stanza. Wolves ceased howling. Owls cut off mid-hoot. Even the wind, which had been tickling Marius’s cheeks and whispering in his ears, suddenly fell silent.

Marius squeezed his thighs, signaling for Azil to slow, and he looked around for the source of the disturbance. They were still in the middle of the forest, the road little more than packed dirt and snow, but something was different.

His heart pounded, and the reins slipped in his hands. Azil stopped, her nostrils flaring as white clouds billowed in the night air.

Seconds later, Vivienne skidded to a stop in front of him. Her sword sang as she unsheathed it, drawing it over her head in an arc as enormous midnight bat wings unfurled from her back.

She widened her stance, an aura of protective violence radiating off her. Gone was the joyful creature of darkness racing through the night.

Now, she was a bringer of death, through and through. His bodyguard, first and foremost.

She looked at him over her shoulder, her eyes wide. “Do you smell that?”

He drew in a deep breath, but he instantly regretted it. Before, the air had smelled bad. Now, it stank of death and decay, as though a hundred rotting corpses surrounded them.

But there were no bodies that would produce that kind of stench.

“I do.” He wrinkled his nose, trying not to breathe. His efforts were largely useless. Now that he noticed the stench, it was getting worse with every passing moment.

Vivienne’s black eyes hardened. “I go first, Prince.”

Not a question. A command.

For once, Marius had no problem listening to orders. Growing up in a castle with vampires, he was especially skilled at recognizing danger. Right now, death was in the air. With every inhalation, every passing second, it drew nearer.

He dipped his chin and dismounted with ease. Holding the reins in his left hand, he withdrew his dagger with his right.

Vivienne snapped her wings together, her shoulders tense as she led him into the forest. She was a silent wraith moving through the woods, her sword clearing a path and her feet barely touching the snow.

Thanking all the gods that the breathtaking, powerful vampire was on his side, Marius followed her lead.

The scent of death grew stronger until it was the only thing he could smell. The stench was made worse by the strange silence blanketing the forest.

Marius’s other senses screamed that something was wrong.

The horse seemed to feel it, too. Azil’s steps slowed and then, eventually, stopped. She whinnied and shook her head, refusing to move even when Marius spoke to her softly, as he’d seen Felix do.

Not wanting to spook Azil further, Marius looped the reins over a branch.

“We’ll be right back,” he told the steed.

She stared back at him, brown eyes wide as if saying, Maybe you won’t.

Or maybe that was in Marius’s head.

Either way, he tightened his grip on his dagger and trailed a few steps behind his bodyguard through the too-silent forest. His breath formed clouds in front of him, the temperature dropping drastically.

Not far from where he left Azil, the trees thinned. The scent of death worsened, and his heart thundered in his chest.

Old magic hung in the air. It was a heavy weight pushing down on his chest. A warning. Leave before they saw what was hiding behind the thinning trees.

They didn’t heed the warning, walking on.

The air chilled impossibly further.

Each step felt like wading through sand—at first, it wasn’t difficult, but it grew more strenuous with each passing moment.

Goosebumps pebbled his flesh.

Snow fell in a silent flurry, and seeing more than a few feet in front of him was difficult.

And then, the trees fell away.

Vivienne’s arm shot out to the side, blocking him from going ahead of her. The action was unnecessary. He desired adventure, but he still had common sense and a will to live. Both screamed at him to be careful in this place where death so clearly reigned.

Hoarfrost Hollow.

It was as unwelcoming as the name made it seem.

Marius had Seen glimpses of the fabled location when he walked the silver planes, but they hadn’t come close to the terrifying reality in front of him.

Darkness resided here. It was everywhere—in the empty clearing, in the air, and in the snowy ground beneath their feet.

The earth seemed to thrum with an ancient, dark magic that made the hair on his arms stand on end.

The forest stood sentinel behind them. Even though the trees’ long, looming shadows fell over the moonlit clearing, none grew within the perimeter of Hoarfrost Hollow. There were no plants at all.

Shivers crawled over Marius’s arms.

It was here, in Hoarfrost Hollow, that his sister and her husband had defeated the evil queen and taken her place as the rulers of Eleyta. He’d heard the story many times, but he’d never quite been able to picture the scene. Until now.

It made sense that Queen Marguerite and her Blood Ruby had met their demises here.

Evil resided in this empty place.

On the night Luna and Sebastian defeated the old queen, crimson roses had spread across the land, originating in Hoarfrost Hollow.

Any signs of those flowers were long gone.

It was like an invisible line divided Hoarfrost Hollow from the rest of the world.

On one side, trees, plants, and life itself existed.

And on the other side, there was nothing but death.

Death and tombs.

Marius shivered, stepping closer to his bodyguard.

There were twelve stone coffins in total. Each stood at least ten feet tall, and they were equally spaced within the clearing, forming a rough circle. They were spread apart, roughly two dozen feet between each one. The stones were so white that they were almost blinding. Thick layers of translucent ice coated each tomb, except…

“Isvana help us all,” Vivienne breathed.

Marius echoed her sentiment. This was far worse than what he’d expected.

Holding her sword in front of her, Vivienne stepped into the circle of death. Marius followed close behind.

At this moment, he was grateful for his sister’s overprotectiveness. He couldn’t imagine being here alone.

They reached the middle of the circle and faced the twelfth tomb.

A jagged fissure ran through the surface, leaving a gap large enough for a body, and inside…

“It’s empty,” he breathed, hardly able to believe what was right in front of him.

He blinked, but the sight remained the same.

Knowing that a First had escaped their tomb was one thing, but seeing it in person was another entirely.

His stomach twisted in knots.

Oh, gods.

He wasn’t sure how long they stood staring at the empty tomb. It could have been minutes or hours. Time warped in this strange, unnatural place.

Vivienne turned around. Her jaw feathered, and her wings twitched. “We should leave.”

Marius’s brows furrowed. “Leave? We just got here.”

This place was dark and unnatural, and strange magic was present, but they still needed to find the First.

She stared at him as if he’d lost his mind.

“Danger resides in this place,” she hissed.

Obviously. That was like pointing out that the moon was silver or that the waters of the Black Sea were inky.

“I know.” He gestured to the tombs. “But this is exactly what we came for.”

Skirting around his bodyguard, he approached the shattered tomb. The sensation of wading through sand returned, and his skin crawled with old magic.

Wrong, wrong, wrong.

His Fortune Elf side urged him to leave, but he refused to heed its call. He wouldn’t run away after everything he’d gone through to get here.

“Prince,” Vivienne whisper-yelled, grabbing his arm.

He twisted out of her grasp, and she cursed.

“I just need to see it,” he explained.

The scent of death grew stronger with every step, as if it originated from the twelve tombs.

“We need to get out of here!”

He nodded absentmindedly. “We will.”

Once he had a better look.

He twisted his dagger, moving slowly in case an enchantment surrounded the tomb.

“Oh, gods. King Sebastian will surely have my head for this,” Vivienne bemoaned as she trailed him.

“Just a minute longer,” Marius mumbled, standing before the vacant tomb.

He was tall, and the stone was broken in such a way that he could see to the bottom of the coffin by craning his neck.

If the air around Hoarfrost Hollow smelled like death, the inside of the tomb stank of hell itself.

His first instinct was to turn and run, but he forced himself to remain in place and study the broken stone. The interior was a thing of nightmares, covered in long, thin, rusty stripes that ran down the smooth shale.

Claw marks, he realized with a shudder.

The First must have fought back when it was entombed. Had the vampire screamed when it was bound and thrown in here?

Marius knew about the Firsts, of course. Blessed by Isvana and Ithiar, the goddess of the moon and the god of blood, the Twelve were the original vampires. They had lived for thousands of years before they all lost control one fateful night. No one knew how it started, but they murdered hundreds of humans and painted the entire country crimson.

Thank the gods, the Firsts were stopped. Brave witches entrapped them, cutting their murderous rampages short and throwing them into the tombs. Ancient, powerful threads of magic were woven around the stones, locking the Twelve in place and sentencing them to spend the remainder of their eternal lives in the enchanted coffins.

They were awake, but not. Alert, but bound.

They knew what was happening to them, that time was passing, but they had no blood.

What kind of existence had the Firsts lived since their imprisonment, going century after century without sustenance?

If the gouges in the stone were any sign, an unpleasant one at best.

Shuddering, Marius stepped back.

The First was gone. Footprints, half-buried in snow, led away from the circle of tombs.

“Good, you’re done.” Vivienne stood right behind him, gripping her sword as she glared at him. “We can leave now, right? We need to return to Castle Sanguis and report this to the king and queen.”

“No, we have to find the First.” He’d already been planning on it, but now that he’d seen the empty tomb, he was certain this was the right move.

“Gods above. I was afraid you’d say that.” Vivienne sheathed her sword and groaned, pressing a fist to her temple. She inhaled sharply before pinning him with her black glare. “You do realize the Firsts were entombed here because they went mad, don’t you?”

“Of course I do. But it’s not like there’s an entire hoard of them to catch.” He gestured to the other closed tombs. “There’s only one. How bad could it be?”

He wasn’t a child, still suffering from the Wasting Illness. He was strong, and he could take on a single vampire and survive.

“How bad?” Vivienne choked, her eyes bulging out of her head. “How. Bad?”

“I know how to deal with vampires,” he replied matter-of-factly. “I’ve trained for this.”

There were many ways to kill a vampire. Decapitation, a stake to the heart, fire, silver. He knew them all.

Vivienne’s lips curled into a snarl, and a dangerous glint entered her obsidian eyes. “Oh, the prince thinks he knows how to deal with vampires, does he?”

His hackles rose. How dare she use that tone with him? He wasn’t some helpless child to be mocked.

“I do know how to deal with them.”

Why were they arguing about this? They needed to leave Hoarfrost Hollow and search for the First.

A long moment passed, the air growing heavy, before Vivienne raised a brow. “We’ll see about that.”

Faster than Marius’s halfling eyes could track, she charged towards him. She slammed into him, the force of impact sending them both to the ground.

He tried to shove his bodyguard off, but before he could, her arm pressed across his jugular. Her black eyes shone in the moonlight as she constricted his airways, choking him.

He tried to roll away, but she straddled him, ripping his dagger from him and throwing it away. It clattered against a tomb.

Cursing, he slammed his arm against her back. “Let me go!”

A vicious snarl tore from his bodyguard’s chest.

Predatory.

Dark.

Dangerous.

One moment, she was choking him.

The next, her hips were pressed against him, and her fangs brushed his throat.

They both froze. Marius’s heart raced in his chest, his body screaming in warning that this might be his final moment on the planet.

“You’re dead, halfling,” his vampire bodyguard breathed against his neck, her razor-sharp fangs poised to rip out his throat. “One bite, that’s all it would take.”


We Can Still Turn Back
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The prince smelled like maple and amber.

That was the first thought that flashed through Vivienne’s mind.

The second and more important one was that this entire situation was wholly inappropriate, and the thought doubly so because she was straddling said prince, and her fangs were pressed against his neck.

She hadn’t nicked him, but she could. The desire to bite down and taste his blood was growing stronger with every passing second.

For the longest moment, neither of them moved.

Vivienne had been in this position with hundreds of people before—mostly other soldiers during training, but a few others for much more pleasurable reasons—but none of them had ever made her feel like this.

Like this was right and good, and she could just lift her lips and move them to his mouth, or maybe taste his blood, and then⁠—

Wrong.

This was so, so wrong.

Gods have mercy on her.

Obviously, she’d failed to think this through. She’d just been trying to show the prince why his claim was cocky and stupid. How could he think he could go up against a vampire with a few daggers?

She’d disarmed him in seconds and pinned him on his back with barely a thought.

All she’d wanted to do was prove a point.

The prince had dragged her on this adventure, brought her to this creepy hollow that stank of death and old magic, and for some reason, he wanted to continue on this perilous journey.

But now…

Now her fangs were pressed against his neck, her usually slow-beating heart was making a concerted effort to race out of her chest, and she was far more affected by this encounter than she’d ever thought possible.

Judging by the prince’s rapidly beating heart and general rigidness, she wasn’t the only one affected.

You’re duty-bound to protect him, idiot.

The harsh, scolding voice echoed through Vivienne’s mind.

It took every ounce of discipline she’d gained over her century of life, but she slowly removed her fangs from the prince’s neck and eased off him.

Boundaries.

They were important.

She needed more of them. Right. Now.

Straddling Marius had been a bad idea, no matter her intentions. She couldn’t do that again. It had led to wholly inappropriate thoughts.

Rising to her feet, she held out her hand in offering.

She would not apologize for attacking the prince. She’d just been proving a point, and she was certain she’d done that. It was her job to knock some sense into him. She probably should apologize for scenting him, but at this point, that was neither here nor there.

Besides, the prince smelled far too good for a man who had been living in the woods for a week. There was just something about his scent that appealed to her. He’d felt good beneath her, too.

Too good, if she was being honest.

Gods, reinforcing boundaries had never been so difficult.

The prince was still on the ground. He looked relaxed, his elbows supporting his weight as he lifted his head and glanced at her extended hand, raising a brow. His lips twitched into a smirk, which made him far too attractive.

How frustrating.

She was his guard. That was supposed to be the end of their relationship. The problem was, he was making that harder to remember with every passing moment.

“You’re stronger than you look, Viv,” he said.

She ignored the nickname because it was making her feel things she had no business feeling. “I’m a soldier. Strength is a job requirement.”

Marius was still relaxing on the ground, as if they weren’t surrounded by tombs full of undead vampires. “I suppose it is. You know, I’m glad you’re on my side. Having you with me will make things a lot easier.”

It took a moment for his meaning to settle in her mind, but when they did, she stumbled back.

What? No.

He’d completely missed the point of her demonstration.

“I think you’ve misunderstood what I was trying to show you,” she ground out through clenched teeth, glaring at the prince and balling her fists.

He hopped to his feet without her help.

“No, I don’t think so.” The prince strode across the clearing and retrieved his dagger.

“You wanted to show me that vampires are strong. I understand that.” Marius sheathed the blade forcefully. “In fact, I think I probably have a greater understanding of that than most people.”

Vivienne nodded. “Exactly. That’s why we should turn back.”

“No.” He sounded so sure. So confident.

Infuriating man.

Maybe she should try a different tactic. Her mother, the gods be with her soul, had always said that kindness could accomplish far more than anger.

Keeping that in mind, Vivienne exhaled and unfurled her fists. She smiled sweetly at the prince, the expression foreign on her lips. “My prince, maybe⁠—”

“Don’t ‘my prince’ me,” he snapped, his nostrils flaring. “I won’t return to Castle Sanguis until I’ve dealt with this.”

He pointed to the broken tomb behind them, his meaning clear.

“I just think the king and queen might be better suited for this task,” Vivienne said softly, her mother’s advice still at the forefront of her mind.

“I will not run from this.”

“But—”

“No! Death has surrounded me every day of my life.” Marius turned to her, his expression stern. “My mother died bringing me into this world. I was sick for years. My father and sisters have all perished, save one. Luna has spent over a decade trying to protect me from death’s cold grip, but I’m done running.”

His words echoed around the clearing, his chest heaving as he stared at her.

Gods. Vivienne hated that she understood where the prince was coming from. It would be so much easier if he were just being stubborn and unwilling to listen to her. Then she could just force him back to the castle.

The problem was that he kept making valid points that were difficult to refute. Her heart twisted as memories of her own parents flashed through her mind, and tears pricked behind her eyes. Her mother and father had died a long time ago, but she still felt the sting of their passing.

Death was an inevitable part of life when one was an immortal being. Even though time muted the pangs of grief, they would never entirely disappear.

“I’m sorry about your family, I really am.” She blinked back tears. “But the First⁠—”

“You’ll protect me, right?” He leveled her with a stare, his brown eyes seeming to stare directly into her soul. “Isn’t that your job?”

Damn it all, he had her there.

“It is,” she admitted, regretting ever taking this position.

A grin spread across the prince’s face, his anger vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. A dimple decorated his right cheek. She held back a groan.

It was so unfair that this frustrating man for whom she could have absolutely no feelings was so handsome.

“Great.” He waggled his brows. “Then protect me. Show me why Sebastian and Luna picked you for the job.”

Vexing halfling. “That’s not⁠—”

“We should probably go. The First had a head start, after all.”

Vivienne’s jaw fell open as the prince turned and sauntered back in the direction where they had come. Did he think that their discussion was over?

He was absolutely wrong.

“Coming, Viv?” The infuriating man called out over his shoulder. He’d nearly reached the trees.

Isvana help her, but the prince was rapidly becoming a razor-sharp thorn in her side. She was beginning to hate him for dragging her into this… if by hate, she meant that she despised how he’d roped her into this, but she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

Gods damn it. Boundaries, remember?

This night felt never-ending.

Her wings itched in her back, reminding her of their existence. As if she could forget. She could either follow the prince, who was still walking away, or fly back to Castle Sanguis and let the king know where the prince was.

Except, she was fairly certain Marius would still go after the First on his own, and she’d already proven why that was a monumentally bad idea.

Gods above.

Neither option was good, but in the end, there was only one thing she could do.

She waited until Marius reached the trees before grumbling under her breath about the absolute ridiculousness of the situation as she hurried after the prince.

It was official: she should have just tied him up at the ball and hauled him over to the king.

That would’ve been so much easier than this.

She caught up to the prince, who was removing Azil’s reins from the tree. He fished out a treat from the saddlebag and fed it to the horse.

Vivienne took deep breaths until she was certain she could speak without yelling, and calmly asked, “So, what’s the plan?”

The prince smiled and swung into the saddle with the ease of a practiced horseman, his brown eyes twinkling.

Right then and there, she knew she would hate whatever her charge was about to say.
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To say that Vivienne was right about the prince’s plan being horrible would’ve been an understatement of epic proportions.

There were certain things she hated. The sun, for obvious reasons (although she occasionally missed the feeling of warm skin). Her inability to touch silver without dying. People who were unnecessarily rude to others without just cause.

Vivienne didn’t just hate this plan. She despised it with every ounce of her being. It was idiotic and would get them both killed.

Marius wanted to track, trap, and kill the First without any backup. Of all the dangerous ideas, he had to go and concoct the worst one.

She tried to argue with him and convince him that this was foolish, but he refused to listen to her. Ultimately, she gave in because she refused to be in Hoarfrost Hollow when the sun rose.

They followed the trail of footprints, even though most were little more than indents in the snow.

An hour later, they found the first body.

The woman, who looked like she was in her thirties, was drained of blood. Her eyes were open wide, and her mouth distorted and frozen in death. The corpse was half-covered in snow and carelessly dropped on the ground. Broken fingernails and frozen tears lining the woman’s cheeks spoke to her struggle before she died.

What had she been thinking, wandering so close to Hoarfrost Hollow?

They would never know.

That first night, they came across two more bodies, each drained and bearing evidence that the humans had fought back.

When dawn was near, Vivienne found a frozen cave for them to stay in. It was cramped, even with Azil standing outside. Marius ate dried strips of meat from the saddlebag before resting his eyes, but Vivienne didn’t dare sleep. She stayed awake, watching the sun rise outside the cave as she regretted her life choices.

They were off as soon as the sun set. The only good thing about hunting the First—and Vivienne was using the term ‘good’ in the loosest possible sense—was that the feral vampire would be just as affected by daylight as her.

The fact that their prey also had to follow the movements of the sun and the moon was a small reprieve.

Yesterday had been bad, between the highwaymen and Hoarfrost Hollow, but today?

Somehow, today was worse.

Vivienne was running beside Azil, and they were making their way through the frozen northern forests, following the First’s tracks.

The running wasn’t the bad part. In fact, Vivienne would go so far as to say that she enjoyed the exercise. She’d always found it stimulating, even as a human.

But everything else was dreadful.

Her fangs were burning in her gums, and her stomach was cramping. She’d been a vampire long enough to recognize the early signs of hunger setting in. She’d gotten some blood from the highwaymen when she killed them, but she’d been far more focused on saving the prince’s life than feeding.

The urge to feed would get worse if she didn’t find blood.

Not only that, but charcoal clouds churned in the sky. A storm was coming. Judging by the shift in the air, it would be bad. If the snow fell, the tracks would disappear.

That would be a problem since the prince insisted they find the First.

The moon was high, and they had been following the ancient vampire’s tracks for several hours when a shrill scream shattered the silence of the night.

It was long and drawn out, the painful plea of someone nearing death.

Vivienne’s sword was in her hand before the cry ended, and she glanced at Marius. “Last chance, Prince. We can still turn back and get the king.”

He dismounted, slipping Azil’s reins over a branch. “No, we can’t.”

Marius unsheathed his daggers, expertly spinning them and handling them better than most soldiers. She must have looked impressed because he raised a brow. “The High Lady of Life taught me a few things about wielding daggers.”

A reminder of how interconnected he was to the ruling bodies of the Four Kingdoms… and how important it was to keep him safe.

The reminder was good. She needed to remember their boundaries. He was her charge. Nothing more.

Another scream rose.

“Come on,” Marius said, jerking his head towards the sound. “Let’s go.”

A gleam that Vivienne recognized all too well entered the prince’s eyes. He would charge into any situation that would bring him closer to achieving his goal, even if it meant endangering himself.

Resigned to the fact that this night would almost certainly keep getting worse, Vivienne held in a groan. "Will you at least let me go first?"

The halfling sighed, but he paused and waited for her to catch up.

Thank all the gods for small mercies.

Vivienne gripped her sword and stepped in front of the prince.

“This way.” She shifted towards the undeniable scent of copper that was growing stronger by the second. “We need to move swiftly.”

No mortal could lose that much blood and live for long. Especially not when a feral vampire was draining them.

“After you,” the prince said, pulling on the hood of his cloak.

And so, they ran.
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Locating the source of the blood didn’t take long.

Even if Vivienne hadn’t been a vampire who was in tune with the darkness of this world, they would’ve found it. The wind carried faint screams to their ears, as if the forest itself wanted them to know someone was in trouble.

The scent of death had returned.

It was the same one they’d encountered in Hoarfrost Hollow, but more potent. Her eyes burned at the awful scent. Her heightened senses felt like a curse as her entire body revolted at the stench.

If Vivienne could call upon the shadows of her brethren, she could cloak them from sight as they advanced through the forest.

Alas, they had to do without.

Vivienne led the prince through the forest until she spotted something strange. A large boulder was nestled in the snow, half-hidden behind two massive pines wearing thick white coats.

Or at least, Vivienne thought it was a boulder… until it moved.

Marius halted behind her, a curse slipping from his lips. “Is that⁠—”

She shot out an arm and glared at him.

“Quiet,” she hissed.

Too late.

The boulder spun around.

This time, it was Vivienne’s turn to curse. Her heart raced in her chest, and she released her wings.

By all the gods and everything else she’d ever held dear, this was awful.

They definitely should have turned back and gotten the king.


A Living Corpse
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Alump appeared in Marius’s throat, and he roughly swallowed it away.

He’d seen a plethora of terrible things throughout his lifetime—arguably more than any one person should ever have to deal with—but this…

This was worse than all those combined.

Oh, gods.

His bodyguard had been right all along. He’d made a grave miscalculation in coming here. Every ounce of mortal blood in his body screamed as primal onyx eyes glistening with madness met his through the trees. His heart thundered, making a concerted effort to escape his chest.

The creature—for to call it a woman would be a disservice to every beautiful female Marius had ever encountered over the course of his life—was a living corpse.

Emaciated, grey, rotting flesh stuck to bones. Strands of once beautiful hair hung around the creature’s face, framing sunken cheeks and a long, thin nose. Dry, cracked lips that were more grey than pale rose were coated in brilliant crimson. The shock of color was incongruous with the creature’s ashen flesh. Rags that might once have been a beautiful gown clung to the creature’s frame.

Brittle hands gripped a frail woman whose brown hair trailed in the snow behind her. The human’s head hung limply, and blood streamed down her neck.

Bile rose in Marius’s throat, and he took a step back before he even realized what he was doing. He’d been around thousands of vampires in his time, and he was used to their preternatural beauty and grace.

But this.

This wasn’t that.

Not at all.

Death incarnate took the form of the First, and it was the stuff of his worst nightmares. Never, in his wildest dreams, could he have ever imagined that this kind of horrible creature actually existed.

It did, and even worse than that, it was staring.

Directly.

At.

Them.

Its black eyes were endless pits of darkness.

Marius’s fingers curled tighter around his daggers, even though a niggling voice inside of him warned his weapons were incapable of harming this creature.

There was an otherworldliness about the First that was unlike anything he’d ever seen.

This had been a mistake. He could see that now. His magic writhed in his veins, urging him to run.

It was too late, though.

The First cocked its head, a predator assessing its prey. A long moment passed before the vampire unfurled its fingers and dropped the limp woman.

The human let out a muffled cry as she fell.

The First’s lips opened wide, scarlet-tipped fangs glistened in the moonlit, and the creature howled.

The sound was unlike anything Marius had ever heard.

It was long and drawn out, a predatory, ancient cry that seemed to go on and on. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and a shiver ran down his spine.

Vivienne glanced over her shoulder, her black eyes hard, and shot him a look that said, If we make it out of this, Prince, I’m going to kill you.

Honestly, he understood exactly where she was coming from.

In all his visions, he’d never actually Seen the First. Not really. Maybe if he had, he would’ve made different choices.

The time for regrets had passed, however.

For all its corpse-like features, the First moved like a phantom. It stood, digging its bare feet into the bloody snow, and rolled its shoulders. The motion was so mortal that for a moment, Marius forgot they were dealing with a creature of death.

And then shadows streamed off the First, dark ribbons of pure night.

A single heartbeat was all it took for the grey vampire to charge towards them. It snarled, the savage sound designed to make lesser beings quake in the face of death.

Clutching his daggers, Marius prayed that he would remember the High Lady of Life’s instructions. He widened his stance, leaned slightly forward, distributed his weight evenly, and got ready to attack.

Even though the First was far more dangerous than he’d originally assumed, he would not back down from this fight. If anything, seeing this horrible creature face-to-face merely affirmed that it needed to be stopped now.

Wings flapped as Vivienne launched into the air.

She met the First head-on, her blade outstretched.

Steel collided with ancient flesh, ripping through the creature’s flank.

A regular being would have stumbled from that blow. A regular being might have died from the way Vivienne’s weapon sliced a chunk out of their middle. A regular being would have also bled red.

None of those things happened.

The First seemed incensed as it screeched, clawing desperately at its side. Thick, inky blood oozed from the wound. And the smell...

If the feral vampire stank of death, its blood smelled of mildew and rotten eggs.

Bile coated the back of Marius’s throat, and his eyes burned.

There was no time to react.

Vivienne pulled her blade from the First, and black blood sprayed as she spun on her heels. Her initial blow might have caught the First off-guard, but the creature was ready for her now. The ribbons of death streamed out of the creature until hundreds filled the clearing. They blotted out the moon and stars, surrounding them in a blanket of thick darkness.

The First charged towards them; its fingers outstretched in an awful imitation of claws.

Once again, Vivienne caught Marius’s eye and yelled, “Run, Prince!”

Did she want him to take the coward’s way out and flee?

Not a chance in hell. He’d brought them into this mess. He refused to leave her here to deal with the vampire alone.

Instead, Marius raced towards the First.

He might not have possessed the speed or strength of a vampire, but he’d been training for years. His blades were made of silver, one of the few materials capable of injuring vampires.

The First seemed almost entirely focused on Vivienne as it formed a wall of pure shadows. It snarled, lobbing darkness towards her.

Vivienne dropped to the ground, her wings flattening as the shadows sailed where her head had been moments ago.

The ancient vampire screeched in frustration, gathering more shadows in its palms.

Taking advantage of the First’s distraction, Marius sliced his blades down its back, drawing more blood.

The First shrieked, spinning towards him. It scowled, its dark eyes promising a painful death.

Marius cursed as the feral vampire threw darkness at him. He jumped out of the way, but the shadows grazed his cheek. Ice burned across his face, and he bit back a cry.

Then, Vivienne was there, fighting the First alongside him.

Time slipped on.

None of Marius’s training had ever prepared him for something like this.

The feral vampire moved unnaturally. It was more dead than alive, and yet, it was one with the wind. No creature, even one blessed by the gods, should have moved like that.

Marius’s heart pounded, singing the same song as his magic.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

How could he have ever thought he could fight the First on his own?

If he and Vivienne survived this—something that was becoming less likely with every passing moment—he would have to offer a series of apologies.

First, to his bodyguard.

Then, to his sister and brother-in-law.

Marius shuddered to think about how angry the royals would be when they found out he’d been so close to death again. It was worse than before because this time, he’d placed himself in this position.

How horribly ironic would it be for him to survive the Wasting Illness, the fire that had killed his family, being abducted and taken to the Northern Kingdom, and the evil queen’s wrath only to die in a remote forest?

He couldn’t let that happen.

Reaching deep within himself, he pulled on threads of strength he didn’t know he possessed.

The First was charging towards Vivienne, its hand lifted as though to slash through her wings.

“No!” He couldn’t let those beautiful, dark appendages be torn to shreds and mangled beyond recognition.

He spun around, shouting at the top of his lungs as he raced towards the feral vampire. His ploy to get its attention worked. That was equally frightening and relieving.

The feral vampire roared like a lion about to devour its prey.

Marius didn’t think about what he was doing. He just acted.

His opponent slashed its arm through the air, aiming for Vivienne’s wings. He jumped in front of her, brandishing his dagger. He screamed as fire ran across his chest, and at the same moment, he thrust his silver dagger into the First’s heart. It was a perfect shot, sinking past sinew and bone to penetrate that vital organ.

That should’ve been it.

The silver should’ve killed the vampire on the spot.

But it didn’t.

Blood poured around the blade, a fountain of ink. Enough that anyone else would’ve died.

The First didn’t die, though. It didn’t even scream.

Instead, ancient lips stretched across its face in a macabre smile. The creature tilted its head, and a rough sound that might once have been considered a laugh slipped from its mouth.

Marius shivered, feeling as though he was trapped in a nightmare.

Fire streaked across his chest, but his gaze was locked on the dagger sticking out of the creature.

What kind of vampire could take a blow like that and survive?

Wings flapped. Vivienne had moved, and now she stood behind the First. Her sword was raised, and she slashed it through the air with a cry.

The First yanked out the dagger and threw it to the ground, spinning on its heels. Vivienne’s blade sliced through the creature’s shoulder, and a shrill shriek filled the air.

Marius yelled and went to raise his remaining dagger when black spots swarmed his vision. He raised his free hand to his chest, frowning when his fingers came away wet.

He looked down. Crimson coated his fingers. It streamed from his chest, where four long scratches tore the fabric of his shirt and ripped through his skin.

“Oh.” He lifted his gaze, meeting Vivienne’s wide eyes as his legs buckled.

Her scream of outrage was the last thing he heard before he fell into darkness.
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“You stupid, insufferable man. Don’t you dare go and die on me now. How will I explain this to the king and queen?”

A cool hand pressed against Marius’s temple, and he rolled his head towards the sensation.

“Mhmm,” he murmured groggily. “That feels nice.”

The moment he spoke, the hand vanished as though it had never been there.

“You’re awake.” The warmth that had been present in her voice moments ago vanished.

He blinked, the action requiring far more effort than it should have. “It appears that way, yes.”

Everything hurt. His head. His chest. His arms and legs.

“What happened?” he asked, the words tasting like chalk in his dry mouth.

A scowling face framed in fiery red hair looked down on him.

“You almost died,” Vivienne said accusingly.

That wasn’t entirely surprising, judging by the ache in his chest and the feeling of dread that had settled over him. Death had been lingering nearby, waiting.

Marius tried to lift his head, but it hurt too much. Instead, he let it drop and took stock of his surroundings. He was on the ground, pine trees loomed over him, and the First was nowhere to be seen. Red coated the snow around them, mixing with the feral vampire’s black blood.

So much blood.

By all accounts, he should be dead right now.

“How am I alive?” Marius dragged his gaze up to his bodyguard.

She crossed her arms and frowned. Her sword had been returned to its sheath, the hilt outlined in silver moonlight. Her wings were retracted, and she was kneeling at his side, pursing her lips.

For the longest moment, Marius wasn’t sure she would answer.

“Viv?”

Her frown deepened, and she tapped her wrist. “I gave you some blood,” she replied reluctantly. “Just a small amount.”

His eyes widened. “You⁠—”

“Don’t get any ideas,” she interrupted, scowling. “It meant nothing, and I only did it because I prefer to remain alive.”

Marius blinked slowly. She could pretend it didn’t mean anything, but he’d lived among vampires long enough to know that creatures of the night didn’t share their blood. At least, not unless there were extenuating circumstances.

It was one thing for vampires to drink from their Sources. After all, that was how they remained alive. It was another matter entirely for them to willingly give their healing blood to someone else.

Wars had been fought over far less.

But based on the look in Vivienne’s eyes, this wasn’t the moment to press the issue. Instead, he dipped his head.

“Thank you for saving my life.” Pushing to his elbows, he ignored the pain in his head. “The First⁠—”

“Is gone.” Vivienne scowled. “I wounded it, and it left.”

For now.

Her unspoken words echoed around him, and he shuddered.

“Thank you.” The words were painfully inadequate, but still, he needed to say them. Twice now, the vampire had saved his life.

“I was just doing my job.”

She kept saying that, but none of his other guards had ever given him their blood.

Job or not, he had to thank her properly. Ignoring the pain the movements caused, he sat up. Reaching out, he took her hand, the touch sending a jolt through him.

Barriers existed between them, and there were a plethora of reasons why touching her was a bad idea, but it was hard to remember them when this felt so… right.

For all her vampiric strength and grace, Vivienne’s hand was so much smaller than his. Her long fingers were smooth, lacking the callouses and scars that most soldiers who trained with weapons, including Marius, bore on their hands. Her skin was cold—not like the snow beneath them, but not nearly as warm as his—yet it wasn’t unpleasant.

Something swirled deep within him, originating from the point of contact. It was far more potent than when they had brushed fingers exchanging the reins the other day, and it nearly took his breath away.

Even though he’d had some romantic entanglements before, none of them had ever made him feel like this. It was like his entire body might burst into flames if they kept touching. He didn’t mind, though. Not when it felt this good.

He was starting to think that he would gladly burn for her. For them. If there could ever be a “them.”

Vivienne hitched a breath, and her brows rose. Her gaze crawled to where their hands were joined. She inhaled, her fingers twitching in his. “I⁠—”

He gripped her fingers tighter, refusing to let her pull away.

“You saved my life.” His voice was deeper than usual, and he waited until she was looking at him again, needing her to hear him. “I appreciate it more than you know.”

He wasn’t ready to die. Not even close. He had so much left to do, so much life left to live.

The moment seemed to stretch on forever before Vivienne exhaled. “Okay.”

Their hands were still joined, and he swept his thumb across the back of her smooth flesh. She shivered, her mouth opening slightly as her gaze dipped to their fingers.

A foot separated them. It was both far too much space and not nearly enough.

The longer Marius held Vivienne’s hand, the longer he looked at her, the more the rest of their surroundings faded away. He couldn’t pull his gaze from her, even if he tried.

She was gods-damned beautiful, this vampire duty-bound to guard him.

Her burning locks gleamed in the moon’s silver glow. Her lips were as red as cherries, her skin as pale as snow.

Strength lay beneath her beauty. It was more than just the otherworldliness that all vampires had. She was equally powerful and captivating. Each time he studied her, he found something new to appreciate.

Her gaze rose to meet his.

There was a darkness in the black depths of her eyes that threatened to swallow him whole. It ensnared him, and he couldn’t look away.

He didn’t want to.

Marius shifted closer, drawn to his bodyguard by some inexplicable force. His heart was a thundering drum, and the pain in his chest was long forgotten.

The space between them was rapidly diminishing.

She breathed his name, her lips parting to reveal her sharp, deadly fangs. If she’d been any other vampire, he would have been afraid of what those sharp teeth could do, but he couldn’t find it in himself to be frightened by her.

No.

The emotions coursing through him were about as far from fear as possible.

He’d seen her rip out throats with her fangs, but it didn’t frighten him. If anything, knowing that she was so powerful made him all the more attracted to her.

He curled his fingers tighter around hers, unable and unwilling to let her go.

She licked her lips, her eyes still locked on his, and whispered, “Prince, we shouldn’t⁠—”

A low moan came from behind them.

The sound was barely more than a whisper, but it might as well have been a clap of thunder.

Vivienne’s eyes widened, and she yanked her hand from his as though he’d scalded her.

“Oh gods, the woman.” She stood and dashed across the snow in a vampiric blur. A moment later, she called out, “Hurry, Your Highness. She’s still alive.”

The words chilled him as if ice water had been dumped over his head. He clambered to his feet, wincing at the residual pain still running through him.

“Marius!” Vivienne shouted. “Come!”

Gods above, she was bossy. The problem, if one could call it that, was that Vivienne’s bossiness didn’t bother him. If anything, he found it even more appealing than her swordsmanship and general aptitude for killing.

He ran over to the body, his cloak flapping behind him, and he spared a glance at his chest. His tunic was torn, but when he pulled apart the strips of fabric, all that remained from the First’s claws were four rapidly fading pink lines across his skin.

A curse fell from his lips as he dropped to his knees beside Vivienne. “Is she going to make it?”

The vampire met his gaze, her expression grim. “I don’t know.” She bit her lip. “I’ve never seen wounds like this.”

A lump formed in Marius’s throat, but he swallowed past it, returning his attention to the dying woman.

The First hadn’t just bitten her neck. That would’ve been too civil.

No, the being of death had devoured this poor woman.

Bright red bite marks littered the human’s body. Flesh was torn away in places, and her right arm was barely hanging on. The parts of her body that were not torn to shreds were coated in blood.

“We need to help her,” Marius said, reaching out and running his knuckle down the woman’s cheek. It was one of the only places where she hadn’t been bitten.

Vivienne sucked in a breath. “I… I don’t know if we should.”

He blinked, his brows knitting together. “What?”

Why wouldn’t they help her? She was dying.

Vivienne reached out and gently cupped the woman’s left hand. “Maybe this is better for her,” the vampire murmured. “Maybe we should let her die. Maybe it would be easier.”

Marius stared at Vivienne, his heart racing as he heard the pain in her voice. He wasn’t sure what she’d endured over the course of her life, but as he listened to the unspoken meaning behind her words, his heart ached.

This vampire knew pain intimately. She understood it. And while he hated that she’d obviously been through something awful, that knowledge made him feel even closer to her than their almost-kiss had moments ago.

“It’s not our choice,” he whispered.

“I know,” she replied, turning her attention to the woman. “But I’m sorry it’s one she has to make.”


Dire Straits
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It wasn’t that Vivienne didn’t want to help the woman.

On the contrary, her heart ached at the sight of a mortal in pain.

A hundred years ago, which somehow felt like yesterday and an eternity ago, she’d been this woman.

When Ian Beaumont, a soldier in the queen’s army, had found Vivienne, she’d been on the brink of death after a vampire attack. Ian had Made her, which saved her life.

Once she was safe, he hunted the three vampires who had assaulted her before using her as a midnight snack. Ian had avenged his new progeny, ending their immortal lives.

Vivienne’s Maker had taught her about being a vampire, and it was because of him that she joined the vampire army in the first place.

She would never forget what he’d done for her.

The problem was that over the past century, Vivienne had learned a complicated truth.

Sometimes, death was a blessing.

There were moments in a person’s life when letting go of everything and giving into the peace that came from no longer breathing was easier than surviving in the hell that often was this life. Eleyta was a harsh place to live, especially for mortals, and sometimes, the best path to healing was to pray for a quick passing.

The human’s injuries were extensive. Bites covered most of her body, the snow was red with her blood, and her heartbeat was irregular. The hand Vivienne held between hers was like ice, and the darkness within her knew this woman was close to the end.

Death would be easier than the pain the woman would have to endure on the road to recovery.

Marius met her gaze. “Can you give her your blood, Vivienne?”

It would solve their problems, but unfortunately, it wasn’t an option.

“I’m sorry, I can’t.” She shook her head. “I gave you everything I had.”

She needed to feed.

Earlier, her growing hunger had been something she could ignore, but that was no longer the case. It had increased tenfold during the fight with the First. Her stomach had become a hollow entity inside her, and her fangs ached. Healing the prince had taken every available drop of blood she had.

Vampires her age still needed to consume blood on a regular basis.

Vivienne wouldn’t feed from the prince—that was a terrible idea for several reasons—but she needed to find a Source. Drinking from the woman in front of her was out of the question, too. Not only would it be immoral, considering the human’s near-dead state, but who knew what kind of toxins the First’s bite had transmitted?

The creature’s blood had been black. She’d never seen anything like that.

At this point, even a deer would be better than nothing.

“Damn.” Marius frowned, raking a hand through his hair. “We can’t leave her here. It would be wrong.”

Vivienne pointedly ignored the way the prince’s brown locks settled ruggedly against his forehead.

You’re the man’s bodyguard, and a woman is dying in front of you; for Isvana’s sake, she chided herself. If you want to keep your head on your shoulders, you’ll stop thinking about him like that this very instant. Boundaries, remember?

Forget the king being angry that she’d failed to stop the prince from going on this mission. Imagine if he found out she’d almost kissed her charge?

Shadows would undoubtedly swarm from King Sebastian, his wings would burst from his back, and he would make an example of Vivienne, resulting in her lengthy, drawn-out death.

No, thank you.

“You’re right.” She returned her gaze to the dying human, stroking her thumb down the woman’s hand.

“Hi,” she whispered. “My name’s Vivienne Beaumont.” Following vampiric tradition, she’d taken her Maker’s last name after leaving her mortal life behind. “Can you understand me?”

A long, drawn-out moment passed before the injured woman opened her eyes. They were shockingly blue, like clear water on a sunny day. Her lips parted, but the movement caused more blood to rush out of the wound on her neck.

“Don’t try to speak,” Vivienne said hurriedly.

Reaching over, she grabbed the hem of the prince’s cloak. He seemed to understand what she was doing, and together, they ripped off a strip of material. She held it against the woman’s neck to staunch the blood flow. It seemed unsanitary, but it was better than nothing.

“Just blink.” Vivienne held the woman’s blue gaze. “Once for yes, twice for no. Can you do that?”

She held her breath, a holdover from her mortal days, until the injured woman closed her eyes once before reopening them.

“Good,” she murmured. “I know you’re in pain, and I’m sorry.”

The woman whimpered, the sound hurting Vivienne more than the ache in her fangs.

Marius leaned forward. “Is your home nearby?”

One blink.

“Okay, good.” Vivienne brushed back a lock of the woman’s sable hair, her stomach twisting as she prepared to ask the next question. “Do you have a family?”

She wasn’t sure what she wanted to see—one blink or two.

A long moment passed before the woman closed her eyes once.

Somehow, that made things worse.

Pressure built behind Vivienne’s eyes, and she blinked away the tears. “Does your village have a healer?”

One blink again.

That was a good sign.

Vivienne glanced up at Marius, who exhaled.

“Good.” The prince’s voice was low, laced with a gentleness she hadn’t heard before. “Do you want us to bring you back? If not, we can… ease things for you. Make you more comfortable.”

He understood.

This man, who craved adventure and danger and made her want to pull out her hair, knew this world was filled with pain and suffering.

Vivienne’s heart clenched. She wasn’t too full of herself to admit that perhaps she’d misjudged the prince. He understood just how dark life could be, and that was at once the best and worst thing that could have happened.

Keeping those barrier between them would be harder than ever, now.

Those blue eyes crawled between them, and it felt like an eternity passed before the human lowered her lids.

Just once.

“H-h-home,” the human croaked.

Tears broke through the floodgates of Vivienne’s eyes, and she didn’t stop them. “Okay,” she whispered through a watery curtain. “We’ll bring you back.”

Hopefully, they would get her there before it was too late.

Vivienne reached over to pick up the woman, but Marius beat her to it. His arms wrapped around the injured woman, one hand circling her back and holding the cloth against her neck and the other looping beneath her legs.

“I’ve got her,” he said. “Can you scent her village?”

Vivienne chewed on her lip. “Maybe. I’ll give it a shot.”

Unlike fighting, which had come easily to her since the night of her Making, tracking had never been one of her strong suits.

She would try, though. If this nameless woman died on her watch, she would carry the weight of that death until the end of her days.

The woman had made her choice, and Vivienne would do whatever she could to honor it.

That thought propelled her to her feet. She shut her eyes, inhaling deeply as she focused on her vampiric senses.

The scents of the forest flooded her.

The crisp aroma of freshly fallen snow.

The copper tang of blood, belonging to the woman and Marius.

Pine needles.

Dozens of animals, each with their own distinct fragrance.

Beneath all that were two warring scents. She opened her eyes and looked to the east. The scent of death that clung to the First was stronger in that direction.

She swiveled her head to the west. There, beyond the forest, were scents that spoke to her very soul.

Fresh blood. Life.

Vivienne’s lips tugged up into a small smile. “There are humans in that direction.” She pointed east. “They can’t be too far away.”

Marius adjusted his grip on the injured mortal and nodded. “Good job.”

Her chest warmed from his praise, which absolutely shouldn’t be happening. She wasn’t allowed to have feelings for him. She knew that, but that knowledge didn’t seem to stop her from being drawn to him, especially now that she’d seen the kind, caring man hiding beneath his adventurous exterior.

Needing to put space between them, Vivienne stepped away. “I’ll grab Azil, and we can leave.”

You’re duty-bound to keep him safe, she reminded herself. You’re essentially his employee.

That was it. Nothing else existed between them.

Nothing.

At.

All.
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The storm fell upon them quickly.

The human settlement had just come into view when the wind picked up, seemingly out of nowhere.

Snow-covered, white-washed two-story houses stood around a cobblestone courtyard. The village was built in a valley at the base of three mountains. Smoke stretched from chimneys, fingers reaching for the sky. A few lanterns flickered in lampposts, and a laugh rose from deep within the village. The sound was a faint, welcome sign of life.

Clouds covered the few remaining stars, and snow fell in white sheets around them. The wind howled, and Azil snorted and stomped her forelegs. She whinnied in distress, and Marius cursed from atop the horse. He’d ridden with the injured woman cradled in his arms. The human was still alive, barely clinging to the threads of life.

Vivienne exchanged a worried look with the prince.

“Halt!” a baritone voice called out from the forest. “Who goes there?”

The hairs on the back of Vivienne’s neck prickled as she shifted toward the voice. Her wings were out, proclaiming her vampiric nature to whoever was coming. Unlike their earlier encounter with the highwaymen, the element of surprise wasn’t on their side.

Hopefully, they wouldn’t need it.

Dark shapes emerged from the forest, their faces hidden behind the wall of snow.

Vivienne’s stomach churned, and unease flooded her veins. She wasn’t sure exactly what was wrong, and maybe she was overreacting because it had been a long night, but something felt… off.

Her fingers twitched at her sides.

“Greetings,” she called out to the newcomers.

The howling wind was the only response.

“My companion and I,”—something told her it wasn’t wise to let them know the prince of the realm was traveling with her—“have rescued one of your villagers. She’s in dire straits and needs a healer.”

“A woman?” The voice was closer now.

“Is it Alyce?” asked another man who was further away.

The woman in Marius’s arms moaned at the sound of her name. The sound was soft, like a kitten mewling.

“It is her!” a third man yelled over the whipping wind.

A short, stocky man strode towards them. A glint of something metallic beneath the heavy fabric of his hooded cloak caught Vivienne’s eye, but she didn’t get a good look at it as he approached the horse.

“I’ll take her.” He extended his arms in Marius’s direction. “Alyce is my sister-in-law, and she’s been missing since yesterday. Her children have been worried sick.”

Children.

The word echoed through Vivienne’s mind, and her stomach bottomed out. Of course, this injured woman was a mother.

Such a cruel twist of fate.

She’d seen many things over the course of her long life, but the one that always bothered her more than others, the one that never seemed to stop haunting her, was the way this world seemed especially brutal to mothers.

Vivienne was so caught up in her thoughts that she barely noticed the prince handing Alyce over. The man cradled the injured woman to his chest as he slipped into the snowstorm.

Only then did Vivienne notice that the other men didn’t retreat with the first. If anything, they seemed tenser than before.

“What did you say your names were?” The question came from the first man, who was close enough that she could make out the shadow of a bruise under his left eye.

Vivienne wasn’t sure if it was his tone of voice or the unease she’d been feeling since the storm hit, but her stomach twisted into knots. If she’d been blessed with shadows, they would’ve been writhing in her veins.

She raised a brow. “We didn’t, actually.”

The prince was ten feet away from her, still seated atop Azil. Had he moved further away when he handed the woman over?

Damn it all.

Vivienne had let her wandering mind and soft heart distract her from the job at hand.

The villager made a sound at the back of his throat. “You know, it’s interesting. Several of my men left for the Southern Border over a week ago. They were supposed to return yesterday, but they haven’t come back.”

The knots tightened in Vivienne’s stomach, and her unease worsened. Her skin felt too tight for her frame, and she took another step towards the prince.

What were the chances that their missing villagers were the same ones they had encountered on the way to Hoarfrost Hollow?

“Oh?” Vivienne attempted to sound casual, even though every part of her wanted to reach for her sword. She didn’t, because there was a chance she was overreacting and nothing was wrong. If that was the case, she didn’t want to spook the villagers. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

The snow seemed to pick up, and the howling wind was even louder than before.

“Are you?” the man mused. Had he moved even closer? “Because it’s awfully suspicious that they disappear, and then you two show up. How do we know you aren’t the ones who hurt Alyce?”

“We didn’t,” Marius and Vivienne said at the same time.

After what had been done to her, Vivienne would never take an unwilling Source. She would starve herself into a husk before feeding from someone against their will.

“I’m sure,” the man said, his tone making it abundantly clear he didn’t believe them. He flicked a hand over his shoulder, and something rustled behind Vivienne. “Take them.”

“No!” she shouted, reaching for her sword as she dashed towards the prince.

Her fingers curled around the engraved hilt, but before she could draw the weapon, something cool and heavy slammed into the back of her head.

At the same time, Marius cried out. Someone pulled him off Azil, the horse panicking at the loss of her rider.

Vivienne screamed and kicked as hands wrapped around her neck.

“You shouldn’t have come here, vampire.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw someone throw Marius’s body over their shoulder, carrying him towards the village.

This couldn’t be happening.

Vivienne thrashed against her captor’s hold. She slammed her elbow back, and he grunted.

“You’re going to regret that, blood-sucking bitch,” a man growled.

The hands lifted from around her neck, and she bolted. She ran, her arms and legs pumping, as she headed for the blizzard.

Arms wrapped around her, yanking her back.

She screamed.

“Got you,” someone sneered.

She twisted in their grip, her wings flaring. Someone grunted, but then, cold metal was snapped around her neck.

No, no, no.

Time seemed to still as her body fell into a state of panic.

She cried out, her wings vanishing as if they had never existed. She reached inside herself for her magic, but it was as though she was looking in an empty pit.

A sob crawled up her throat.

Gone.

It was all gone.

Her darkness, her wings, all of it.

If not for the fangs nestled in her gums, she would think herself completely mortal.

Oh gods.

A sharp sword poked Vivienne in the small of her back.

“Walk,” her captor hissed. “Or I’ll remove your head from your body right now.”

Isvana help her, but she did exactly as he asked.


A Gods-damned Cell
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Silver surrounded Marius, but nothing was comforting about planes of the future today. Shivers wracked his body, his head pounded, and an obsidian wall slammed across his memories when he tried to remember why he had come to See the future.

He groaned. He’d been in the forest with Vivienne, returning the injured woman to her village, and then…

Nothing.

He couldn’t remember a single thing that had happened after that.

The obsidian wall was sleek; no matter how he prodded it, he couldn’t find a single crack.

A frown pulled at his lips as he bent and picked up a path of the future. The moment he touched it, darkness flooded his mind. A black mist shrouded the entire future from his sight, and he couldn’t See a single thing.

“Strange,” he muttered.

He tossed that path aside and picked up the next one. It was covered in ink.

He threw that one away, grabbing another. And another.

Each one was black and empty.

He kept searching.

Hours passed, and searching the silver planes depleted his energy, but he kept going.

And then, when yet another path was filled with nothing but blackness, Marius gasped as an old memory pushed to the forefront of his mind. His fingers spasmed, and he stumbled back as he realized what the empty paths meant.

Kydona have mercy on him. If he was right…

Oh gods.

He was going to be sick.

Using what felt like the final dredges of his magic, Marius left the silver planes behind. What usually took seconds felt like hours, and for a moment, he was bodiless. His soul hung in the in-between, and everything was too light.

And then, it was over.

He returned to himself, his mind settling in his body once more.

Cold.

His teeth chattered, and goosebumps littered his flesh. It was like he’d been dropped onto an iceberg. The air was frigid, and the ground felt like it was made of ice.

Marius’s stomach churned, and his head pounded against his skull. His eyes were shut, and he should have opened them, but he was so tired from using his magic. So worn out.

His head fell back and hit a cold wall. He should’ve been worried about that. A part of him knew that walls had no business being in the forest, but he was too tired and cold to care.

He hadn’t even known it was possible to be so cold, which felt like a feat in and of itself since he lived in a land where it snowed for ten months out of the year.

No one in their right mind would ever call Castle Sanguis warm, but right now, he would do anything to be inside its stone walls. The violet Light Elf orbs that lit the hallways didn’t give off heat, but at least they provided the illusion of warmth.

There was no such thing here.

He focused on his breathing until the light-headedness abated.

Hugging his arms around himself and clenching his jaw shut to prevent his teeth from clattering, he forced his eyes open.

A curse slipped from his lips, and his breath clouded in front of him. By the gods, the empty paths of the future had been disconcerting, but this was even worse.

Dark, damp walls surrounded him on three sides. White shards of frost crept along the stone floor. Where a fourth wall should have stood was an iron gate. There were no windows, and the only light came from down the hallway. A small, covered clay pot sat in the corner, and a ratty blanket had been tossed haphazardly near his feet.

A cell.

He was in a gods-damned cell.

“Vivienne?” he called out, his voice raspy from disuse. “Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

He yelled her name again.

Silence.

A pit yawned in his stomach, and bile rose in his throat.

So much for proving that he could take care of himself. He was imprisoned, and his bodyguard was missing.

Here he was, thinking that nothing could ever compete with the horrific circumstances he’d experienced before his sister and her husband took the Eleytan throne, but apparently, he was wrong.

How in the gods’ name was he ever going to explain this to Luna?

This would’ve been helpful to See. Not blackness. Not nothing.

Marius’s head fell back, and he cursed. Not for the first time in his life, he wished his magic was stronger. Maybe if he’d been a better, more powerful Fortune Elf, he could have prevented this from happening.

But he wasn’t powerful enough to stop it. He wasn’t strong enough.

He wasn’t enough.

Marius’s vision swam, and his soul ached. He’d never felt more useless than he did at that very moment. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t Look ahead right now. His magic was depleted, and he was practically mortal.

In the darkness, he broke.

His chest ached.

His soul twisted.

His weak, mortal body groaned with fatigue.

In the darkness, a tear slipped down his cheek. It fell for him, for this situation, and for the fact that try as he might, he would never be as strong as even the weakest vampire.

Time slipped on.

Marius wasn’t sure whether minutes or hours passed before a low, humorless laugh came from the hallway beyond the bars.

“Ah, he’s awake.”

The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and every part of him was on high alert. The speaker was hidden, but the remaining dredges of his halfling magic swirled in warning in his veins.

Marius curled his fists and rose unsteadily to his feet. His limbs ached, his joints were stiff, and cold permeated his entire being. Even so, something told him he needed to be standing for this. Whatever it was.

“Who are you?” He infused as much princely authority into his voice as he could manage, considering the circumstances. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. “Show yourself.”

A gruff chuckle.

Another voice, deeper than the first, added, “Did you hear that, Lucien? He’s giving us orders as if he isn’t the one behind bars.”

“I heard, Artie.” Lucien guffawed, the sound devoid of warmth.

Marius ignored the laughter. “There must be some mistake.”

“Nope.” Lucien popped the “p.” “No mistake.”

The man spoke with such confidence that, for a moment, Marius wondered if he and Vivienne had committed a crime. That didn’t seem like something he would do, though.

“We didn’t do anything wrong.” He would remember if they had, right?

“That’s what you’re going with?” The speaker, a burly man with dirty blond hair and a crooked nose, stepped out of the shadows and came to stand in front of Marius’s cell. His lips curled into a cruel smirk, and violence sparked in his brown eyes.

“You,” Marius hissed.

Memories came flooding back.

The snowstorm, bringing the woman to the villagers, anger, a man pulling him off his horse.

This man. The one Lucien had called Artie.

Marius curled his hands into fists, confusion melting into anger. “Why have you done this? Where is my companion?”

The last thing he remembered was Vivienne running into the forest. Did she get away? Maybe she was getting help.

Hope flared in his chest, but it was quickly squashed when Artie shook his head and sneered, “You and your companion, as you call the leech, aren’t in the position to ask questions. Not right now.”

The pit in his stomach expanded. “What do you mean?”

“You’ll get your chance to defend yourselves during your trial.” Lucien scowled. “Although I’m not sure what kind of plausible defense you can come up with for murder.”

Murder.

The word echoed around the cold cell, and it felt like the ground shifted beneath his feet.

Marius reared back, eyes bulging. “What are you talking about?”

“You heard me.” Lucien spat, a glob of saliva landing on Marius’s cheek.

He wiped it away with his sleeve and stared at the two men in horror. “I don’t understand.”

How did things get to this?

“He doesn’t understand,” Artie mocked, his features hardening. “Are you really that dense? Did you think you could just kill a dozen of our men and get away with it?”

Lucien cursed. “Murderers, the both of you.”

What in the gods’ names were they talking about?

Marius gripped the icy bars, using them to stand upright. Pinpricks of pain stabbed his fingers like cold needles, but he held on.

“I don’t…”

“We found their bodies this morning,” Artie said. “The vampire killed them.”

Horror gripped Marius’s stomach, and a tremor ran through him. What were the chances the highwaymen came from this village?

The weight of Marius’s many mistakes pressed against him, stealing his breath.

“It was self-defense,” he muttered. “Not murder.”

He thought his voice was quiet, but both men turned and stared at him.

Damn.

Add that to his list of mistakes.

“So, you do know what we’re talking about.” Lucien smiled triumphantly. “Good. You’ll be tried three nights from now. Should be a short process.”

“Sounds like he admitted guilt to me,” Artie agreed.

Marius shook the icy bars, their rattle echoing through the dungeon. “No, you can’t do this.”

Murder.

The word was a clanging cymbal echoing through his mind.

This was never supposed to happen.

“I assure you, we can, and we will,” Lucien said.

That was why the silver planes were dark.

Marius had suspected it before, but this confirmed it. Fortune Elves were incapable of Seeing their own deaths, which meant that unless something drastically changed, he would not have a future in a few short days.

Sweat beaded on his forehead, and he swallowed.

“Please, I beg you, send a message to the king.” Marius widened his eyes, uncaring that he was begging. “He’ll want to hear about this.”

“The king?” Artie laughed, elbowing his friend. “Imagine that. The king would want to hear about two murderers up north.”

“He does!” Marius protested, shaking the bars again. “Please!”

Laughter was their only response as they turned and walked away, ignoring his continued cries.
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Between the cold and Marius’s growing hunger pangs, time passed in agonizing slowness.

After the two men left, the hallway remained empty. He’d yelled at first, only stopping when he realized it was a futile effort. The cold had gotten worse, and even the ratty blanket they had provided him didn’t ward off the chill.

He wasn’t sure if hours or an entire day had gone by before a shuffling reached his ears. He pulled himself up from where he’d been sitting on the ground, gripping the bars as footsteps came from down the hall.

“Hello?” he called out, his voice hoarse from disuse.

There was no response, but the footsteps grew louder.

Marius pressed his face against the bars, peering down the hallway.

A young woman in her late teens approached him. She wore a white apron over a dark blue dress, her brown hair was twisted back in a bun, and a fur-lined cloak hung across her shoulders. Her boots clicked as she walked down the hall, her fingers clutching a wooden tray where a cup, bowl, and slice of bread balanced precariously.

She stopped in front of his cell, sliding the tray through a crack in the iron bars. Her mouth was pinched in a line, and she refused to look at him.

Marius took hold of the tray but didn’t let go. “Wait.”

She jumped as if he’d shouted at her.

Inwardly cursing, he softened his voice. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

The woman’s gaze was glued to the ground, but seeing as how she was still there, he figured he should continue.

“What’s your name?” Marius asked quietly.

She trembled like an autumnal leaf, ready to fall at the slightest breeze. Her lip quivered, and tears gathered at the base of her eyes.

By the gods, what had they told her about him?

“Please,” he murmured. “My name’s Marius.”

Her fingers loosened around the tray, and she took a step back. Then another. Damn.

“I-I-I can’t talk to you.” She walked backward as if she was afraid to turn her back on him. “Papa said⁠—”

Sensing that his one opportunity was slipping away, Marius threw caution away and blurted, “I just need you to send a message.”

The young woman stilled; her retreat momentarily paused.

“That’s all I’m asking for,” he hurriedly added.

Her hands flexed at her sides. “A message?”

Given that she wasn’t running away screaming, he continued, “Yes. Just one, to Castle Sanguis.”

The royals employed hundreds of raven shifters and other nocturnal creatures whose primary duty was to deliver messages across Eleyta. Hopefully, there would be one such messenger posted nearby.

“To… to the castle?” She paled and shook her head. “I⁠—”

“Please.” Marius hated that desperation leaked into his voice, but he couldn’t help it. “I need your help.”

“I don’t⁠—”

He gripped the bars. “I assure you, the king will reward you handsomely for helping me.”

Life in the northern villages was hard. Marius’s brother-in-law and sister did as much as possible to make it easier, but there was nothing they could do about the harsh weather or the distance that divided the northerners from the rest of the continent.

The woman hitched a breath. Her features softened, and her brown eyes rose to meet his for the first time. She bit her lip. “H-H-He’ll pay?”

“Yes.” Marius was sure the king and queen would be willing to do anything to help him. He’d never doubted his sister’s love for him, even for a moment.

The woman chewed on her lip for a long moment before she dipped her chin. “I’ll try,” she whispered. “No promises, but I’ll try.”

It was better than nothing.

Exhaling, he loosened his grip on the bars. “Thank you. Here’s what I need you to say.”

He spoke slowly, picking his words with care. He had one chance to do this, and he didn’t want to mess it up.

After she’d repeated the message twice, she backed up. “I need to go. Papa will get suspicious if I linger.”

Marius stared at her as she left, only sinking to the floor once he was alone again. He nibbled on the stale bread, barely tasting it as he fervently prayed that she would be able to deliver the message.

He couldn’t help but feel like she was their only hope.


Darkness Personified
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Fire ran through Vivienne’s gums, her stomach cramped, and hunger was a hollow pit in her stomach. She wasn’t sure how long had passed since she’d been placed here, but judging by the daggers stabbing her gut, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten, it had been hours, if not days.

She was alone.

Not even rats visited this black pit where the humans had dumped her. The only reason she knew she was still alive was the steady thrum of the dark monster living deep in her soul and the constant drip, drip, drip of water somewhere nearby.

Light didn’t exist here. Even her vampiric sight was no match for this all-consuming blackness.

At least she still had her other senses.

The bitter, cold air tasted of fresh snow. Cold, smooth stones were beneath her, covered in a thin, slick layer of ice. Gouges ran along the walls, methodical straight lines, as though someone had been keeping track of the days they’d spent in here.

Her wings were gone. The cold collar was still clamped around her neck, blocking her from her magic.

Prohiberis.

It was just as horrendous as she’d always imagined it would be.

When she first woke up, she’d called out for the prince, wondering if he was nearby. It hadn’t taken long to realize that she was completely alone.

A long time had passed since then.

Death was coming for her. If not at the hands of the human villagers, which seemed likely at the moment, then from the king for failing to protect her charge.

At this point, Vivienne was done evading death.

Maybe dying would be better than being alive for an eternity. In the hours that had passed since she first woke, she’d replayed their awful encounter with the First countless times. The ancient vampire had been caught in the grips of madness the likes of which Vivienne had never seen.

If that was what happened to vampires who lived for thousands of years, she didn’t want any part of it.

Maybe it was time to be done and leave this life for the next.

Maybe.
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A sliver of incandescent silver light shone above Vivienne’s head.

She exhaled a ragged breath at the beautiful sight, her cheeks dampening. Pressing her back against the stone wall, she craned her neck and stared at the light.

It wasn’t long before a dark laugh came from above. Blinking away her tears and steeling herself for whatever was coming, Vivienne kept her gaze trained on the small sliver of light as stone grated against wood.

A cover was lifted, and moonlight shone brightly above her.

Before she could appreciate the sight, three men of varying ages peered down from above at her. Silver outlined their bodies and illuminated the stones around her.

Her stomach dropped as she realized her prison was a dry well. At least her surroundings made sense now, in an awful way.

Her captors leaned over the edge, some fifteen feet above her. Judging by their scents, all three were human. Any hope that Vivienne might have had that they might’ve been friendly dissipated when she took in their hostile expressions.

She wanted to stand up, fight back, and yell at them to release her, but she didn’t think they’d react kindly to that.

Maybe appearing harmless was the way to go. It was worth a shot.

Wrapping her arms around her legs, Vivienne willed a few tears to roll down her cheeks. She curled in her shoulders and curved her spine, trying to appear as small as possible.

A whimper escaped her lips. “Please, help me.”

The words were barely audible, and she didn’t fake the way forcing them out of her dry mouth hurt. The ache in her fangs multiplied, and she trembled.

The youngest of the trio, a teenager with short black hair and dirt streaked across his face, frowned.

“She doesn’t look dangerous,” he said, shifting as though to lower an arm for her. “Maybe we should⁠—”

A hand smacked his arm away, and the man with salt-and-pepper hair who looked like he had never smiled in his life glared at the teen.

“That’s how they get you, son,” he sneered, his voice thin and reedy. “Vampires are monsters, the lot of them. Don’t ever let them trick you into thinking otherwise.”

Damn it. Maybe appearing weak hadn’t been the right course of action. Unfortunately, it wasn’t like she had a slew of other available alternatives. The prohiberis was blocking her wings, and she couldn’t climb out. The stones were too slick for that.

Vivienne looked at the youngest man, widening her eyes. “Please. Where is my companion?”

The oldest of the three men scoffed, and his eyes shone with unmasked hatred. “Don’t worry about him. You’ll get to see him soon enough.”

There was nothing comforting about his tone of voice, and Vivienne shivered.

“What do you mean?” Cold sweat broke out on the back of her neck. “When will I see him?”

“Very soon,” the oldest man sneered as he pulled out a small black bag. He reached inside, withdrawing a handful of glittering dust. “Be a good little vampire and stay still.”

The air shifted, and the oldest man had an almost manic gleam in his eyes as he snickered menacingly. Vivienne’s breath caught in her throat, and the three looming humans suddenly seemed far more dangerous than they had moments ago.

She wasn’t even sure what she was begging for when she said, “Please, don’t⁠—”

He chuckled and blew on the dust. Silver and black glittering particles fell, raining on her. A blood-curdling scream filled Vivienne’s ears. It took her a moment to realize it was coming from her.

Fire swept over her.

Everywhere the dust touched felt like it had erupted into flame. Black spots filled her vision. Her lungs squeezed tighter, tighter, tighter. She tried to brush off the dust, but there was too much of it. Tears poured down her cheeks, and she wept as the pain worsened.

Laughter filled the air, the sound mixing with her screams in a dreadful harmony.

She was vaguely aware of someone lowering a ladder into the well, but she could barely breathe through the pain, let alone fight back.

One of the humans laughed, “Not so dangerous now, are you?”

Something slammed into her temple, and she tumbled headfirst into darkness.
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Thank all the gods, the burning faded, and Vivienne’s mind returned to her. That was where her good luck ended, though, because she opened her eyes and took in her surroundings.

A hundred curses ran through her mind, each worse than the last.

Oh, gods.

This was by far the worst of all the situations Vivienne had found herself in since her Making.

That said something because a few decades ago, she’d been stationed at a remote northern outpost during one of Eleyta’s worst winters on record. She had been alone for an entire month while the blizzard raged, and the solitary existence had nearly driven her to madness.

This made that seem like a summer holiday.

Her hands were stretched above her head to the point of pain. A thick rope was wrapped around them, binding her to a pole. The prohiberis collar was still around her neck, and she was kneeling in snow. A cloth gagged her, the material so tight it was cutting into the corners of her mouth. Tears pricked at her eyes, and her empty stomach felt like a bottomless pit.

The moon was full, and snow fell like sparkling diamonds, blanketing the cobblestones on which she knelt. If death weren’t looming over her, she would’ve loved to paint this scene.

A whispering crowd of humans circled her, blocking her view from the rest of her surroundings. The crowd was almost exclusively made up of men, although there were a few women. No children were present, save for a few babies strapped to their mothers’ chests.

There were nearly a hundred mortals, and every single one looked at her with undisguised hatred. They whispered amongst themselves, their voices low enough that a human wouldn’t be able to hear them.

Unfortunately, Vivienne wasn’t human and had no problem hearing the vitriol spewing from their mouths. If she hadn’t been so hungry, she probably would’ve cried. As it was, her eyes burned.

One person called her a blood-sucking leech. Another commented that it would’ve been better if she’d never been Made. A third cursed her, saying they’d dance on her grave.

Such hateful words coming from people who didn’t even know her. Their disgust for vampire-kind crawled over her skin like millions of ants. It felt like hours passed as they spread their malicious words, although it was probably only a few minutes.

After a while, the crowd shifted, revealing more of her surroundings.

She was in the village square, a slight upgrade from the well. A wooden platform stood forty feet in front of her, and four men were dragging two empty chairs onto it.

And then she looked to her right. Vivienne’s stomach churned, and bile rose in her throat.

Another pole stood a few feet away, and it wasn’t empty.

Marius’s arms were outstretched, his wrists bound like hers, and his chest heaved with labored breaths. He was shivering, his head hung between his shoulders, and his skin was far paler than normal. A gag prevented him from speaking, but the material didn’t seem as tight as hers.

She hissed, trying to get his attention.

The prince’s head slowly turned towards her, his brown eyes widening. He looked like he hadn’t slept for days.

“I’m sorry, Viv,” he whispered around the cloth, his voice rough and broken. “This… my… fault.”

He broke off into a cough, the sound rattling his chest.

His fault?

Perhaps at the beginning, when he dragged her onto this cursed expedition, that was true. But in the end, she was the one duty-bound to keep him safe. She’d let herself get distracted and failed to properly assess the humans as threats.

Now, they were tied to poles in the middle of a hostile human village.

This wasn’t his burden to bear. She shook her head and widened her eyes, hoping he understood what she was trying to say.

This was her fault. She took the blame for all of it. She’d failed him.

Maybe she deserved the prohiberis collar clamped around her neck. It seemed like a fitting punishment.

Lost in the depths of her shame, Vivienne kept her gaze trained on the ground until the whispering died down. Silence blanketed the square, and the air thickened.

Her shoulders tensed as the crowd split into two groups on either side of her and the prince.

Two men, adorned in heavy fur-lined cloaks, golden watches, and silver chains that glimmered in the moonlight, climbed the wooden platform. One sat while the other strode to the edge and looked over the gathering.

“People of Winterwood.” His voice boomed across the silent square. “As you know, we have suffered a great loss this past week. Several among us lost brothers. Husbands. Sons.”

Muffled weeping came from the crowd. A woman covered her mouth with a scarf and buried her face in her neighbor’s shoulder.

“Yes, Marie. Weep for your husband. Your son.” The man pointed at Marius and Vivienne, his finger quivering. “They’re the reason why your men will never cross your threshold again. Lucille, it’s their fault Gerome is dead.”

A sob came from the crowd.

“Philippe, your father is gone because of them.”

“Kill them!” came a voice from Vivienne’s left.

“Death to the murderers!”

“Avenge our people!”

More cries for blood came from all around. Each was more desperate than the last.

Vivienne tugged on her restraints desperately. They held firm.

Her head pounded, and her stomach twisted as bloodlust filled the air.

She’d failed, and now…

Death was here.

Vivienne shuddered, lifting her head and seeking out the prince’s gaze.

I’m sorry, she thought.

She never should have let any of this happen.

Eventually, the cries died down, and the man on the stage smiled. “You will get your revenge, but you must be patient. After all, there is a judicial… process that we must follow.”

His words made it sound like things would proceed fairly, but she heard the undertone of what he was saying.

There would be no fair trial here tonight. No chance to plead their innocence. Not really. Even if they were allowed to defend themselves, it wouldn’t matter.

These people wanted blood, and they wanted it now.

The speaker continued, riling the people up into a frenzy. Vivienne barely paid attention to his words, trying desperately to free herself from the bonds.

She wasn’t worried about herself—death was coming for her tonight. But if she could cause a large enough distraction, Marius might be able to get away.

He was young and strong. Surely, he could evade these bloodthirsty humans long enough to find people willing to help him get back to the castle.

Vivienne ignored the crowd and stared at the prince, trying to transmit her plan as best she could. His eyes widened, and he yanked on his bindings. The skin around his hands was bright red, the difference stark against the white snow falling around them.

The second man produced a gavel, which he struck on the side of his chair.

Thwack, thwack, thwack.

The crowd quieted, and he rose from his chair, stepping forward.

“The bodies of our slain countrymen were discovered a few days ago.” He paused, allowing for a flurry of gasps to rise from the crowd. “They’re being brought home for a proper burial, but all evidence points to these two as the culprits. Their necks were torn apart, and they died bloody deaths.”

A woman fainted.

Others screamed and yelled profanities.

Vivienne worked twice as hard to get free. Even if she had to break her thumbs, the pain would be worth it. She just wanted to save the prince before these hateful humans killed her.

She was so focused on waiting for the perfect moment to execute her plan that she almost missed the dark wisps pooling at the base of the platform.

Almost.

But she did see them, and her heart rate picked up. Her breath caught in her throat, and her hands grew slick.

None of the humans seemed to notice the new shadows. They were all focused on the men who, if the cheers that rose all around them were any indication, had just declared them guilty.

So much for getting to defend themselves.

Vivienne didn’t bother looking up, the shadows solidifying until they were inky pools of nothing.

Someone screamed profanities at her.

She didn’t blink.

Even if the world began to quake and stars fell from the heavens, she wouldn’t look away from the scene unfolding before her.

The darkness that had resided in her soul since the night of her Making sang as power—true, unadulterated power that could bring death in the flash of an eye—stepped into the square.

Shadows rippled around the pair of vampires.

One was much taller than the other; their hands were joined, and an aura of strength and violence radiated from them.

These weren’t just creatures of the night.

They were darkness personified.

The most powerful beings in the land.

Crowns rested on their brows, but neither required the marker of royalty.

Enormous midnight wings hung from their backs, and the night air shimmered with darkness as their presence forced light away.

They were the night and power and strength itself.

Vivienne exhaled, her shoulders loosening for the first time since she saw the sliver of light. She didn’t know how they were here, and frankly, she didn’t care.

The king and queen had arrived.

For a moment, the royals stood still, their dark gazes sweeping over the crowd.

Then, someone gasped.

The air, which had been filled with feverish bloodlust only minutes before, shifted. Silence fell upon the village, and the distinct aroma of fear flooded Vivienne’s senses.

More shadows streamed behind the royals, and moments later, two more vampires stepped out of the darkness. Phyrra, the king’s spymaster, and another vampire that Vivienne didn’t recognize.

The king’s eyes darkened, his fangs flashed, and a deafening roar echoed through the square.

Vivienne sagged against the pole.

Thank the gods; the prince would be safe.


They were Darkness
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When the humans had dragged Marius out of the prison a few hours ago, he’d known it was the end.

Death had been creeping towards him since he woke yesterday with a fever. One moment, it felt like he was burning alive. The next, he was so cold, it was like his entire body was submerged in ice.

The girl who’d brought Marius’s food the first day never returned, and no one else came in her place. Not until a pair of sneering men appeared and dragged him out of the prison. He struggled, but the fever and lack of sustenance had weakened him so thoroughly that his punches and kicks didn’t make a difference.

The pair gagged him, tied him to the stake, and forced him to watch as they pulled Vivienne’s unconscious body out of a nearby well. Their cruelty towards his bodyguard and the words they’d thrown at her had been so vile, he’d known they would die that night.

As expected, the trial was a mockery of justice.

Marius tuned out the villagers, taking the time to make himself right with the gods. He prayed that Luna would come to terms with his death and that she wouldn’t blame herself for his demise. He was prepared to die with dignity when the shadows appeared near the stage.

Most people would be frightened by those dark wisps, but not him. Peace settled in his heart at the sight.

He lifted his head, his lips twitching upwards as his sister and her husband stepped out of the Void.

Time slowed as the royal vampires arrived… or perhaps, it was simply bowing to the power they held. The king and queen of Eleyta were darkness, and darkness was them. It was nearly impossible to tell where they ended and where the night began.

Silence blanketed the square.

More shadows appeared, and two more vampires came out of the Void. Victor and Phyrra, two of Sebastian’s spies, stood behind the royals.

And then, Sebastian roared. The sound was fury and power and death. It was infused with the strength of the night, a warning to all who heard it.

Bow before the king of the vampires.

Shivers ran down Marius’s spine at the sound, and he fought the urge to fall to his feet and beg the royals for his life.

Darkness swept out from the king and queen in a wave. Shadows coated the square, obliterating even the memory of light.

Chaos descended as time resumed its normal pace.

The villagers screamed.

Someone wept.

Another yelled.

Grunts.

A cry.

Marius could no longer see, but he felt someone tugging at his bindings. The sound of a blade slicing through rope reached his ears, and then, his gag was ripped off.

A cool hand clamped onto his arm.

“We have much to discuss, brother.” Luna’s voice was sharp, and his stomach twisted at the sound.

Usually, she spoke to him with kindness, care, and love. He couldn’t remember the last time she’d spoken to him in anger.

It only made the fury tinging her every word hurt that much worse.

The problem was that Marius wasn’t surprised by Luna’s ire. He deserved it. He hated that she was upset with him, but even more than that, he hated that she had to rescue him.

Helpless.

Once again, he was helpless. It was the worst feeling in the world. He couldn’t even stop a feral vampire on his own.

Why hadn’t he been born a Death or Earth Elf? At least then, he could’ve used his magic to defend himself. If that had been the case, he never would’ve ended up in this situation.

Instead, he was left with Fortune Elf magic that didn’t even work half the time.

Luna tugged on his arm, and he stumbled over something as he followed her through the darkness.

More evidence of his inadequacies.

He’d never imagined that his first adventure would end in such a horrible fashion. His throat thickened and his limbs felt heavy with shame. He’d trained for years and spent hours working on his magic, all to fail in such a spectacular fashion.

It had all been for nothing, and now, it was time to admit defeat.

“I’ve got her.” The king’s voice came from in front of them, notes of darkness permeating his every word. “Phyrra will deal with this. Let’s go, darling.”

The queen didn’t respond, but her grip on Marius’s arm tightened. He drew in a breath as the world swirled. The screaming villagers disappeared, and the air chilled. Silence enveloped them, and no one spoke. Marius wasn’t even sure he could come up with words right now.

The weight of his failure pressed him down, down, down.

He sensed the king’s presence behind him but couldn’t see him. The Void was empty of both light and life.

His stomach churned, protesting this awful form of travel.

You failed.

The words echoed through Marius’s mind on a loop until they were the only thing he could hear. They suffused his mind, body, and soul.

He wasn’t sure how much time passed before the shadows slipped away and they stepped out of the Void.

Familiar, cold stone was beneath his feet. The darkness was replaced by glowing violet orbs. Frigid air poured through cracks in the walls, the wind howled, and two matching black thrones stood in the place of honor upon a dais.

As soon as Marius straightened, Luna let go of his hand. She retracted her wings and stepped away, her gaze never leaving his.

For the first time that night, Marius got a good look at his sister.

Instead of the gowns she usually wore, she was dressed in midnight fighting leathers. They hugged her form, her brown hair falling in gentle waves, framing her face.

Her black crown rested on her brow, her cheekbones were stark, and her eyes…

Marius sucked in a breath and stumbled back.

An ocean of pain filled his sister’s black eyes.

He’d done that. Hurt her.

Holding his gaze, she didn’t conceal her anguish. She let him see everything, and by the gods, a knife to the heart would’ve hurt less.

He couldn’t bear it for long. After a few seconds, like a coward, he turned his head and studied his brother-in-law.

Like his wife, the king had donned fighting leathers. His wings were still out, shadows curled around his legs, and darkness emanated from him.

He, too, was staring at Marius.

Unlike the queen’s pain-filled gaze, Sebastian’s obsidian eyes were brimming with fury.

The king wasn’t alone. His fist was clenched around the back of Vivienne’s neck, and he held her like she was a rag doll, not a powerful creature of the night. Shadows bound her hands together in front of her, and she hung limply at the king’s side, her feet dragging on the floor. The only sign that she was alive was the single tear trailing down her pale, dirt-stained cheek.

Sebastian strode forward. Each step radiated with rage, reverberating through the empty throne room and echoing the too-loud beat of Marius’s heart.

When the king was a few feet away from Marius, he released his grip on Vivienne’s neck. She grunted, falling to the stone floor in a heap.

Marius’s heart ached.

The strong vampire who’d pinned Marius to the ground in Hoarfrost Hollow was nowhere to be seen. The black collar was still clamped around her neck, a gag was wrapped around her mouth, and fear shimmered in her black eyes.

He went to step toward his bodyguard, but the king barked, “Don’t!”

The command was laced with power and darkness, and it boomed through the throne room, freezing Marius in his tracks. He wasn’t a vampire, but the power in his brother-in-law’s veins would make anyone quake in fear.

Even though it pained him to do so, Marius dragged his gaze from Vivienne back to the king.

His head spun at the sight in front of him.

Luna had moved, and she stood behind her husband. Her wide, once-brown-but-now-black eyes were trained on Marius. A crimson tear trailed down her cheek. Her hand was engulfed in the king’s, who stood rigidly in front of her.

Protecting her.

From him.

The king’s stance was wide, shadows swarmed around him like snakes, and he had a wing curled protectively around Luna.

It was the anger rippling off the king in waves that had Marius’s breath catching in his throat. The air was thick, and breathing was practically impossible.

This was the first time Marius had ever been the subject of the king’s wrath, and it wasn’t an experience he would wish on anyone. To say that it was frightening would be a disservice to fear itself.

Now, he understood why Sebastian was called the King of Darkness. It wasn’t just because of his command over the shadows or the blackness of his gaze.

He was darkness brought to life.

And then, there was Luna.

If Sebastian Montquartier, King of the Vampires, embodied the night itself, his wife was pure, unadulterated power. It radiated off her where she stood, permeating the air. She was a queen in every sense of the word.

The king’s furious gaze was unwavering, and every part of Marius urged him to kneel before such power.

He did exactly that, shifting to his knees even as his weakened body protested the movements. Bowing his head, he dropped his gaze to the stone floor.

Death was in this room.

Could Vivienne feel it from her position a few feet from him?

Seconds ticked by, each one agonizingly longer than the last. Minutes passed before footsteps echoed through the throne room.

Marius didn’t look up.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” The king spoke slowly, enunciating each word with deadly precision. Every syllable boomed.

Marius swallowed and wiped sweaty palms across his thighs. He’d never felt more like a child in the king’s presence than he did at that moment. “I⁠—”

“You will not speak yet.” Sebastian’s voice rippled with power, and Marius clamped his mouth shut.

Luna softly said, “Sebastian, maybe⁠—”

“No, love.” The king’s voice was stern, and shadows swept across the stones. “He needs to understand what his leaving did to you.”

Marius flinched at the reminder that he’d hurt his sister. He lifted his chin, meeting the queen’s gaze.

“Lulu, I’m so sorry.” The words were inadequate, but he couldn’t keep them inside, even though they disobeyed the king’s command. “I just wanted to stop the First. I didn’t think⁠—”

“No, you didn’t. That much is abundantly clear.” The king snarled, and the sound was a predator’s last warning to its prey. “We aren’t discussing the First right now. That can wait. Right now, we’re talking about you.”

Marius’s shoulders came together, and he sucked in a sharp breath.

The king’s wings flared. “Your sister has done everything for you. She went to tremendous lengths to save you all those years ago. Everyone else thought you’d die from the Wasting Illness. And this is how you repay her?”

Marius’s head pounded, and he gripped the stones beneath him, refusing to give into his body’s urge to sway from hunger and weakness. At least now that he was out of the cold, his cough didn’t seem as bad as earlier. The silver lining was minuscule, and it did little to help his mood.

Nothing could.

The king was right. Luna had saved his life and taken him in, and he’d thrown that back in her face. And for what?

Failure.

There weren’t enough apologies in the world that could adequately convey how deeply sorry he was. No words that could repair the damage he’d done.

But he had to try—for Luna.

“I was trying to help.” Marius met the king’s furious gaze and somehow managed not to flinch. “I thought if I did this… if I came back victorious, you’d let me have the adventures I’ve always dreamed of.”

It sounded so stupid now. So reckless and idiotic, just like Vivienne had said. And he had nothing to show for his efforts.

He’d failed spectacularly, and his chance to experience the world outside these frigid stone walls, purple lights, and constant surveillance had slipped through his fingers.

“Your sister wept.” The three words, whispered by Sebastian, slammed into Marius like thousand-ton bricks. “My wife was in agony because of you.”

Marius dragged his gaze to Luna, who was staring at him with wide eyes. Even now, the remnants of pain, grief, and sorrow were etched onto her face.

He’d done that.

“She sobbed for days because of your foolish decision.” Sebastian balled his fists, shadows flitting through his eyes. “Did you even think about the pain that your disappearance would cause? You’re her only remaining family, and you left her.”

The king wielded his words like knives, twisting them deeper and deeper into Marius’s heart.

Sebastian seethed, “You abandoned her without so much as a word.”

“I left a note,” Marius said weakly.

It wasn’t enough, though. He knew that. How could he ever have thought it would be enough?

The king snarled, reaching into his pocket and withdrawing a crumpled parchment. “This? You thought this would be enough?”

He threw the paper at Marius’s feet.

Marius stared at the note. Gods, how had everything turned out so badly?

“I was wrong,” he admitted, his voice breaking as a cough crawled up his throat. “I should have spoken to you both. I just… I didn’t think you’d let me go.”

“And you were right.” The king’s ire was as sharp as any sword. “In leaving, you hurt my wife. She was in agonizing, soul-deep pain as we flew over Ithenmyr and Eleyta, searching for you.”

“I’m sorry.” He would apologize a thousand times over if necessary.

Shadows streamed from the king’s hands, blotting out the violet lights. The air thickened, and seconds that felt like hours passed.

“Do you know what I do to people who hurt my wife?” Sebastian asked. His voice was soft, but he might as well have screamed the question.

Was that a real question? Did he actually want Marius to answer? Of course, he knew what the king did to people who harmed Luna.

Marius had been a child when the last queen died, but he’d heard rumors of Sebastian’s fury. He’d heard about the way the then-prince had dealt with the People of the Night, how he ripped through the cult members as though they were made of paper and dispatched their leader before he Made Luna and saved her life.

Sebastian Montquartier was the King of Darkness, and his kindness only extended to Marius because of his relationship with Luna.

He couldn’t seriously be asking Marius to vocalize that, could he?

Long, excruciating minutes went by, where the only sound was Marius’s ragged breaths. The three vampires were statues. Vivienne’s forehead was pressed against the stone, and both royals were staring at Marius.

It took him far too long to realize the question wasn’t rhetorical.

His heart thundered as he sucked in a breath and whispered, “You kill them.”

His words echoed through the throne room, as loud as any clap of thunder. Marius’s palms grew slick. Up until that moment, he hadn’t actually believed the king would physically punish him for leaving.

Be upset, yes. Kill him? No.

Now, he was coming to the horrific realization that he might’ve been wrong. Maybe this would be the end.

Marius should probably be horrified by that, but he couldn’t help but think that death might be better than returning to life the way it had been. He’d been little more than a prisoner, unable to truly live.

“Wrong,” the king growled. “I kill people who hurt me. Those who harm my wife do not deserve a quick end. I ensure they feel every ounce of pain they inflicted upon my beloved a hundred times over before finally allowing them to feel death’s cold embrace.”

Goosebumps peppered Marius’s flesh. The king was serious.

His gaze swung from Sebastian to Luna. Crimson tracked down the queen’s cheeks, and she appeared to be holding back sobs as she remained by her husband’s side.

“You should die for this,” Sebastian proclaimed.

Luna sucked in a sharp breath, and she grabbed her husband’s arm.

“But for her,”—the king looked fondly at his wife, as if she was the center of his universe—“I will spare you. For her, I will let you live.”

Marius’s shoulders loosened, and he dipped his head, pressing his forehead against the floor in a mirror of Vivienne’s position. “Thank you, my king.”

“Don’t thank me,” Sebastian practically snarled. “I’m not doing this for you, but for her. I know what it’s like to be alone, and I would never wish that on my beloved. You, I’ll let live. But her…”

The king strode towards Vivienne, and his voice dropped an octave. “She failed me.”


A Broken Vow
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Vivienne lifted her gaze from the floor and stared at the king’s shadows as he approached her.

She failed me.

This was it.

The king would kill her now.

Honestly, she wasn’t surprised. Death had been looking over her shoulder ever since she lost the prince on the night of the ball. At least she wouldn’t die at the hands of the villagers. They wouldn’t have killed her quickly or painlessly.

Not that dying at the king’s hands would be a walk in the park. Vivienne had witnessed his dark brand of death several times. The hunger devouring her hollow stomach from the inside out would soon be the least of her worries.

At least the prince was back with his family.

Vivienne would die knowing that Marius was safe, and he’d live. Castle Sanguis had healers for Marius’s cough. The royals would send someone else after the feral First. Eventually, the prince would go on an adventure that wouldn’t get him killed. Maybe he’d find a partner and settle down.

Everyone else would get their happily ever after.

There wouldn’t be a happy ending for Vivienne. No way for her to come out of this smiling. But she would be done, and that was…

Okay.

It had to be, because the king wouldn’t allow her to live.

Shadows streamed from the royal vampire, but Vivienne paid them no mind. She let her mind drift back a hundred years to memories she’d buried long ago. Skipping over the awful night of her Making, with those three men who’d thought they could take advantage of her just because she was a woman, she thought back to her parents.

Their faces flashed through her mind.

She pictured her mother, Aurora, with her kind brown eyes and white hair that she always kept in a bun at the nape of her neck.

Wrinkles had always decorated Aurora’s forehead, complementing the laugh lines that had been present for as long as Vivienne could remember. Even at the end, after Vivienne’s Making, Aurora hadn’t stopped smiling.

Vivienne’s father, Pierre, had been silent but strong. He’d barely spoken, at least compared to Aurora’s constant babble, but there hadn’t been a single day where he hadn’t gazed upon his wife and daughter with deep affection.

Her parents’ love for each other had been as deep as the Black Sea and as vast as the Four Kingdoms, and they had raised her in a happy, healthy home. They’d been older when Vivienne was born, and they called her their miracle.

Even after her Making, Vivienne had remained by her parents’ side as much as possible. She had spent her Fledgling years living part-time with Ian, her Maker, to learn the ways of vampires. The rest of the time, she stayed with her parents and took care of them. While living in the village, she hunted deer, subsiding off their blood.

Even after finding out that their daughter had become a creature of the night, Aurora and Pierre had never rebuked Vivienne. They just kept on loving her right until their final days.

Their deaths had come in quick succession.

A few years after Vivienne’s Making, her mother had slipped away peacefully in her sleep. Later that same day, Pierre had followed. It was as though he couldn’t bear to remain in this world one more night without his love.

And now, Vivienne would join them.

Boots appeared in her vision. Dark power flowed off the king, and the air vibrated in morose anticipation.

Vivienne’s heart, slow beating though it was, sped up. Knowing pain was coming didn’t ease the dread of anticipation. She would suffer for weeks, if not months, or even years before death’s cold arms finally wrapped around her.

She wouldn’t fight back, though.

She deserved this.

To her credit, she didn’t flinch as the king stopped in front of her, bent, and ripped off her gag. Dark wisps swarmed at the king’s feet, a promise of impending pain.

“Vivienne Beaumont.” The king snarled her name, and she shivered. Never had those two words sounded so dark. “Do you recall the vow you took when you knelt before these very thrones?”

How could she forget? It had barely been a month ago. Then, she’d assumed that her new position would be one of relative ease.

Isvana help her, but she’d never been so wrong.

Now, Marius kneeled somewhere to her right, and even though she could feel him looking at her, she didn’t dare glance over.

Unsure of whether she was allowed to speak, Vivienne jerked her chin.

The king’s wings flared. “Remind me of it.”

Vivienne cleared her throat, the prohiberis band feeling tighter with every passing moment. She wished she could draw on her wings and let their weight comfort her.

But they were gone, and she was alone.

Drawing in a deep breath, she shut her eyes and gathered her strength. If these were the last words she would ever say, she would speak them with dignity, even as her body failed her.

“I vowed to protect the prince, to keep him safe from harm, and to watch over him.” She swallowed. “I gave my word, swearing on my blood and my blade, promising to do anything for him.”

She’d spoken the vow of protection before spilling her blood on the stones before the thrones. Those same stones seemed to mock her now.

“And did you fulfill your vow?” The king circled her slowly, a lion assessing the lamb it was about to devour.

Another vampire might have chosen this moment to lie or beg for their life, but Vivienne didn’t bother. She was a soldier, and she would not quake in the face of her fate.

She hung her head, shame chilling the blood in her veins.

“I didn’t, Your Majesty. I failed you and your queen, and I broke my vow. I will take that dishonor with me to my grave. It was my duty to stop the prince and keep him safe, and I did neither of those things.” She exhaled, a tear sliding down her cheek. “The fault lies entirely with me.”

Endless seconds passed.

“You’re correct.” Ice coated the king’s voice, sending shivers down Vivienne’s spine. Shadows streamed from the royal’s hands like ribbons as he took another step towards her. “For your failure, Vivienne Beaumont, I sentence you to⁠—”

“No!”

The outburst was so sudden that, for a moment, time seemed to freeze. Shadows stilled, Vivienne’s heart ceased beating, and everyone’s gaze swiveled to the prince.

“No,” Marius repeated.

Somehow, he’d moved. He stood between her and the king, his hand outstretched towards the royal vampire.

“Don’t,” Marius said beseechingly.

The king growled, and everything within Vivienne begged her to turn and run at the sound.

“She failed me.” The king’s voice boomed, and Vivienne’s stomach twisted at the sound. “There must be consequences for such behavior.”

“Not this,” Marius insisted. “I dragged her into this. You can’t kill her for that. It’s not⁠—”

He coughed, the sound rattling his lungs. It sounded worse than before.

Vivienne flinched as the king’s shadows darkened. The queen was at her brother’s side in a heartbeat. She clutched his arm, black eyes wide and crimson tears streaking her face as she stared at him.

“You’re sick,” she said accusingly. “How long have you been sick?”

“I’m fine,” the prince said, his voice breaking on the last syllable as he coughed again.

The queen frowned, placing the back of her hand on Marius’s forehead. A hiss slipped from her lips. “Isvana help us, you’re burning up.”

He protested, but coughs punctuated his words.

“You need a healer,” the queen said. “I won’t hear any arguments. Sebastian?”

The king dragged his gaze away from Vivienne. “Yes, darling?”

“Odette is here, right?”

“Yes, love.” The king dipped his head. “I believe she’s in the east wing. I’ll send for her. But first⁠—”

“Don’t hurt Vivienne,” Marius repeated, clutching his sister’s hand. “She begged me to return to the castle. I ignored her, and my stubbornness got us into this mess. If you⁠—”

He broke into another coughing fit. This one was worse than the last, and it shook his entire body.

“Now, Sebastian,” the queen said through gritted teeth, darkness streaming from her hands. “You can deal with the bodyguard later.”

Another growl ripped through the king before he shouted for help. The door behind Vivienne swung open, and the stomping of feet announced the arrival of several guards.

“Your Majesty?” a deep masculine voice asked.

“Take her to Ravenwood Dungeon.”

Hands roughly grabbed Vivienne’s arms, yanking her backwards. She didn’t fight them as they dragged her out of the throne room.

Lifting her head, she met the prince’s gaze and mouthed, “Thank you.”

Against all odds, she’d survived the night.


Every Last Crimson Drop
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It didn’t seem to matter how many throats Therese ripped into, nor did it matter how much blood she imbibed. The hunger that had been her companion for centuries remained.

As if starvation wasn’t bad enough, she’d been in constant pain ever since that damned couple had attacked her. Black blood oozed from her wounds, and she was burning up from the inside out.

Why, why, why wasn’t she healing?

The First sought answers in her mind, but it was still fragmented after her time in the tomb. She didn’t even know if the information was there, somewhere.

She didn’t know much of anything anymore.

Everything, including time itself, was nothing more than a painful blur.

Her bare feet pounded the snow, and she ran and ran and ran. The direction didn’t matter—all that mattered was blood.

Every time the scent of life tickled Therese’s nose, she hunted. She didn’t care who her prey was or how old they were. Those matters were of little consequence.

All that mattered was that humans contained the sustenance she so desperately desired.

When she caught them—and she always caught them—she consumed.

Every.

Last.

Crimson.

Drop.

It was never enough. Not really.

Therese knew her name, but what good was that when she was being destroyed from the inside out?

She left bodies drained of blood in her wake as she tore her way across the frozen forests of this desolate country. She didn’t bother keeping track of how many she killed. They were humans, after all. They existed, first and foremost, to serve creatures of the night, providing them sustenance and strength.

Therese ran and ran until the moon dipped below the horizon. Then, she found shelter and waited out the sun.

The nights passed quickly, but the days crept by, each longer than the last.

Therese didn’t need sleep anymore. Issues that plagued mortals, such as exhaustion, aching muscles, and joint pain had stopped bothering her long ago.

She was a pendulum swinging between two states of being.

Sometimes, she remained still and meditated, plucking at the strings of her memories. She could feel them hiding in her mind, waiting for her to uncover them. She just needed them to tell her why she’d been locked away.

They would return one day. They had to.

Other times, when the reality of what had been done to Therese became too much to bear, she raged. Those days, when she remembered that centuries of her life had been stolen from her, she gave into the monster within her.

She screamed and pulled on her hair. She slammed her fists into stones until her hands were covered in black blood. On the days when anger took hold of her heart, she let that fury fester and grow until it was all she could think about.

Someone had stolen her life from her. Her memories. Her people. Her freedom. Everything.

During one such day, when rage tinged her vision red, and everything was too much, she made a vow.

She sliced open her palm on a sharp rock, letting black blood pool on the stones beneath her.

“I will find those responsible for locking me up,” she swore. “And when I do, I will avenge myself and the rest of the Twelve.”

She just needed more time. More blood. More strength.

Luckily, this world seemed to have more than enough humans to feed her.


You will Always be my Home
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“Drink this. It’ll help.”

Marius looked between the cup being offered to him and the red-headed witch standing beside his bed. He trusted Odette. When he’d been sick with the Wasting Illness, the witch had befriended Luna and helped her find a cure for him.

Even so, he didn’t want to ingest any medicine without knowing what it contained.

He frowned and peered into the cup. The liquid was a deep purple, and a distinctly floral scent reached his nose. Another aroma was buried beneath it, but he couldn’t place it.

One of the guards had summoned Odette, and she’d arrived in Marius’s room moments after Luna and Sebastian shadowed him here.

Marius hated this.

The problem wasn’t the witch, the room, or even the medicine she held.

It was the illness itself.

He’d spent his early childhood as the subject of countless medical tests. As a young halfling, he’d suffered through attempted healings that ultimately failed, ingested hundreds of potions, and met so many witches that he eventually lost count.

And now, years later, he was back in bed at the mercy of healers once again. He thought he’d put this part of his life behind him, but apparently not. Even his magic was subdued, as if it, too, was upset by this turn of events.

“What’s in this?” he asked.

Odette smiled and listed the ingredients, naming several wild plants that he vaguely remembered learning about during his studies. “This will help you sleep. There isn’t anything in here that I wouldn’t drink myself.”

To demonstrate, she took a sip from the side of the cup facing her.

Something loosened within Marius at the sight. He knew Odette wouldn’t hurt him, but the extra confirmation was what he needed.

“It’s safe, Mar-mar.” Luna smiled reassuringly at him, her hand laced through Sebastian’s. The royals stood a few feet behind Odette, their gazes heavier than normal. He didn’t mind the weight of their stares, though. At least they were looking at him and not Vivienne.

Marius had to figure out a way to save his bodyguard. Not only because he’d dragged her into this, but because something deep within him twisted at the thought of a world existing without Vivienne’s fierceness.

The moment he was better, he would find a way to help her.

With that thought in mind, he took the cup and tossed the liquid back in one gulp. He grimaced. A bitter aftertaste accompanied the floral flavor, and the medicine was strangely viscous as it slid down his throat.

Shuddering, he leaned back and rested his head against the pillows.

Odette took the empty cup and smiled. “You should rest, Your Highness. The medicine will combat your fever, but sleep is always the best medicine.”

The witches who’d looked after him as a child had always said the same thing. Marius had grown to hate sleep almost as much as he hated being confined to bedrest. But he couldn’t deny that exhaustion was pulling at him.

“He’s going to be okay, right?” Luna released Sebastian’s hand and came to stand beside the bed.

“He will, Your Majesty.” Odette collected her things and slipped them into her pockets. “I’ll check on him tomorrow, but I don’t foresee any issues.”

Luna exhaled and shuddered, shutting her eyes for a moment before reopening them. “Thank Isvana. And thank you, Odette.”

The witch dipped her head, and a few minutes later, she slipped out of the room.

The door was barely shut before Luna turned to the king. “You will not execute the bodyguard yet.”

Yet.

The last word echoed through the room, and tension strummed in the air between the two vampires.

A long moment passed before the king jerked his chin. “For you, darling, I will stay my hand.”

For the first time all night, Marius felt like he could breathe.

“Thank you, Lulu,” he whispered, his head growing heavier by the minute. “This wasn’t Vivienne’s fault…”

His voice trailed off as his sister turned to face him once more. Her shoulders were rigid, and shadows curled around her hands.

“How could you do this?” Luna’s voice trembled, and she bit her lip. “I… you… we thought you were dead.”

Pain, even more than she’d shown in the throne room, flashed through her gaze.

Marius whispered another apology, pushing himself up and reaching for his sister’s hand. To his eternal chagrin, she stepped away from him and moved against Sebastian, her back resting against his chest. The king’s hands landed on her shoulders, steadying her.

“I just… I can’t apologize enough.” Marius gripped the comforter. “I didn’t think it through.”

The words weren’t sufficient. They’d never be sufficient.

Luna sniffled, and gods, it was an awful sight. “Clearly.”

He twisted the material. “I⁠—”

“No, Marius,” she murmured. The quiet tone of her voice was somehow worse than if she was shouting at him. “When you vanished, everything else stopped. We combed the area for you until moments before the sun rose. Then, during the day, the High Ladies and their mates searched for you. At night, we looked for your body.”

She broke off into a shuddering sob, burying her face against the king’s chest.

Each word hurt more than the last.

“I never meant to cause you pain,” Marius whispered.

It wasn’t enough. He knew that. He just couldn’t force coherent sentences out of his mouth. Not right now. Apologies piled up on the tip of his tongue, fighting for dominance.

I’m sorry that I was so stupid.

I’m sorry that I left.

I’m sorry that I failed.

I’m sorry that I’m trapped here again.

In the end, he didn’t say anything. Silence stretched between them until it was a living entity, a fourth being in the room.

Minutes that felt like hours passed before Luna exhaled.

“I know.” She moved towards Marius again, wiping her tears with a handkerchief the king produced from his pocket. She sniffled and pressed her cold lips against his forehead. “I’m glad you’re back and you’re safe. We’ll discuss everything else once you’re feeling better.”

The royals left shortly after that. They wouldn’t be far—their suite was a floor above his—and Luna promised they’d return as soon as the sun set. They shut the door behind them, but not before Marius glimpsed several guards standing in the hallway. He overheard Sebastian telling them not to leave the prince alone.

Marius would’ve been offended, but Odette’s medicine had taken hold of his mind. He drifted off to sleep, the memories of riding Azil while Vivienne ran beside him filling his mind.

At least now, he’d tasted freedom.

Maybe it would be enough.
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The fever must’ve dug its claws further into Marius than he’d realized. Or maybe it was a lingering side-effect from the First’s scratches.

Either way, he slept on and off for a week. He dreamed of everything and nothing. One moment, he was hunting down the First and stabbing a silver-tipped stake through the creature’s heart. The next, he was exploring the Southern Kingdom, riding dragons, and crossing the Indigo Ocean to meet the fae.

The only constant in his dreams was Vivienne. She was always there, no matter what he was doing.

Waking and sleeping blended together. The bedroom drapes were closed, and he kept track of time using his sister’s arrivals. She and her husband came daily like clockwork, showing up at dusk and remaining by his side until dawn.

Odette returned three times to administer the same purple medicine and check his fever. Marius took the medicine willingly. The sooner he was healed, the better. He needed to get to Vivienne.

Every day, he tried to get Luna to talk about his bodyguard or the First, but she kept refusing. She’d close whatever book was on her lap and insist he rest. When he pressed her, she said they’d talk about it later. All he could get out of her was that his bodyguard was still alive.

Marius hadn’t dared ask about Felix. If the royals didn’t know the groom had helped him, he didn’t want to accidentally implicate his friend. He’d check on him once he was declared healthy.

By the end of the week, Marius was itching to get out of bed. His cough was gone, his breathing was strong, and his mind was clear of the fog that had been plaguing him. Earlier that evening, he’d showered and changed into a fresh tunic and pants.

He finally felt like himself again.

When Odette came in and declared Marius fever-free, he knew it was time to talk to Luna about Vivienne. He wouldn’t let her avoid the question again.

The moment the door slipped shut behind the witch, Marius turned to his sister. She was sitting on the edge of his bed, petting Noir. The cat, one of the many that his sister owned, purred contentedly. Sebastian was giving them space, which for him meant that he was sitting at the desk on the other side of Marius’s room, working on papers.

Marius drew in a deep breath. “Luna⁠—”

A knock came on the door.

Of course. Talk about bad timing.

The king rose from the desk and strode to the door with predatory grace, shadows ripping behind him with every step. Luna’s hand stilled on the cat’s head, a small smile dancing on her lips as she watched him.

Over the years, Marius had gotten used to the way his sister looked at her husband as if he’d personally hung the moon in the sky for her.

And maybe he had.

No one could dispute the fact that the king made his wife happy. The two of them balanced each other out in a way Marius had never seen before. Maybe one day, if the gods blessed him, he’d have someone in his life who cared for him as much as the king loved the queen.

Sebastian opened the door, his large frame blocking the hallway from sight.

“Yes?” he asked.

“A message for you, Your Majesty.” The voice wasn’t one Marius recognized.

Sebastian nodded and followed the messenger into the hall, shutting the door behind him.

Marius reached over and took Luna’s hand in his. Even though she was older than him by a decade, they looked like they were the same age. The queen was frozen at twenty-one, and he would appear as though he was in his mid-twenties for decades before he started showing signs of aging.

“Can we talk, Lulu?” His voice was rough, betraying the emotions coursing through him.

She squeezed his fingers lightly. “Always, Mar-mar.”

She was smiling now, but he wasn’t sure she would be when they were done.

“I love you so much,” he told her, a lump forming in his throat.

Luna’s brows furrowed, and she gazed at him quizzically. “I love you, too. I always have.”

“I know.” He’d never doubted his sister’s love for him. They’d always been the closest in their family; now, they were all the other had. He swallowed roughly. “That’s what makes this so difficult.”

He’d spent days thinking about this conversation. What he would say. How he would tell her. But now that it was here, it was more difficult than ever.

Her hand stiffened, and she sucked in a breath. “What do you mean?”

Marius shifted on the bed, sitting beside his sister. Noir leaped off Luna’s lap a heartbeat later. In a feat of feline gymnastics, the cat landed on top of the wardrobe and turned in a circle before settling on the edge, purring loudly.

Meeting his sister’s gaze, Marius smiled. “I’m so grateful that you and Sebastian took me in after we lost our family.”

His chest ached, that constant, dull burn of grief having never fully healed. Some days, it was a low thrum, but other times, it was strong enough to make him stop in his tracks. It would never leave him, and truthfully, he didn’t want it to. It was a reminder of the family they’d once had.

“It was our pleasure,” Luna murmured, twisting her wedding ring. “Loving you has never been a burden, Marius. It has been the greatest honor of my life.”

Marius’s eyes stung, and he cleared his throat. Gods, this was so much harder than the conversations he’d practiced in his mind.

“The same goes for Sebastian,” she continued, her gaze trained on him. “He loves you too. He’s angry right now, but he’ll get over it. Now that you’re home and safe, we don’t have anything to worry about.”

If only that were the case.

Marius rubbed a fist over his heart. He’d known this conversation would be difficult, but he hadn’t expected it to hurt so much.

He bit his lip. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

Noir stretched, and the cat’s tail thumped against the side of the wardrobe.

Luna smiled lovingly at her pet before returning her attention to Marius. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… I know you have my best interests at heart.” He’d never doubted that. “And I know I’m under guard because you fear for my safety.”

Castle Sanguis was arguably safer than the rest of Eleyta, but it was still inhabited by vampires. He knew Luna had good intentions, even when she was being extremely over-protective.

“Yes, that’s right.” Luna studied him as if he were one of her books, her hand twitching in his. “Why does it sound like there’s a ‘but’ coming?”

“Because there is.” Marius inhaled deeply, counting to five before exhaling. He couldn’t put this off any longer. She deserved to know the entire truth of why he’d left, and they needed to talk about it like the adults they were. “The thing is, Lulu, I can’t stay here.”

This past week had confirmed what he already knew: he’d never live a full life within these walls. Not the kind he wanted, anyway. He was itching to get outside and experience the world.

Her eyes widened, and she sucked in a sharp breath. “What?”

“The reason I snuck off to deal with the First on my own is because I… I need to be out there.”

He rose from the bed, crossed the room, and pulled open the curtains. White flakes descended in their nightly dance, snow-capped mountains rose in the distance, forests circled the castle, and stars sparkled.

It was undeniably beautiful, but even the beauty of the Northern Kingdom couldn’t sate his need to explore the world.

He turned just in time to see her bottom lip wobble. “I… I don’t understand. You don’t like living with me?”

He shook his head, wishing there was an easier way to have this conversation. “That’s not true, Lulu. I love living with you.”

She was his family.

Crimson lined the bottom of her eyes, and it made him feel like he was the worst brother in the world.

“Then what is it?”

Oh, gods. This hurt so much more than he thought it would.

“Castle Sanguis is your home… but it isn’t mine.” His mouth dried, but he couldn’t stop now. “I need to experience the world, Luna. I don’t just want to hear about Phyrra’s adventures—I want to live them.”

Marius placed a palm on the glass, the frigid air seeping into his skin as he stared outside. “I want to meet a fae, see a Nightwing up close, visit a Sunfire Owl, and go to Sandhaven.” His voice turned wistful. “I want to do it all.”

He had so many dreams that sometimes he couldn’t even sort through them.

She whispered hoarsely, “You want to leave me.”

Each word was a dagger knifing him in the heart. This was why he hadn’t wanted to have this conversation in the first place. He thought he could prove that he was capable and bypass it altogether.

Obviously, that hadn’t turned out well.

“No.” He turned around again, horrified to find a tear trailing down her cheek. “Not permanently.”

Couldn’t she see? Didn’t she understand that he felt like a prisoner here?

“But you do want to leave.” Her voice cracked on the last word. She drew up the sleeve of her crimson gown and traced the black band wrapped around her wrist. The red line of the Tether was visible from Marius stood. Luna lifted her gaze to the door where the king had gone. “You know what ties us together.”

How could he forget? When he’d learned of the magic Tethering his sister to her husband, he’d been shocked. He understood it better now, but nothing would ease the fact that it could never be undone.

“I do.” Marius’s eyes burned.

“I can’t go with you,” she whispered. “I’m the queen.”

His cheeks dampened, and it felt like he was ripping his heart to shreds, one word at a time.

“I know.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Castle Sanguis will always be my home, Luna. You will always be my home. My family. I just… I need more.”

More tears slipped down his sister’s cheeks. Gods. Marius hated himself for this. He didn’t think he would, but he did. He couldn’t stop now, though. He was in too deep.

Returning to the bed, he sat beside Luna and took her hands in his. “I will always love you, Lulu. Never doubt that.”

Long seconds passed. Marius’s heart was a booming drum, and each moment felt worse than the last as he waited for her to answer.

Scarlet stained her cheeks as she looked up at him. “Is this what you really want?”

“More than anything,” he replied earnestly.

Her gaze, as dark as the night itself, swept over him for endless minutes. He didn’t move or speak. He’d had so much time to think this over and work through his feelings, but this was new for Luna.

Eventually, she sniffled, dabbing at her tear-stained cheeks with a handkerchief. “I suppose I’ve always known this day would come. When you first woke up after the Wasting Illness, you were far more interested in Phyrra than Sebastian.”

They shared watery smiles, and Marius chuckled. “Can you believe how far we’ve come? Back then, when the old queen was still alive, every day was coated in fear.”

“We survived,” Luna said.

“You more than survived.” He gathered his sister into his arms, hugging her tightly. “You thrived.” He kissed her forehead. “You are a strong, powerful, good queen, and it’s been my honor to watch you rule. I couldn’t have asked for a better role model.”

Luna was more than his sister, having been both sibling and parent for most of his life.

“You mean it?”

He hugged her tighter. “Absolutely. And because you raised me so well, I know that I was wrong in leaving the note. I should’ve talked to you.”

“Yes, you should have.” She pulled away, folding her hands in her lap. “I don’t like this, Marius. I won’t lie and say that I do. But I understand where you’re coming from, and I appreciate you talking to me about this. We can’t hide things from each other.”

“I agree.” He inhaled, holding his sister’s gaze as he steeled himself. “Which is why we need to discuss Vivienne.”

Luna tensed. “Marius, your guard betrayed her vow. I don’t⁠—”

“This wasn’t her fault. I keep telling you that. Sebastian can’t punish her for this.” The very thought of Vivienne being harmed curdled Marius’s stomach. “I forced her to come with me.”

Luna stared at him. “Explain it to me, please.”

“Gladly.”

He told his sister about how Vivienne had gone with him against her will, how she’d argued and pleaded with him to turn around, and how she’d saved him twice. First, from the highwaymen, and second, from the feral vampire.

He ended with, “Vivienne isn’t at fault here. If anything, I’m only here because of her. I owe her my life.”

Luna had started pacing while he spoke, and now she paused in front of him.

“A life debt?” She raised a brow, shadows flickering in her eyes. “Marius, that is not something to be trifled with.”

“I know. That’s why I keep bringing her up.”

There were other reasons, too.

The way Vivienne kept showing up in his dreams, her laugh, and the way she made him feel. But he wasn’t ready to consider exactly what those meant yet, let alone talk to his sister about them.

Luna sighed. “I’ll talk to Sebastian about it, but I’m not sure how he’ll take it, Marius. He’s really upset.”

“I know.” But saving Vivienne was worth risking the king’s anger. “Thank you, Luna.”

Marius wouldn’t stop pushing until his bodyguard was out of the dungeon. She didn’t belong there.

The door swung open, and Sebastian strode inside. His wings flared behind him, shadows swept along his feet, and he clutched a yellow parchment.

The air thickened.

“What happened?” Luna asked.

“Something’s wrong in Pern,” the king said. “A shipment was supposed to arrive at the nearby villages three days ago, but it never came. Phyrra sent Jacques to look into it, but he hasn’t returned.”

Marius’s heart clenched, and a chill ran down his spine. Pern was a trading post located between Hoarfrost Hollow and the Black Sea.

“This is the First.” Marius looked between the royals. “Right?”

Nothing else made sense.

“Maybe.” Sebastian rubbed his temples. “I’m not sure, but we’ll find out.”

“Bring me with you.” The words burst from Marius’s lips, and he looked at Luna beseechingly. “Please don’t leave me here.”

He didn’t care that he sounded desperate. He needed to go with them. Not only to help stop the First but also to talk with the king about Vivienne.

Sebastian and Luna shared a long look, one that Marius instantly recognized. The royals engaged in silent communication, an entire conversation occurring in the span of a minute.

Luna gestured to Marius, and the king loudly sighed. She raised a brow. He groaned. She put her hands on her hips and scowled.

“Fine. You can come with us,” Sebastian said begrudgingly, breaking their silence. “But you’ll stay out of the way.”

Marius was so happy to be included, he didn’t even put up a fight.


Death has Been Here
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Half an hour later, Marius stood beside his sister in the hallway outside his room.

“Ready?” Luna asked.

She’d changed into fighting leathers, braided her hair, and donned boots that came up to her knees.

Marius was dressed similarly, although he also wore a heavy, fur-lined black cloak across his shoulders. He ran his fingers over the hilt of his dagger, grateful that Phyrra had retrieved their blades from the humans and returned them earlier in the week.

“I am.” Marius bounced from one foot to the other, eager to leave. “Did you have a chance to talk with Sebastian about Vivienne?”

Luna shook her head. “Not yet.”

Damn. Even with all his excitement about leaving the castle, he could never forget about Vivienne. “She can’t stay down there, Lulu. This wasn’t her fault.”

He refused to let his bodyguard rot in prison for his mistakes.

“I promise I’ll talk to him,” she said.

Talking wasn’t enough, but it was a start.

Before Marius could push his sister further, Sebastian finished giving orders to several soldiers and came to stand next to them. He smiled lovingly at his wife, slipping his hand into hers.

“You look beautiful, darling.”

Luna blushed, her lips tilting up as she pecked him on the cheek. “Oh, stop.”

The king shook his head, brushing his thumb over her knuckles, and whispered, “Never.”

They gazed at each other, as if they’d forgotten about Marius’s presence.

He groaned. “I’m right here,” he reminded them.

Sometimes, it felt like the two royals forgot the rest of the world existed.

The queen’s flush deepened as she turned towards him. “I know.” She smiled at him, her left hand still in her husband’s. “Are you ready?”

“Absolutely.” Marius flexed his fingers, took a deep breath, and put his hand in his sister’s right one.

A familiar jolt of power ran through him, a reminder of the old prophecy.

“Hold on,” Luna said.

The warning was unnecessary. Marius wasn’t a vampire, but he was used to traveling through the Void. There were only two rules: don’t let go and try not to be sick.

He nodded, and a moment later, Castle Sanguis disappeared as shadows swallowed them whole.

Marius shivered as they entered a realm of darkness. There was no life in the Void. No light. There was nothing at all. It was silent, save for his steady breaths. It didn’t matter how often he traveled through here; he never quite got used to the sensation of being in a place of nothingness.

Time didn’t really exist in the Void. Seconds or hours could’ve passed before the shadows lifted, depositing them in a snowy forest.

Marius removed his hand from his sister’s, taking in their surroundings. They hadn’t shadowed directly to the trading post but rather to a nearby forest where Sebastian had previously been.

At first, it looked like any other Eleytan forest. Towering pines wore white coats, snow was piled beneath their feet, and a bitter breeze blew past.

But the longer Marius stood there, the more he realized something was wrong. The forest was unnaturally silent. There were no hooting owls, no singing birds, no howling wolves. There was nothing at all.

The hairs on the back of Marius’s neck stood on end, and he shivered.

Luna and Sebastian glanced at each other, and the king clenched his fist.

Marius inhaled, and the full wrongness of the situation hit him as the scent of death slammed into him. He would never forget the First’s putrid aroma. The fact that the ancient creature’s scent was here, in the absolute middle of nowhere, meant nothing good.

A sense of unease settled upon him, and a whooshing of wind came from his left as both vampires released their wings. The dark appendages spread out behind the powerful duo.

Sebastian drew in a deep breath, his nostrils flaring as he turned in a slow circle. The royal vampire exuded strength every day, but a violent, predatory aura rippled off him right now. He was in his element, one with the night, a king of the land, and nothing would stand in his way.

“Death has been here.” Sebastian glanced at his wife, his brows furrowed. “I suppose it would be out of the question for me to ask you to stay as far back as possible and let me handle this on my own?”

Luna snorted and shook her head. “You could always ask, but we both know how that would turn out.”

The king sighed as though he was upset, but there was no mistaking the look of affection in his eyes as he bent and kissed her cheek. “I had to ask.”

“You did.” The queen smiled up at him. “I appreciate your efforts to keep me safe, even though they’re futile.”

“It’s a good thing I love you,” Sebastian grumbled.

“A very good thing,” she agreed.

The king grumbled affectionately as he took the lead, plowing a path through the snow. Marius followed him, and Luna trailed them both.

Once, Marius would’ve been insulted by the way they kept him in the middle, clearly wanting to protect him from both sides, but he’d accepted long ago that his sister was far more powerful than he’d ever be.

Between her actions the night Queen Marguerite died and during the Battle of Balance, there was no doubt in Marius’s mind that his sister would go down in history as one of the strongest vampires to ever exist in the Four Kingdoms.

He was incredibly proud of her.

The scent of death intensified as they walked through the woods, and Marius’s mind trailed back to Vivienne. He wished she were here.

His bodyguard would’ve been angrily stomping beside him, glaring at him, and constantly reminding him that this was a bad idea. He would’ve laughed, she would’ve chided him, and hours would’ve felt like minutes.

Gods, he missed her. Was it possible to miss someone he’d only known for such a short time?

A few weeks ago, he would’ve said no. But now…

Now, there was a spot at his side for Vivienne, and her absence was a hole he needed to repair. And he would fix it—the moment they returned to Castle Sanguis.
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They hiked for nearly an hour before the wooden walls of a small, one-story log cabin came into view. A chimney protruded from the roof, but there wasn’t any smoke. Blinds were drawn over the windows, and the front door was shut.

A deep sense of wrongness thickened the air. The scent of death was stronger than ever, and each step felt heavier than the last.

Sebastian halted at the edge of the clearing, his shoulders tense. He held up a hand, the signal clear.

Marius and Luna immediately stopped. She pulled shadows from her hands, and he drew his dagger, his magic thrumming a steady beat in his veins. A warning.

Death lay ahead of them.

Dark wisps streamed from the king’s hands like snakes. They slithered across the snow and slipped inside the building. They weren’t gone for long before they returned to the king.

“Something is wrong,” Sebastian declared, rolling his shoulders. “I’m entering first.”

The king’s tone made it clear this was an order, which was fine with Marius. This wasn’t a safe place. The feeling of unease that had been plaguing him since they first arrived in the forest multiplied tenfold when they reached the front door.

Sebastian twisted the knob, and the door opened without any resistance.

A wall of decay slammed into them. Every one of Marius’s senses revolted, and he stumbled back a step. His nose wrinkled, and bile rose in his throat.

He’d seen death before, but this was far worse than that.

Both vampires turned sickly shades of green, and for once, Marius was happy his olfactory senses were less developed than the creatures of the night.

Sebastian made a retching sound, covering his nose with his arm as he entered the cabin. Marius grimaced, exchanging a look with Luna before following his brother-in-law.

“Oh, gods,” Marius’s eyes widened, and his stomach twisted at the awful sight before him.

This was far worse than anything he’d imagined.

Four bodies were piled in the middle of the room in a macabre display of death: three humans, and a headless vampire.

Clothes were shredded, bites covered every inch of skin, and the blood…

Gods above, there was so much blood.

Crimson painted the walls, the ceiling, and the floor. It was a macabre display of death and destruction. Wooden crates were stacked in piles of five against the walls, and blood coated their sides as well.

Scarlet pooled beneath the bodies, and a set of bare footprints led from the corpses to the door.

Luna whispered, “This is...”

Her voice trailed off, and she shuddered.

The king snarled, the dark sound echoing through this place of death.

Marius turned to the royals. “This was the First.” His voice was steady despite the bloody scene, and he clenched his fists. “I recognize the bites.”

They were eerily similar to the ones the human woman had suffered.

“It’s a vile creature.” Darkness echoed in Sebastian’s words, and shadows swept out from him. “We must return to Castle Sanguis immediately and regroup.”

He didn’t give them any time to argue. They joined hands, and once again, they traveled through the Void. The journey back felt much quicker, and soon, the cold stone of the throne room was beneath Marius’s feet.

The moment the darkness dissipated, Marius pulled his hand from his sister’s and turned to face the royals.

“The First. It’s not… normal.” Visions of grey flesh and black blood flashed through his mind, and he shuddered.

He expected them to be shocked. Maybe to scream or shout or at least ask questions. After all, the creature was the oldest of their kind. Instead, Luna pursed her lips and exchanged a look with her husband before sighing.

“We know.” She frowned and rubbed her temples. “I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, that we would find another way, but now with the situation in Pern… I think we need to have a conversation.”

Marius narrowed his eyes and studied his sister. Had they hidden something from him? He didn’t exactly have a leg to stand on since he’d essentially run away the night of the ball, but he couldn’t help but feel slightly miffed.

“A conversation about what, exactly?” he asked.

“I did some research while you were healing.” Luna took his arm and led him up the dais, gesturing for him to take Sebastian’s seat. “It’s time I tell you about what I learned.”

Intrigued, Marius sat on the king’s throne. It didn’t surprise him that his sister had been doing research. Everyone knew she loved to read. People who wanted to gain favor with the royals bought the queen books, treats for her cats, or both.

Instead of joining them, Sebastian strode to the side door closest to the dais and called for guards. Several vampires entered the space, circling the king and listening as he gave orders. He sent several soldiers back to Pern to collect the bodies, while another team would try to track the First.

Luna sat on her throne and fanned her wings behind her. A Light Elf orb cast a violet sheen over her, giving her an ethereal look as she crossed one knee over the other.

Resting his elbows on his thighs, Marius leaned forward and met his sister’s gaze. “So you were researching the First.”

“I was.” Shadows slipped from her palms, darkening the space around them. “Tell me, Marius, what do you know about where the Firsts came from?”

He furrowed his brows, sifting through the many lessons he’d received from his various tutors.

“I know as much as the next person.” He lifted a shoulder. Academics had never been his strong suit. “The Firsts were original vampires who lost their minds, went feral, and were magically entombed for Eleyta’s safety.”

“Yes, that’s true.” Luna nibbled on her bottom lip and twisted her hands in her lap.

“Why do I sense there’s a ‘but’ coming?”

She grimaced, and more shadows flitted from her hands.

“Because there is.” Her voice lowered. “The thing is, the Firsts aren’t… common vampires.”

He’d figured as much since the creature didn’t die when he stabbed it in the heart, but something in his sister’s tone had a pit yawning in his stomach. “What did you learn?”

“It seems there were some things left out of the history books. I had to dig deep to find out the truth about what happened. The Firsts weren’t just entombed.” She took a deep breath. “Let me tell you a story…”


A Death and a Celebration
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Several thousand years ago

A storm was coming. Grey, almost black clouds crept along the midnight sky, and a brisk wind tasting of ice brushed Therese Calin’s cheeks. Somewhere in the distance, a woman screamed.

“Help!” the woman wailed, her voice thready and weak. “Someone, please help!”

Therese tilted her head in the direction of the woman’s distress. The wind whipped sable locks around her face, and she tucked one behind her ear.

Her lips tugged up as another plea for mercy rose through the night air, and she licked her fangs. Was there any sound more beautiful than a mortal in pain?

When a third cry rose, followed by a bone-chilling scream, Therese turned and raced towards the sound.

She moved with vampiric speed and grace through the forest. Branches slashed at her cheeks, the cuts healing as soon as they appeared. She sailed over fallen trees and darted around clusters of evergreens without breaking her stride.

A white hare raced in front of Therese, and a wolf howled in the distance.

Even now, nearly twenty centuries after her Making, she found delight in the night. Therese was a daughter of Ithiar through and through. Some other vampires mourned their mortal families who had long since passed, but not her. She didn’t mind that she’d forgotten small details like the color of her mother’s hair or the shape of her father’s nose.

That life was long gone.

What were mortal relationships and memories of the past when faced with forever?

When the god of blood had offered Therese immortality, she’d accepted it without a second thought. Her family members had started dying a few years after she’d been Made, but she’d been hard-pressed to care. She’d offered to Make them, but they had refused her gift.

She was an abomination, her mother said. A dark demon, was her father’s response.

Well, Therese showed them.

She was still here, and their bodies had long since returned to the dirt.

Another scream cut through the air, and Therese picked up speed. She inhaled deeply, a coppery scent filling her lungs. The enticing aroma propelled her forward, her fangs burning in eager anticipation.

She ran until she located the source of blood.

Finally.

Hiding behind a tree, she drank in the sight before her.

Crouched in the snow, with his back to her, was a too-beautiful-to-be-real man. Raven hair curled around his ears, his cheekbones were sharp, and his olive skin shone in the moonlight.

Lying beneath him, arms feebly knocking at his chest, was the screaming woman. Her faint cries were like mewls as the man feasted from her throat.

Leaves rustled as Therese stepped forward.

Brown eyes lined in silver rose and met hers.

“Please, please, please,” the woman begged, raising a hand in Therese’s direction. “Help me. He’s killing me.”

The man was still drinking from her throat.

Therese cocked her head and slowly approached the pair.

“Please,” the dying human whimpered.

Therese kneeled on the other side, running a hand down the woman’s tear-soaked cheek.

“Oh, you sweet little mortal,” the vampire chuckled softly. “Don’t you understand? This is our world, and you’re nothing but food.”

Understanding dawned, and horror flickered in those brown eyes. “No!”

“Yes.” Moving with the speed of her kind, Therese slammed her fangs into the other side of the human’s throat.

At the first taste of warm blood, she groaned. She’d never get enough of this. Therese drank, pulling long draws of blood into her mouth.

More, more, more.

Strength flooded her body as she consumed the woman’s lifeblood. The human eventually fell silent, but Therese continued to drink until every last drop was gone. Only then did she withdraw her fangs, wipe the back of her hand against her mouth, and fall back on her heels.

The other vampire was watching her. Black eyes glimmered, crimson tipped his fangs, red dripped from his lips, and his mouth twisted into a smile.

“Therese,” he purred her name with the familiarity of a lover. “I didn’t expect to see you tonight.”

She licked her lips, catching a stray crimson drop that threatened to fall on the snow. “Hello, Preston. It’s been a long time.”

He caught her hand, pressing a kiss to the center of her wrist. “Nearly two centuries, right?”

He’d always been such a flirt. That was how they’d ended up sharing a bed for several hundred years.

She shrugged, slipping her hand out of his grasp. “Give or take.”

Time had little meaning these days. What was a single year in the face of eternity?

Preston rose to his feet, his movements fluid, and held out his hand in offering.

“What brings you out this way?” In true Preston fashion, he didn’t let her answer before asking more questions. He’d always been the most curious of the bunch. “Did Isvana not provide you with enough land? Have you run out of food?”

When the gods first Made the Twelve, they granted each of them a vast plot of land. It contained more than enough humans for the vampires to live comfortably.

Therese slid her fingers into Preston’s, ignoring the bloody corpse between them. “No, my land is more than adequate, and my humans are plentiful enough.”

They bred like rabbits, and she fed whenever she pleased. Unlike some of her brethren, she didn’t keep a dedicated Source but instead enjoyed a variety of blood donors.

“Then what?”

She laughed. “Would you believe me if I said it was because I missed you?”

Preston leaned over the dead woman, rested his free hand on Therese’s hip, and brushed his lips against hers. She welcomed his kiss, and for a moment, she lost herself in the depth of the embrace.

“Mhmm,” he whispered against her mouth. “Perhaps once, I would’ve believed you.”

A sharp fang pierced her bottom lip, and she gasped.

His hand tightened, and he murmured against her mouth, “But I know you, Therese. You don’t miss anyone. Your heart is as black as they come.”

He released her, licking a drop of blood as he pulled back.

“You know me so well.” She chuckled, the raspy sound tinged with shadows and the night itself. “I came for the Solstice. I heard Amalthea is throwing a party, and I didn’t want to miss it.”

Of the twelve Firsts, Amalthea was the most social. Her territory bordered the Black Sea, and she loved throwing elaborate get-togethers that often stretched for days.

It had been over a century since Therese’s last visit, but when she heard all the other Firsts would be present at the Winter Solstice celebration, she decided to journey north. After all, it wasn’t often one celebrated their two-thousandth year of immortality.

Before leaving, Therese had left her progenies in charge of her land. Titus and Jethro were twins she’d Made over a millennia ago, and they were more than capable of handling any problems that might arise during her absence.

It hadn’t happened often since Therese’s Making, but every once in a while, the humans decided to fight back against the ruling vampires.

There had been an attempted uprising three centuries ago, but she’d quickly squashed it by killing every mortal involved. There hadn’t been any signs of unrest since then, but one could never be too careful.

“Wonderful.” Preston flashed Therese a grin that would’ve had any number of women and men lining up to spend time in his bedchamber. “I look forward to celebrating the Solstice together.”

She grinned, shadows slipping from her palms. “As do I.”
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“To immortality!” Amalthea raised a goblet of sparkling Faerie Wine in one hand, the other petting the naked Source kneeling on her right. The vampire reclined on a crimson settee, her gown little more than white strips of fabric hanging off her shoulders and falling between her legs.

Therese smiled and raised her glass, echoing the cheer with the other Firsts. They were scattered throughout the palatial room, Amalthea’s home the perfect location for such an extravagant celebration.

Black tapestries were pulled back from the floor-to-ceiling windows, letting the moon illuminate their party. During the day, the curtains hid the sun from view, allowing the vampires to celebrate for days. Crimson rugs covered the expansive tile floor, columns supported the roof, and human Sources and servants stood at attention against the walls, waiting to be called on.

The Twelve were scattered around the room. Some, like their host, were lounging, their perfect bodies on display as mere strips of cloth stood between them and nudity.

A few sat at tables, drinking Faerie Wine and gambling. Preston and Daphne were sharing a naked Source between them on the massive bed built into the middle of the floor, taking their pleasure while they drank. A human servant was brushing Therese’s hair while another massaged her calves and ankles.

Therese’s head was light as she sipped her Faerie Wine. They’d been celebrating for many nights, the Winter Solstice having come and gone several days ago. She’d long since lost count of how many Sources she’d enjoyed, the Faerie Wine mixing with blood and coating her reality in a haze.

She lifted her goblet only to find the cup empty.

That wouldn’t do.

Raising her hand to summon a servant, she stilled as she noticed the moonlight glistening off her fingers.

Had the light of the moon always made her fingers look so ethereal? Intrigued, she moved her hand to the left, then the right.

Fascinating.

Therese wiggled her fingers and marveled at the beauty of her long, manicured nails. How many necks had she held down with these gorgeous hands, drinking freely from their throats?

Stunning.

Therese wasn’t sure if seconds or minutes passed before she stopped staring at her lovely hand and summoned a server. The human girl filled her goblet and backed away quickly, keeping her gaze trained on the ground.

Good. Mortals didn’t deserve to make eye contact with vampires. They should be grateful to be in their presence.

After all, serving the Firsts was one of the greatest honors humans could ever aspire to. The Twelve had been blessed by Ithiar and Isvana themselves. They’d been given free reign over the land because they were the strongest and most beautiful beings ever to exist.

Therese waved off the servants doing her hair and massaging her.

“Can we get you anything else, My Lady?” the one with the hairbrush asked.

“More wine,” Therese replied, tossing back the glass of Faerie Wine.

“Of course.” The human bowed and hurried off to do her bidding.

Therese drank and drank and drank.

The party passed in a blur.

Humans were used, Sources gave their blood, and bodies piled up in the corners.

Still, the celebration raged.

Days became weeks.

Blood was spilled.

Wine was enjoyed.

Life was good.

One night, nearly two months after the Winter Solstice, a messenger strode through the doors. His beauty marked him as a child of the moon, and after studying the male for several minutes, Therese finally remembered his name.

Othello, the first son of Amalthea’s blood.

He strode up to his Maker, his black hair knotted at the base of his neck. Unlike the Firsts, who were all in varying stages of undress, Othello was fully clothed in a black tunic, trousers, and leather boots that reached his thighs.

Therese narrowed her eyes. Was it a trick of her wine-and-blood-addled mind, or was Othello disheveled? His tunic was ripped over his right shoulder, and she could’ve sworn crimson was spattered across his dark, almost black, skin.

Strange.

She’d never known the man to waste even a drop of blood.

Therese leaned closer, intrigued.

Amalthea pulled her fangs from the throat of the human woman draped across her lap. “Yes, my son?”

Othello bent one knee and whispered in his Maker’s ear. His words were hushed, too low even for Therese to hear, but that could have been because she was having trouble hearing much of anything.

It was like she was swimming underwater. Nothing seemed… right.

How much Faerie Wine had she imbibed?

She peered into her goblet with narrow eyes, wondering if perhaps she might have had a bit too much to drink.

Just as quickly as the thought appeared, she dismissed it. Too much? What was too much when one was an eternal being?

Faerie Wine was made to be enjoyed, and that’s what she was doing.

She threw her head back and drained the goblet in one swallow. The wine slid down her throat, and her head buzzed.

There.

That was better.

Too much.

She scoffed. There was no such thing.

Liquid tinkled as a servant refilled her wine, and Therese returned her attention to Amalthea and Othello.

The First was sitting straight up, staring at her progeny with wide eyes.

“Are you certain?” Amalthea’s voice rang through the space.

Othello straightened. “I am, Mother.”

Certain about what?

Amalthea’s beautiful lips twisted into a sneer, and she abruptly stood, tossing her Source to the ground. The woman cried out as she slammed into the marble tile, but the First didn’t glance at the mortal.

“Everyone but the Firsts and my son, get out now!” Amalthea’s order was as cold as ice.

Servants raced to obey her commands even as murmurs of confusion rose among the Twelve. The room was empty in a minute.

Their host’s black eyes narrowed, and obsidian wings burst from her back. Shadows curled around her, and she snarled. The low, vicious sound echoed through the room. With a wave of her hand, she erected a massive privacy ward made of darkness, ensuring no one could hear their discussion.

“Something awful has happened.” Amalthea’s voice deepened as shadows poured out of her.

“What’s going on?” Therese asked, putting down her goblet.

“It’s the humans.” Amalthea spat the word as though it had poisoned her and looked to Othello. “Tell them, my son.”

The vampire turned, his eyes as hard as diamonds. “They’ve taken vampires hostage and restrained them with silver and prohiberis. And then…” He swallowed, and his face paled. “Then they’re torturing them.”

Snarls ripped around the room, each more vicious than the last.

“They dare touch the children of our blood?” This came from Bartholomew, who stood so abruptly that the low table he’d been sitting at toppled over.

“Not just touching. They’re killing them, my lord.” Othello’s hand trembled at his side. “Brutally.”

“How many?” Preston asked.

“All the ones they can find,” Othello rasped. “I think some went into hiding. I escaped and came straight here.”

A heartbeat passed as the meaning of his words set in, and then, chaos erupted.

Screams filled the room.

Someone yelled that they wouldn’t let this go unpunished.

Preston bellowed, the anguished sound echoing through the palatial room before it transformed into a snarl. Fury radiated from every one of his pores until it was indistinguishable from where it ended and her former lover began.

“I will kill them all,” Preston vowed, coming to his feet and clenching his fists. “Every single human in this kingdom will die for daring to lay a finger on our kind. Who do they think they are?”

“They’re less than dirt,” Amalthea responded. She’d changed into a vampiric blur and now wore black fighting leathers. “I agree with Preston. We destroy them all for this and avenge our children. Who’s with us?”

The Firsts roared.

“Good.” Darkness shimmered around their host. “No mortal is left alive. Understood?”

The Twelve were in agreement. This was the highest form of insult, and the only appropriate payment was death.

Therese stood, inhaled deeply, and flexed her fingers. Her fangs ached, and she smiled grimly.

She would feast on blood tonight.

The Firsts exited the room. The servants stood in two lines, their backs pressed against the walls. They stared at the vampires, confusion flickering through their eyes. A few of them trembled, perhaps sensing their impending deaths.

None of them dared run.

Therese licked her lips as the air thickened. Each heartbeat seemed to echo through the hallway.

A vampire growled.

“Now,” Amalthea snarled.

As one, they pounced.

As one, they fed.

At the first taste of blood, Therese grinned. This would be a fitting end to their celebration.

And so, the Twelve hunted, killing every single human who crossed their path. They were death, and no mortal could stand in their way.


There’s a Slight Catch
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Marius stared at Luna with wide eyes. “What happened to the humans?”

Obviously, the Firsts hadn’t succeeded in their dark mission to rid the kingdom of mortals.

Luna sighed, exchanging a look with Sebastian. The king had finished with the guards a while ago, and now he stood on her right, his hand on her shoulder.

“Hundreds died,” the king said. “Maybe thousands.”

“History isn’t entirely clear about it.” Luna frowned. “The book I read said, ‘Rivers ran red, snow was crimson, and the wails of mourning mothers and wives could be heard all over the land.’ All we know for certain is that it was a devastating massacre.”

An ache filled Marius’s chest, and he rubbed a fist over his heart. He pictured the feral vampires tearing through endless humans, devouring the very beings that provided them sustenance. Echoes of screams that had long since fallen silent rang in his ears.

“Awful.” He shook his head and gripped the throne’s armrests. “But they were stopped, right?”

“Yes,” Sebastian said. “I’d always been told that a group of witches stopped and entombed the First, but the story Luna found differs slightly from that.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Right, love?”

“That’s right. According to my research, there was just one witch. Selene Du Pont used forbidden, black magic to curse the Firsts and entomb them in the Hoarfrost Hollow.”

The hairs on Marius’s arms prickled. “A curse?”

“Apparently, she bound the Firsts’ powers, which allowed them to be captured and contained. The problem is that all magic requires a balance.” Luna frowned. “When Selene cast her spell, she made the vampires easier to catch, but it also made them far more difficult to kill.”

As if killing vampires wasn’t already hard enough. At least now, Marius knew why the First’s blood had been black. He rubbed his temples as the new information sank in.

A gods-damned curse. For all the things for history to lose, why this? It would’ve been helpful to know before he decided to try to kill the feral vampire on his own.

His mission had been doomed from the start.

Somehow, that made him feel both better and worse. Better, because he never could’ve done it on his own. Worse, because he’d doubly failed Vivienne, and he needed to get her out of prison now more than ever.

None of this was her fault.

A new question formed in his mind, and he glanced at the royals. “So, how does one stop a cursed vampire?”

“It’s… complicated.” Sebastian raked a hand through his hair, exchanging a worried look with the queen.

A knot formed in Marius’s heart. What could inspire nerves in such a powerful vampire?

Luna reached up, laced her fingers through her husband’s, and rested their joined hands on her shoulder. “We know what needs to be done, but it won’t be easy.”

Marius snorted before he could stop himself. “Nothing ever is, Lulu.”

He’d learned that lesson at far too young an age. Easy lives only existed in fairytales. Everyone had problems. How one dealt with them was the true marker of one’s character.

His sister frowned. “I know, and I’m sorry.”

Why was she apologizing?

“What aren’t you telling me?” Marius asked, dread curdling his stomach.

A very long moment passed as Luna drew her bottom lip through her teeth before she sighed. “Two items are required to break the curse. A vial of water blessed by the gods, and a dagger made of obsidian.”

“Okay, so we get them.” This didn’t sound too bad, in the grande scheme of things. Why were they worried? “What’s so hard about that?”

Luna exchanged another look with the king, and she chewed on her lip. Marius hadn’t seen his sister this worried in years.

“The thing is, there’s a slight catch,” she said.

Marius raised a brow. “Interesting. What is it?”

Luna pinched her lips together, looking even more worried than before. “The objects are deadly for vampires. We can’t even touch them. Otherwise, Sebastian and I would do this ourselves.”

The knot in Marius’s stomach started unraveling, giving way to a flicker of excitement.

“You can’t do this.” He tried not to smile, but he couldn’t help it. His knee bounced as his gaze darted between the royals. This meant… “You’re going to let me do this, right? I get to go?”

Marius had never appreciated his half-human, half-Fortune Elf heritage more than he did at that moment.

Luna shuddered, but it was the king who replied, “Yes. You’ll have to go.”

“But not alone,” the queen interjected, her tone stern. “I won’t allow it.”

“Not a problem.” Marius already knew who he wanted to accompany him. Talk about killing two birds with one stone. Why had he been worried? This was perfect. “Where am I going?”

“I’m still searching for the dagger’s location, but I know the blessed water’s location.” Luna stood, shadows slipping from her as she leaned against Sebastian. “Long ago, when we were first married, I was researching the Tether. I came across several references to the House of Forgotten Shadows. It never turned into anything, and honestly, I forgot all about it in the chaos of everything that happened after.”

Marius’s sickness, their family’s death, the evil queen attempting to kill Sebastian and Luna, a deadly tournament, and a quest to find the cure for the Wasting Illness. Just a few things.

“When Luna mentioned the House to me again this week, I asked Phyrra to look into it.” Sebastian’s deep voice echoed with remands of power and something else. Worry?

“Oh?” Marius’s gaze slid between the two vampires, tapping his fingers on his knee. He couldn’t keep his excitement to himself. He was going to get a second chance to prove himself.

“It seems the House of Forgotten Shadows existed.” The king frowned. “Or at least, it did.”

“Now it’s nothing more than ruins,” Luna said. “A remnant of times past.”

Marius rolled the name through his mind, but it didn’t ring a bell. He said as much to the royals, who exchanged a knowing look.

“No, you wouldn’t have heard of it. It isn’t in Eleyta, or at least, not within its current borders.” Sebastian rubbed his temples.

The king’s obvious worry both flattered and slightly alarmed Marius. What did they think was going to happen to him? Retrieving a vial of blessed water and a dagger sounded relatively innocuous, all things considered.

Luna sucked in a breath, “It’s in Northern Ipotha, near the border.”

Pain rippled through her voice, and Marius’s own heart twisted at the mention of their childhood kingdom. He hadn’t returned to Ipotha since their family had been killed and he’d been abducted.

What would it feel like to go back after all these years?

“We’ll have Phyrra draw up a map. She should be back in two days,” Sebastian said.

The spymaster was always coming and going. After dealing with the humans who imprisoned Marius and Vivienne, Phyrra had come back to Castle Sanguis for one night. She had reported that Azil was safe and returned Marius and Vivienne’s weapons before leaving again.

Marius didn’t know exactly what had happened in the northern village, but based on Sebastian’s conversation with the spymaster, it was clear they weren’t expecting any further problems. Once the royals heard about the villagers’ decision to pursue highway robbery, they left Victor in the north to monitor things.

“Perfect.” Marius rose to his feet and slipped his hands into his pockets. “Then we should talk about who I’m bringing with me…”


Ravenwood Dungeon
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Being imprisoned not once but twice in the span of a month had been extraordinarily low on Vivienne's list of things she envisioned for herself when she accepted the position as the prince's bodyguard.

In fact, she might argue that this was the worst possible outcome that could’ve happened to her, save death itself. And while she was grateful King Sebastian had spared her life, she was all too aware that he could order her killed at any moment.

The stones of Ravenwood Dungeon were at her back, frost crept along the floor, and the air was cold, even for a vampire. Her cell was windowless, and the faint glimmer of violet light from down the corridor was the only source of illumination in this dark place.

She wasn’t sure how long had passed since she’d first been thrown in here. Other than the guards who sporadically made their rounds through the prison, no one spoke or looked at her. They’d left the prohiberis collar around her neck, and it matched the bars of her cell.

Resting her head against the stone wall, she stared at her cold fingers through hooded eyes. Her nails were broken, and her fingertips were turning blue. She didn’t even know that could happen to vampires.

A mouse scurried over Vivienne’s feet, the small brown rodent darting into a hole in the nearby wall.

She didn’t bother screaming. What was the point? She was alone.

Instead, she sighed, letting the prison’s morbid symphony wash over her. Moans rose through the air, intermingling with screams and cries.

Vivienne didn’t join in.

She was in too much pain.

Her fangs were burning flames in her gums, and her stomach was a hollow pit. At first, it had cramped and gurgled, begging for even a drop of blood, but now it had fallen into a heavy silence that was louder than any sound could’ve been.

Some vampires could survive weeks or months without food, but Vivienne was still relatively young and needed blood.

That incessant need to satiate the dark monster in her soul was worsening by the hour. It was all she could think about, all she could feel.

She probably should’ve been worried about other things, like her dwindling odds of survival or the feral vampire that had escaped Hoarfrost Hollow, but they all paled when compared to her desire for blood.

Vivienne would do or say anything for a single crimson drop. Even when she’d been a Fledgling, her hunger hadn’t been so all-consuming.

Her eyes slipped shut, and she drifted between waking and sleeping. Time passed, but she didn’t bother keeping track of it. What good were minutes or hours when her hunger was worsening?

She couldn’t help but think about the Firsts entombed in their stone coffins. Was this how they felt, slowly starving as the centuries dragged on? She couldn’t imagine living for an eternity with this kind of crippling pain. Death would surely be better.

Vivienne was dreaming of sinking her fangs into a neck—any neck, at this point, she wasn’t picky—when footsteps whispered on the stone floor outside her cell.

It was probably a guard.

She kept her eyes closed, content to remain in this dark place that was her mind. The guards would move on. They always did. Hunger was her only constant companion.

“Viv,” someone whispered outside her cell.

That voice.

Was she losing her mind? Maybe she was so hungry that she’d started hallucinating. It made sense that she would eventually lose the ability to think straight, although she’d hoped she would last longer than this.

But maybe not.

Maybe this was the end.

“Viv,” the voice said, louder this time.

It sounded real. Could it be real?

She opened her eyes slowly, unsure what she’d find. Her vision adjusted to the darkness, and she gasped.

Marius stood in front of her cell, gripping the bars. Much like he had on the night of the ball, he wore a black tunic and trousers. Unlike the last time she’d seen him, he looked well-rested. His brown hair was swept across his brow, and there was no sign of a cough in his voice. He seemed healthy.

Vivienne couldn’t relate.

Not only was health a distant memory but so were hygienic practices. She was covered in dirt, and she hadn’t seen a bar of soap since before the ball. Her hair was matted, and she was certain her odor was less than pleasant.

She supposed it didn’t matter since she’d be dead soon enough.

Was Marius here to carry out her death sentence? It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. He was the prince of the realm, after all. That thought hurt her more than it should, though, and pain lanced through her chest.

Suddenly remembering her manners, Vivienne fell into a deep bow. Her forehead touched the frosty ground, and she mumbled, “Your Highness.”

Keys jingled, but she didn’t dare look up. Iron hinges creaked, and then, a hand touched her chin. His touch was gentle. Why was he being gentle if he was here to kill her?

Her brows furrowed as he lifted her chin. She looked up, eyes widening as she took in the prince’s crouching form. A violet orb hung suspended in a lantern dangling from his fingertips. His brown gaze was sorrowful, and she could’ve sworn silver lined the bottom of his eyes.

“I’m so sorry, Viv.” The prince reached out as though to touch the collar around her neck, but he stopped, his fingers curling into a fist.

He drew in a long, shuddering breath and slammed his hand into the stone wall. Cursing, he shook out his hand as his nostrils flared.

“I should’ve fought harder to get you out sooner,” he said. “I was sick, but that doesn’t excuse anything. I failed you.”

He was wrong. She was the one who had fallen short of expectations. But she didn’t have the energy to argue with him. It took everything she had to stay with her back pressed against the wall, fighting the urge to sink her fangs into his neck.

“Why…” Her voice rasped after so many days of disuse, and she tried again. “Why are you here?”

If the time for her death had come, she would prefer if they didn’t drag it out.

Marius’s lips slanted up for the first time since he’d entered her cell. What did he have to smile about? The dungeon was a place of death.

“I came to ask if you wanted to stop the First with me. For real, this time.”

She stared at the prince for a long moment, wondering if her ears were malfunctioning. After all, hunting the First was why she was in this horrible position.

He didn’t seem to be joking, though.

Silence filled the cell as he stared at her, waiting.

She licked her lips, her fingers digging into the cold stone as she avoided looking at the prince’s neck. “I’m not sure I understand.”

Marius dipped his head. “There have been some developments while you’ve been... here.”

He seemed reluctant to put a label on this place of destruction and death, but she had no such problems.

“In prison,” she said flatly.

“Yes. In prison.” He shifted uncomfortably, raking a hand through his hair. “The long story short is that the First isn’t an ordinary vampire.”

“I gathered as much when we couldn’t kill it,” she said as visions of the feral vampire’s grey skin and black blood flashed through her mind. “What did you find out?”

Still crouched in front of her, the prince launched into an outlandish story about a curse. All she could do was stare at him. This was a turn she never expected her day to take.

He ended with, “That’s why I’m going. I’m not a vampire, so I can kill the First.”

Vivienne was all too aware of the prince’s mortality. It was all she could think about right now. The pulse beating in his neck. His deep scent of maple and amber. The very male spark in his eyes that had been present when she straddled him in the snow.

Stop! she internally screamed.

That wasn’t a healthy train of thought. The hunger was making it more difficult to remember her boundaries than before. Not that it had been particularly easy at any point in time.

Gods.

Shoving those thoughts aside, she angled her head. “So… you aren’t going to kill me? And neither is the king?”

She couldn’t keep the disbelief from her voice. When the guards had thrown her in this prison, she was sure this was the end.

The prince nodded. “No one is going to kill you.”

Well, that was news to her.

“Even if I don’t come with you?” To be honest, Vivienne wasn’t entirely sure she could manage going on another one of the prince’s adventures. Not in her current state.

“Yes.”

She stared at him, studying his gaze. There was no sign that he was lying.

As if he knew where her mind had gone, he added, “No matter what you decide, Sebastian has agreed to free you. I explained everything, from how I encouraged you to come with me⁠—”

“Forced me,” she interrupted. “I had no choice.”

He sighed, his eyes filling with something that looked remarkably similar to regret. “That’s true. I didn’t give you a choice then, and I’m sorry about that. But I’m giving you a choice now.”

Reaching out, he took her grimy hand. There was something comforting about his touch, which was entirely at odds with everything she should have been feeling. Obviously, the lack of blood was getting to her.

Vivienne tried to remember all the reasons why she should pull away from him, but she couldn’t remember a single one.

“I’m going to need you to spell things out for me, please.” With her current mental state, she needed to make sure she was hearing things correctly.

“Of course.” Marius squeezed her fingers, and his lips worked up into the ghost of a smile. “I’m asking if you’d like to come with me, Viv. The circumstances are different this time. The royals know of and have agreed to this plan.” He paused and added, “I would really enjoy your company.”

Gods damn it.

The answer should’ve been easy. She should’ve just refused his ridiculous offer the moment he opened his mouth. Of course, she wouldn’t join him on this expedition. The first one had nearly gotten her killed, and it had resulted in two imprisonments. It would be foolish to agree to accompany him, wouldn’t it?

Vivienne had long considered herself an intelligent woman, but as she sat in that prison cell and considered the prince’s offer, she realized that she might’ve been a fool.

Actually, that was incorrect.

She was a fool twice over.

First, for not stopping Marius during his initial escape. Second, and perhaps more importantly, for her actions right now.

Her mouth opened, and before she could stop herself, she whispered, “Yes.”

The moment the word left her lips, her eyes widened. The prince’s brown gaze mimicked hers.

“Yes?” he said, almost incredulously. “You’ll come?”

Well, she was in it now.

Drawing in a deep breath and digging the fingers of her free hand into the frozen stones beneath her, Vivienne repeated more loudly, “Yes. I’ll come with you.”

Perhaps she truly did have a death wish. That was the only thing that made sense because even though she was surprised by her agreement, she didn’t regret it.

Maybe it was the memory of the prince’s joy as he rode Azil across those snow-covered roads, or maybe it was just the way he was holding her hand, but either way, she felt sure about her decision.

And he’d let her make a choice.

That, more than anything else, meant something. The fact that he wasn’t forcing her along this time made it so much easier for her to agree.

“Oh, thank Kydona.” Marius exhaled, relief flashing through his eyes. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure what you would say. You know, you’re a much better travel companion than Rupert and Damian,” he said, naming his other two bodyguards.

A chuckle slipped from Vivienne’s lips. The sound was broken and out of place in the dungeon, but it warmed something within her. “I can’t imagine either of them agreeing to this.”

Both vampires were burly soldiers who rarely cracked smiles, let alone laughed.

“Now, I won’t have to find out.” Marius studied her for a long moment, his smile slowly falling. “I really am sorry, Vivienne. I never meant for any of this to happen, and I’m going to make it up to you. I swear.”

Sincerity laced his words, and for a few moments, she forgot about her hunger and focused on him.

“You don’t have to,” she said.

He’d fought for her and saved her from the king’s wrath. That was enough.

“I do,” he insisted. Strength was woven within his words, and something flickered in his eyes as he traced the collar around her neck, shuddering in disgust. “I hate that they did this to you, hate that you’ve been down here. It isn’t humane.”

She wouldn’t argue with him about that. She hated the collar almost as much as she hated this prison.

Marius pulled his hand from hers. “I know I can’t erase what’s been done to you, but I hope this will help.”

Her brows furrowed as he stood and exited the cell. He was only gone for a few seconds before he returned bearing a large glass chalice. He cradled it between both hands, the crimson liquid it bore swaying gently from side to side as he walked back to her.

Vivienne’s stomach rumbled at the sight, and her fangs became daggers in her gums when the scent of copper filled her nose. Her hunger returned, and it was worse than ever. It took every ounce of strength she had not to growl and lunge for the prince.

“I brought this for you.” Unaware of her internal battles, Marius kneeled in front of her, extending the cup. “I was going to give it to you either way.”

He inched towards her, and she shook her head, pressing her back against the cold wall. Control was a minuscule thread, and she was gripping it with all her might.

“Don’t come closer, Your Highness.” She dug her fingers into the stones. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Fool that he was, the prince inched even closer.

“It’s from a stag,” he said, almost apologetically, as he picked up her hand and curled her trembling fingers around the stem.

It didn’t matter that it wasn’t from a human Source. She was so malnourished that any blood would help her. It wouldn’t appease her hunger, not entirely, but this was better than nothing.

Vivienne’s heart thudded as she lifted the cup to her lips and sipped. The blood slid down her throat, soothing an ache deep inside her.

Blood had never tasted so good. It was the richest of nectars and exactly what she needed. She moaned, and the sound seemed to echo through her cell.

They both froze.

His brown eyes widened, and he inhaled sharply.

“I’ll, uh… be outside.” He rose to his feet and stepped back, his eyes never leaving hers.

Vivienne was so hungry, but she didn’t lift the chalice back to her lips. Was he leaving? She thought… maybe she’d heard him wrong. Would he come back for her, or…

As if he could hear her thoughts, he smiled gently.

“I’m not leaving, Viv.” There was a softness in the prince’s voice that she’d never heard before, even when he’d been speaking with the injured woman after fighting the First. “I’m just going to let the guards know you’ll be coming with me. I’ll be right back.”

He slipped out the cell door, leaving it open behind him.

True to his word, he didn’t go far. The murmurs of conversation filtered through the cell as she emptied the chalice, drinking every drop.

By the time Marius returned, Vivienne had clambered to her feet. The empty chalice dangled between her fingers, and she’d dusted herself off as best she could. She still needed more blood, but for the first time since she’d woken up in the well, she felt like herself. She’d even raked her fingers through her hair and thrown it into a half-decent braid.

The prince strode into the cell, a key hanging from his fingers. “Turn around, please, Viv.”

Perhaps she should’ve asked what he planned on doing, but it surprised her to discover that she trusted the prince. She did as he asked, her movements steady as she turned to face the stone wall.

“I’m so sorry they left this on,” he murmured, his fingers brushing the back of her neck and lifting her braid.

“Me too.” She never wanted to touch prohiberis again. It was awful.

“I’m going to remove it. Hold still?”

She lowered her head, and he held her neck in place while the other jiggled a key against the collar. A click echoed through the space, and the cold metal was lifted.

Vivienne’s lungs expanded, and the darkness within her sang. It was like she could breathe for the first time in ages. She could feel her wings waiting for her once more.

Thank Isvana.

She exhaled a sigh of relief, her shoulders loosening. It meant something that Marius had remembered she was wearing the collar, just as it meant something that he’d brought her blood.

She turned back around, her lips sliding into a smile as she thanked him.

The prince’s eyes were wide and regretful, and he shook his head. “There’s no need to thank me. You never should’ve had it on.”

“On that, we’re agreed.” She squeezed his hand. “But it’s off now.”

Because of him.

“It is, and if I have anything to say about it, you’ll never wear anything like that again.” His thumb brushed hers. The contact was small, but for the first time in days, she felt something other than cold. “Are you ready to get out of here?”

Considering that, an hour ago, she thought she would die down here, she was more than ready. “Absolutely.”

The prince offered her his arm as though she were a lady and not his bodyguard, and she took it. They walked down the hallway, the macabre symphony of the dungeon rendered silent as the other prisoners watched in shock.

It wasn’t until they were climbing the stairs to return to Castle Sanguis that Vivienne asked, “So Marius, what’s the plan?”


This was Her Purpose
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Thick snowflakes fell from the heavens, covering the forest around Therese in a silver-white blanket. Perhaps once, she might’ve thought it was beautiful, but she no longer cared about trivial matters like beauty.

The vampire raced through the forests, shadows rippling around her like a cape as she followed a scent that had caught her attention not long ago. Her belly still ached, her wounds still oozed black, and her fangs still burned for blood, but all was not lost.

Her memories were slowly returning.

She knew who she was, and perhaps more importantly, she knew that this place—Eleyta—had changed drastically since the last time she’d hunted in these woods.

She had learned the name a few days ago. A human woman had been out for a walk in the woods, which had been the end of her pathetic, mortal life.

Therese had pounced on her, but she’d been in a playful mood. After all, half the enjoyment of hunting was having a little fun with her food. And this woman had provided exactly what she’d been looking for. The mortal had begged and pleaded for her life, crying out for the king and queen to save her from this monster. She’d spoken of laws and rules, as if she had rights.

A human.

The idea was laughable.

Therese obviously hadn’t let the woman live. She’d finished playing with her and drained her of blood before leaving her body in the woods.

Her hunt had continued. With every silent stride Therese took, her mind whirled.

King Sebastian and Queen Luna.

Vampires.

The blubbering woman told her about them before she died. They were powerful, at least according to the weak human, and they ruled this land.

What a ridiculous notion. There had been no royals during Therese’s time. No castles or laws.

The Twelve had ruled these lands, as was their gods-given right.

As far as Therese was concerned, the so-called king and queen were imposters. After all, Ithiar had given this land to the Firsts. It was theirs. The others were still locked up, bound by that damned witch’s curse, but Therese was back, and vengeance would be hers. A flame burned deep in her chest, urging her to reclaim what she’d once had.

It wasn’t a want.

It was a need.

This was her purpose. Why else would she have awoken now?

She would destroy the fake royals, and when she was done, she would find a way to wake the others. She would break the binds placed upon them, and together, they would rule the land with crimson fists. They would be stricter than before, and this time, no one would dare rise against them.

But before that, she had to regain every ounce of strength she’d lost.

And so, she continued her hunt. She ran through the woods, following the scent of life, until she found its source.

It was a gift from Ithiar himself.

Therese slowed, her mouth twisting into a smile as she gazed upon the village. Log buildings of varying sizes sat in a clearing, surrounded by snowy pines. Misty tendrils of smoke rose from chimneys, and the powerful aroma of life was nearly overwhelming.

The broken vampire who’d emerged from her tomb was long gone. Therese was as silent as the night itself as she crept forward with gods-blessed grace and swiftness.

Following her nose, she slinked through the snow towards the largest structure. Lanterns flickered in the windows, and merry strands of string music filtered through the snowy night, mingling with laughter and conversation.

Therese crept around the side of the building and stared through a frosted pane.

Ithiar had blessed her, indeed.

All in their second and third decades of life, two dozen humans laughed and danced their cares away. Therese smiled, her tongue flicking the tip of a fang, as two young men in dapper black suits shared a passionate kiss mid-dance.

Some part of Therese recognized this mortal custom as one that she’d once enjoyed. Perhaps at one point, she would’ve joined in their revelries.

She was no longer that woman.

The god of blood had sent her here for a reason, and she’d be a fool to pass up his gift. She wasn’t sure how much time went by before one of the dancers turned towards the window.

Sky blue eyes framed by a head of blonde curls met the vampire’s gaze. Cherry-red lips opened in a scream. A finger rose, pointing to her hiding spot.

Showtime.

Therese stood and dusted off the snow that had fallen on her as she studied her prey. She strode confidently to the door, sending her shadows around to block the other exit, and walked inside.

The music abruptly stopped. Dancers froze mid-waltz. Dozens of eyes swung to the door. Someone gasped. Another screamed. A few hands traveled to weapons.

Therese smirked in amusement. As if they would be strong enough to stop her.

“Hello, lovelies,” she crooned, shadows blocking the door behind her and trapping the humans inside. “Don’t you look delectable?”

The mortals fought back.

They screamed and shouted and tried to use their pathetic blades against her.

The way they held onto their insignificant lives so dearly was amusing. As if they had something to live for. As if they weren’t weak and only existed on this planet to serve creatures of the night.

Ridiculous.

They struggled and wept, and she grinned. Their screams were a melodic symphony as she drained them of their blood, leaving their bodies in a growing pile in the middle of the floor.

She didn’t stop.

She would never stop.

In the end, Therese was the last one standing. Red coated the floors, and where music had been playing, now there was only heavy silence.

As she called back her shadows and exited the hall, licking blood from her fangs, there was a bounce in her step.

This was how things were always meant to be. This was the terror her kind was always meant to instill upon the mortals that called this land their own.

A kingdom?

No.

This was, and always would be, the land ruled by the Twelve.


Ipothan Plains and Ancient Ruins
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“We’ve arrived.” Luna squeezed Marius’s hand as they stepped out of the Void. Sebastian and Vivienne were a few feet away, the king having brought the other vampire with him.

Marius exhaled, cool air filling his lungs as he took stock of his surroundings. They definitely weren’t in Castle Sanguis anymore.

The sky was dark, clouds shrouded the stars from sight, and the moon’s silver glow was muted. It wasn’t snowing yet, but the frigid air and wailing wind spoke of a coming storm.

Marius bit back a shiver, the cold finding its way through the many layers he wore at Luna’s insistence. Even the temperature couldn’t dampen his mood, though.

They stood on the edge of a snowy plain on the other side of the Koln Mountains, the forests of Eleyta nowhere to be seen. Something about the flat landscape called to Marius’s heart.

He’d spent countless hours of his childhood wistfully watching children play on the Ipothan flatlands outside his bedroom window. He’d never been able to join them, even on his better days. The Wasting Illness had stolen that from him.

Now, he’d get his chance.

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, eager to get going. Hoisting the pack on his back, which contained his supplies for the next several days, he took in the plains.

Their destination was barely more than a speck on the horizon. If Marius squinted, he could make out a massive stone arch standing in front of what appeared to be expansive ruins. Maybe once, they would’ve formed a beautiful structure. Now, they were remnants of times passed, dotting the horizon and beckoning him forward.

The House of Forgotten Shadows.

The name sounded like something pulled out of the books Marius had read when he was younger, dreaming about following Phyrra’s footsteps.

His magic thrummed excitedly in his veins.

This was why he’d begged Luna to let him explore the world. The feeling coursing through him chased away the cold, giving him life.

The air vibrated with ancient magic, and his Fortune Elf side felt closer to the surface than usual. He flexed his fingers, his brows raising as silver sparks ran along the back of his hand. That had never happened before.

“This is as close as we can take you,” Sebastian said, his voice drawing Marius out of his thoughts. “Wards prevent vampires from shadowing any closer to the House of Forgotten Shadows, but you should be able to walk through them.”

“We’ll make it,” Marius said confidently.

He’d walked the silver planes earlier, and even though he hadn’t been able to See what awaited them inside, every single path he’d traced had shown them arriving at the ruins.

“I believe in you.” Luna squeezed his hand before turning her attention to Vivienne. “You fed, right?”

“I did, Your Majesty.” Vivienne fanned out her wings and dipped her head. Fighting leathers hugged her curves, and her sword was sheathed behind her back. She looked every bit the warrior Marius knew her to be. “I’ve returned to my full strength, and I’m ready to protect the prince.”

The vampire standing before Marius was a far cry from the one he’d freed from in the prison cell four days ago. He’d never admit it, but when he first saw her in that cell, he scarcely believed she was the same person. There had been a pain in her eyes that he’d never seen before, and an aura of death had surrounded her.

Thank all the gods, both were gone now that Vivienne had fed, showered, and slept. Marius was happier about that than he should have been, considering that their relationship should’ve been purely platonic.

He was starting to accept that his bodyguard made him feel things that no one else did. Her annoyance with him and the way she grumbled beneath her breath was amusing. He would’ve been disappointed never to hear her curse him again.

“Miss Beaumont, a word?” Sebastian gestured for Vivienne to follow him.

She did as he asked, joining the king a few feet away.

Luna turned towards Marius. Her red gown flowed around her, the hem brushing the snow. Even without a crown, there was no doubting her royal status. She exuded strength and darkness.

“I hate that we can’t go with you,” Luna murmured.

This wasn’t the first time they’d had this discussion over the past few days, but it never seemed to get easier.

“I know, but it’s not safe.” The kingdom would be thrown into turmoil if anything happened to the royals. Marius couldn’t let that happen. “I’ll be alright, Lulu.”

She frowned, and the sight nearly broke Marius’s heart. “You don’t know that. There are so many ways this could go wrong.”

“They won’t. We’ll be careful.”

Luna reached up, her cold hand cupping Marius’s cheek. Despite the temperature of her skin, he leaned into his sister’s touch.

“Come back, Mar-mar,” she whispered. “I need you to come back.”

He’d sworn he wouldn’t cry, but pressure built behind his eyes. He shouldn’t be sad about this—he’d been craving an adventure like this for years. But he hated that his leaving was hurting his sister again.

“I will.” He hugged her, whispering against her hair, “I promise.”

He wasn’t sure how long they stood there, embracing each other. Eventually, a throat cleared behind them.

“It’s time, darling. We need to leave.” Sebastian touched Luna’s shoulder, handing her a black handkerchief.

With a sniffle, she stepped back, wiping her eyes.

“We won’t say goodbye,” she declared, lacing her hand through her husband’s. The authoritative tone of her voice made Marius want to bend a knee and bow to her. “It would be too final. Instead, we wish you both the best of luck. Keep each other safe and listen to your instincts. The magic here is old and dangerous, and it might be unpredictable.”

“Once you have the vial, head west to Marshwood Tower,” Sebastian added. “We’ve arranged a ride to bring you back to Eleyta.”

Running a hand reassuringly over the hilt of the dagger sheathed at his hip, Marius nodded and promised his sister again that everything would be fine.

It took another round of hugs, and a few more crimson tears were shed, but eventually, the royals stepped back. Shadows gathered around the two vampires, and moments later, darkness swallowed them whole.
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The wards must have been playing with time and space because the ruins were much further away than Marius initially thought. They had crossed the first ward several hours ago, the magic sweeping over them like buzzing bees, but they had yet to reach their destination.

Marius didn’t mind. He and Vivienne were walking side by side and passing the time by talking, exchanging stories of everything and nothing.

Marius told his bodyguard about how he’d befriended Felix as a child, and she shared about her life before she was Made. He explained that he used to hate all the reading Luna made him do, the itch for adventure making concentrating on even one page nearly impossible. Vivienne shared about her love for painting, but she explained that she hadn’t had the chance to sit down and create art for several years.

Now, they’d moved on to childhood fears. The ruins were drawing near, but they had a way to go.

“When I was a child, one of my nursemaids hailed from the western shore of Ipotha.” Brina had always been kind to Marius, even when illness caused him to be short-tempered. “She would tell me stories of great sea monsters with wings like dragons that inhabited the Rose Ocean. According to her, the monsters would roam the land at night, looking for children out of their beds and devouring them whole.”

Vivienne chuckled, raising a brow. “And you… believed her?”

Her tone of voice made it clear she thought it was ridiculous.

“At the time, absolutely.” Marius scoffed, his cheeks warming as he recalled hiding beneath his covers, scared to make a sound, let alone get up. “Those sea monsters were my greatest fear for years.”

“I can imagine,” she said dryly.

“Now I’m beginning to suspect that Brina wanted me to stay in bed and not bother her during the night hours.”

Vivienne snickered and elbowed him in the side. “I can see that.”

Marius snorted, reaching into his pack and pulling out an apple. The fruit never grew very large in Eleyta since the cold weather kept apples small and bite-sized. Rubbing the ruby flesh on his cloak, he raised it to his lips before frowning.

“Does it bother you if I eat in front of you?” he asked, the apple frozen midway to his mouth.

Vampires couldn’t taste food, but they could consume it. According to his sister, everything turned to ash in their mouths.

His bodyguard raised a red brow. “Does it bother you that vampires need to drink blood?”

“No, of course not. That’s how you survive.”

Any strangeness he might’ve had about vampires and blood had left him long ago.

“That’s exactly how I feel.” Vivienne’s smile was gentle. “Go ahead, prince. Eat. It doesn’t bother me. I used to love food, once.”

With her blessing, he bit into the apple, letting the sweet juices fill his mouth. It was delicious, and he devoured it in four bites. Tossing the core to the side, he wiped his hand on his cloak.

They walked silently for a few minutes, the ruins drawing steadily closer.

“Do you miss it?” he asked, the lingering flavor of the apple still coating his tongue. “Food, I mean.”

Vivienne played with the hilt of her sword. “Sometimes. Mostly just bread at this point. Warm, fresh out of the oven.” She moaned, and Marius’s heart almost stopped at the sound. “It was my favorite, and I used to eat it daily.”

His stomach rumbled, and he groaned. “I love warm bread. When I was young, my diet consisted of bland foods that wouldn’t upset my stomach. Now, the richer, the better.”

She chuckled. “Do you have a favorite food?”

He didn’t have to think about the answer. After being cured, he’d tried hundreds of foods, and many were delicious. One stood out among them, though.

“Warm maple taffy.” Marius smacked his lips, the ghost of the treat sweet on the back of his tongue. “Janis, one of the cooks in Castle Sanguis, makes it using syrup imported from Ithenmyr. It’s to die for.”

When he was fourteen, he’d eaten so much taffy that his stomach had hurt for days. He hadn’t told anyone, scared that Luna would be upset and forbid him from ever eating it again, so he suffered in silence.

It had been worth it.

She hummed. “It sounds delicious.”

“It is.” He’d have to ask Janis to make more when they returned.

The conversation ebbed, and a comfortable silence settled between them. It wasn’t awkward, solidifying that Marius had made a good choice in bringing Vivienne with him.

By the time they reached the black arches in front of the ruins, they’d been walking for hours. They stopped in unison, tilting up their heads and staring at the imposing structure.

“Something’s carved along the top,” Vivienne remarked.

The sprawling text must have been centuries old, faded in parts, and battered by wind and time.

Marius stepped closer, tapping his fingers on his thigh. For the first time in his life, he was grateful for his sister’s insistence that he spend hours studying with his tutors. He’d hated it as a child, but now…

He reached for the stone.

“Careful, Marius,” his bodyguard hissed. “It might not be safe.”

He frowned. She had a point. Who knew what kind of old spells lingered here?

Moving slowly, he tested the air and waited for the familiar buzz of magic to creep over his skin. His Fortune Elf side was silent, and he didn’t feel anything strange in the air.

“I don’t think it’s enchanted,” he told her over his shoulder.

“You don’t think?” Vivienne sounded a touch frantic, and her black eyes widened. “It could be. We should exercise caution and⁠—”

He reached out, touching the stone.

“Damn you,” Vivienne cursed as his fingers made contact with the shale.

When the cold stone turned out to be just that—cold stone and nothing else—he exhaled. “See? No magic.”

Vivienne grumbled under her breath as he traced his index finger along the smooth grooves in the stone. The lettering was old, the language an ancient variation of the Common Tongue that had gone out of use a thousand years ago.

Marius’s brows furrowed, and he murmured, “To all who come… no, enter.” He shook his head and started again. “To all who enter these gates, beware.”

A shiver crawled down his spine, and goosebumps peppered his flesh. The air shifted, and he swallowed. His heart pounded as he retraced the message, confirming that his translation was accurate.

Beware.

“Well, this is absolutely delightful.” Scowling, Vivienne crossed her arms and stared at him. “Nothing like a little warning etched onto an ancient gate to infuse you with confidence about the quest you’ve embarked on.”

Marius raised a brow. “Regretting your decision to come with me?”

Even with the warning, he couldn’t find it in himself to regret this.

She seemed to mull it over for a moment before shaking her head. “Not yet. Ask me again if we survive this.”

“I’ll do that.” He gestured to the arch, and despite the ominous warning, he grinned. They were really doing this “Shall we?”

Even his bodyguard’s grumpiness couldn’t put a damper on his mood.

Vivienne grumbled, “We might as well get this over with.”

She took his hand, and they stepped through the arch at the same time, crossing an invisible threshold.

Magic crawled over Marius’s skin, his ears popped, and for a long moment, it felt like he was suspended in time. His foot froze midair, his heart stopped beating for one long, never-ending second, and he could’ve sworn the wind carried the echo of a thousand whispers to his ears.

Before he could question it too deeply, time resumed. His foot fell on the snow on the other side of the arch, and he glanced at Vivienne.

“Did you feel that?” he asked as a shiver crawled down his spine.

She licked her lips and nodded. “I certainly did.”

This was an ancient place. It didn’t have a heaviness to it like Hoarfrost Hollow, and Marius’s magic wasn’t warning him away with every step, but the air felt different here.

Deeper. Heavier.

It wasn’t wrong, though. If anything, his magic urged him forward.

This was the right path, and he was here with the right person.

He was sure of it.


The House of Forgotten Shadows
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Dawn was fast approaching.

Vivienne kept glancing at the sky, tightening her grip on her sword as she led Marius through what might’ve once been a courtyard.

A chill had swept over her when they passed through the arch, and it hadn’t left. She shivered, the cold a reminder of the ancient magic in this place.

Beware.

She’d taken the ominous warning to heart. She’d been on her guard since the royals dropped them off, and doubly so after passing under the arch.

The air around the once-expansive structure hummed, and the kiss of magic grew stronger with every step. Snow dusted piles of rocks that had probably been an integral part of the home at one time. Now, they were a collection of broken walls, memories of times that had long since passed, and fragments of a once beautiful building.

The ruins were vast, and some parts looked like they were in better shape than the rest. It was mostly destroyed, though.

Something that probably used to be a door rose from the broken foundation. The only reason it was distinguishable as such now was the frame supporting a semi-collapsed pile of stones on the right. Vivienne would be hard-pressed to call it a wall, but then again, most of this place was in the same condition.

Three other piles of stones marked the structural outlines of what looked to have been a foyer. Crumbling stones that might have been stairs rose halfway up one pile of shale before falling into nothing.

In a show of intelligence and rare self-preservation, the prince slipped behind Vivienne as she led him through the door into the ruin. The moment her feet landed on the other side, the air shimmered, then darkened.

Vivienne’s heart pounded, and dread crawled over her. She held out her free hand. “Wait.”

Something was wrong. She could feel it in her bones.

The prince did as she asked, bumping into her extended arm as a fog made of shadows descended upon them. The blanket of night was so thick that even with her Isvana-blessed sight, Vivienne could barely see through it.

“Damn,” she breathed.

Behind her, the prince cursed.

Vivienne hadn’t expected the ruin’s namesake shadows to be real. This would make things exceptionally more difficult… not that they’d been easy before.

“Can you see anything?” she asked, tightening her grip on her sword.

“Nothing at all. It’s like a wall of blackness.”

Vivienne had expected that answer, but it didn’t make things any better.

“Stay here,” she ordered. “Let me explore.”

Maybe the darkness was temporary? She passed her sword to her left hand and placed the right on the wall, tensing at the cold stone. It was smooth and worn by time, but she couldn’t feel any traces of magic other than the hum in the air. She moved slowly through the darkness, cataloging as much as possible.

The foyer was large, which she’d seen from the outside, but it seemed even bigger now that she couldn’t see.

Several minutes passed as she explored the space, confirming her worst fears.

The blanket of darkness was all-consuming, and it covered the entire ruin.

“Viv, look up.” Marius’s concerned voice came from behind her, pulling her out of her thoughts. “The sun.”

She drew her hand away from the wall and tipped her head towards the sky. A curse slipped from her lips. The strange, nearly opaque fog covered the ruins, but the sky above was still visible. Darkness was slowly fading, the final warning before death came in the form of sunlight.

“I see it.” Urgency pulsed through her veins. “We need to find shelter.”

There was no roof in the foyer, nothing to protect her from the sun’s deadly rays. She quickly decided that going right would be the best option. Of all the walls she’d explored, this one seemed the sturdiest.

She returned to the prince and relayed her plan.

“Hold onto my shoulder,” she directed him.

He did as she asked, warmth spreading from his fingers through her. She fought to ignore both the weight of his hand and the way that her entire body yearned to lean into him.

She was here to protect him, nothing more. It didn’t matter that she’d enjoyed their conversation while walking to the ruin, nor did it matter that her entire body reacted every time they touched.

She had to keep him safe. King Sebastian hadn’t done her the disservice of making her vow to protect the prince again, but he’d explained in no uncertain terms before he and the queen left that should the prince return with even a scratch, she would pay for that with her flesh and blood.

The prince had saved her from the king’s wrath once, but nothing would protect her if she failed again.

So she wouldn’t fail. That’s all there was to it.

They would procure the vial and the dagger, and then they’d kill the First. Marius would get his adventure. Vivienne would keep him safe. Everyone would be happy.

It sounded simple, but she didn’t think it would be easy. She wouldn’t give up, though.

Tracing the crumbling wall with one hand, she reminded herself of her boundaries as she slowly advanced. The darkness was thick, and a hum filled the air, seeming to come from all around them. This was a strange place, and the sooner they left, the better.

Vivienne turned a corner when a grunt came from behind her. Marius’s fingers spasmed on her shoulder, digging into her leathers.

“Prince?” she asked, coming to an abrupt stop.

He swore. “My foot. I slammed it into something.”

“Can you walk?” she asked, alarm pulsing through her as she glanced at the sky. Dawn was drawing even closer.

The rising sun was a warning. Sunrise, like time, waited for no one. Not even vampires desperately need of a resting place.

He grunted again, and his grip on her shifted as he tested his foot before exhaling.

“Yes, I’ll be fine. Keep going. We need to find shelter.”

Vivienne moved more carefully after that. They went through a hallway, which opened into a large room. The only distinguishable piece of furniture was a glowing stone table. A strange light came from within, piercing the snow gathered over the top.

It felt wrong, and Vivienne practically ran out of the room.

They kept going, dawn chasing them deeper into the ruins.

Every so often, the crumbling wall disappeared. She fumbled for a few steps, the prince’s presence never faltering behind her despite his injury, until she found another set of structural remains to guide them.

They passed through more rooms. More piles of stones. More darkness.

The sky grew even lighter. A bird chirped somewhere in the distance.

The hum remained. Was it coming from beneath them? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that time was ticking, and they had minutes, maybe less, to find shelter.

Vivienne’s heart was a racing horse making a concerted effort to escape her chest. “Come on,” she muttered, moving as quickly as she dared.

She couldn’t die now. That would be absolutely ridiculous. She hadn’t spent a century serving in the royal army only to meet her final death because of an untimely sunrise.

They turned another corner, and then…

“Thank Isvana,” Vivienne exhaled.

The darkness remained, but she could make out the remnants of three walls and an overhang that stretched across half the room. The structure had seen better days, but at this point, something was better than nothing.

They ducked beneath the makeshift roof and pressed their backs against the wall. Vivienne slid down until she was sitting, placing her sword across her lap. The prince followed suit, his pack hitting the ground with a resounding thud.

She tucked herself in a corner, her gaze locked on the sky as the first rays of sunlight stretched their deadly fingers across the horizon. They reached for her, but she remained in the shadows.

Safe.

Her chest heaved, relief coursing through her veins. That had been far too close.

Even though the immediate danger was gone, Vivienne wouldn’t let her guard down. Not in this place where old magic reigned and black shadows covered the ruins from sight.

But at least she’d live to see another night.

Vivienne turned to the prince and whispered, “How’s your foot?”

She wasn’t sure why she was keeping her voice low, just that it felt right. There was something off about this place.

He grunted. “It’ll be fine. I just rolled it.”

A frown tugged at her lips. “If it hurts⁠—”

“It’s okay, Viv.”

She went to protest further, but his hand landed on her thigh. Her chest seized, and it was like she forgot to breathe. The prince’s touch earlier had been warm, but now, it was searing. Sparks ran through her, and her entire lower body warmed.

Vivienne’s argument dried up in her mouth, and she stared at her thigh. Her earlier objections about why this was a bad idea seemed so far away that she couldn’t even remember them.

She couldn’t see his hand, but by the gods, she could feel it. Did he know how much his touch was affecting her?

“I… okay.” Forcing words out of her mouth took far more effort than it should have. “If you’re sure.”

“I am,” he said, his voice brokering no room for discussion.

Several minutes passed in silence, and the prince kept his hand on her the whole time. She tried not to concentrate on his touch, but that was like asking a vampire not to need blood.

Especially when he started rubbing his thumb across her thigh. The movement was so slow that she wasn’t sure he was intentionally doing it. Purposeful or not, Vivienne couldn’t stop thinking about it, even if she tried.

Her entire world was centered on that small point of contact. Nothing could distract her from it, not even the constant hum coming from somewhere deep within the House of Forgotten Shadows.

Vivienne tried to relax. Shifting her position and stretching her legs in front of her, she settled in for a long day. She’d already anticipated that she wouldn’t be sleeping for the foreseeable future. That was why she’d ensured her hunger was fully satiated before they left. Declining the royals’ offer to find her a Source, she’d hunted several deer instead.

For some reason, the thought of drinking from a random, willing mortal had turned her stomach.

She tilted her head in Marius’s direction. He was shrouded in shadows, but the longer she looked at him, the more she could make out the general shape of his body.

Even in the darkness, she could feel his attention on her.

Before Vivienne could think too hard about why this was probably a bad idea—because there were a multitude of reasons, her blood vow being one of them—she whispered his name.

“Hmm?” he said.

“I really don’t like heights.” She’d been thinking about fears ever since he told her the story of the sea monster earlier.

His thumb paused its trail across her thigh, and he chuckled. “Can’t you fly?”

“I do, but it’s different when I’m flying because I’m in control.” She could land at any time. From the first time she jumped off a rooftop, her wings supporting her as she flew, she’d loved being in the air.

“I can see that.” His thumb started rubbing her leg again, and several minutes passed before he murmured, “I used to be afraid that I would be trapped in Castle Sanguis for the rest of my life, watching everyone else live around me.”

Her heart ached at the pain in his words. “That sounds awful.”

After having recently been a prisoner, she could relate to his fears. She’d be happy if she never saw the interior of a cell again.

“It would’ve been,” he agreed, his voice low. “But now I’m here.”

With her. A lightness filled her despite their dark surroundings.

She leaned her head back and let her eyes fall shut. “What was growing up in Castle Sanguis like?”

His hand flattened on her thigh, and his breath hitched. For a long moment, she wasn’t sure he’d answer her.

When he did, his voice was softer than before. “It was… well, sometimes it was a lot.”

Traces of pain were woven through Marius’s words, and before she realized what she was doing, she placed her hand on his.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

Before she got to know the prince, she’d always assumed that life in the castle was glorious. Everyone did. She’d passed many cold winter nights listening to the wind screaming like a wailing mother and fantasizing about life in the royal castle with other soldiers. Now, she knew that wasn’t the case, but she was curious.

He resumed drawing on her leg, the movement seeming more purposeful this time. “I was really sick as a child. Did you know that?”

She nodded before she remembered he couldn’t see her. “You had the Wasting Illness, right?”

“That’s right. My sister worked tirelessly to find a cure, even though everyone else said it was a lost cause. She saved my life, and I owe her everything.”

Vivienne’s eyes widened. “Really?” No wonder Marius seemed so close to the queen. “That’s incredible.”

Thank the gods, the queen had saved Marius. Vivienne couldn’t imagine this world without him in it.

“It is,” he agreed. “I got better, and after the old queen died, Luna and Sebastian moved me into the castle with them. My sister hired tutors to help with my education since I had a lot to catch up on. They made me study for hours on end.”

Vivienne snorted as the image of the young prince sitting at a table in the library, kicking his feet, flashed through her mind.

“What’s so funny?” he asked indignantly.

“I just can’t imagine you reading all day, that’s all.” She elbowed him. “Did you even sit still?”

“I didn’t.” A baritone chuckle rumbled through him. “I went through a lot of tutors, and I’m fairly certain the only reason they remained as long as they did was to please Sebastian and Luna.”

“Oh?”

He squeezed her kneecap, his hand warm on her leg. “You may find this hard to believe, but I was a somewhat difficult child.”

“What?” She gasped in mock-shock. “You? The prince who practically blackmailed me into coming with you. I never would’ve guessed that about you.”

Vivienne had meant it as a joke, but his hand stiffened. He inhaled sharply, and the air thickened as he moved closer to her.

“Viv, I… I’m sorry about that.”

Her brows furrowed. “You don’t need to apologize again, Prince. I already told you; I forgive you. Besides, if you hadn’t… encouraged me to join you⁠—”

“Fancy way to say ‘forced,’” he interjected.

“Okay, forced.” She bit back a grin, pleased that the prince was seeing things from her perspective. “If you hadn’t forced me to come, I never would’ve had the chance to fight a fabled creature of lore.”

His hand lifted from her knee, but before she could mourn the lack of his touch, he brushed a hair from her shoulder.

“Is that why you agreed to come with me?” His voice dropped to a hushed whisper, and she could’ve sworn she felt the brush of his breath against her cheek.

She inhaled sharply, considering his question.

From the first moment Vivienne had laid eyes on Marius Wisethorn, something about him had called to her. He radiated an inherent sense of life that she’d never seen in this place of frigid death. There was a sharpness in his eyes, and there was a magnetic wildness about him that made her want to know more about him.

Even so, that wasn’t why she was here.

“No,” she murmured. “That’s not why I agreed to come.”

She’d had time to think about this over the past four days. Why had she agreed to come when he’d promised her freedom from Ravenwood Dungeon either way?

Vivienne knew the answer, but she was afraid of what would happen if she said it out loud.

The reason she’d agreed was the same reason the prince had haunted her dreams since she followed him out of the university ball. The same reason she’d reminded herself of her duty a hundred times a day since that fateful night. The same reason why she had to remember the barriers between them. The same reason that was keeping her from answering him now.

She wasn’t sure what would happen if she opened that door.

The prince’s heartbeat was like a drum in this quiet, ancient ruin. She could hear it from here, and it called to her.

“Why, Viv? Why did you agree?”

He was pushing her.

Maybe that should have bothered her… but it didn’t.

It could have been the magic swirling in the black mists, or maybe it was how she imagined the prince’s eyes drilling into hers, but Vivienne decided to throw caution to the wind.

Something about being in this place without light, trapped by the sun’s deadly rays a few feet away, infused her with even more bravery than normal.

She breathed, “I agreed because of you. For you.”

She agreed so she could spend time with him.

Get to know him.

Just… be with him.

These feelings were forbidden. She knew that, and she was certain that if the king knew how she felt, he never would’ve agreed to allow her to accompany the prince on this journey.

But the royals weren’t here. She was alone with Marius in this place with its ancient magic, steady hum, and blinding shadows.

And Vivienne wanted this.

Hoping she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life, she inhaled maple and amber, leaned forward, and kissed the prince.


Inky Shadows and Crimson Eyes
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Vivienne tasted like cool ice and the darkest night.

Marius was frozen for one heartbeat as his bodyguard’s lips pressed against his. Just long enough for him to realize that this was real and not a dream. Vivienne was finally kissing him, rules and vows and everything else dividing them be damned.

As soon as the shock wore off, he moved.

The ache in his right foot was a steady throb, but he ignored it, focusing on the vampire in front of him. His left hand rose, finding the back of her neck through feel, and he threaded his fingers through her hair.

She sucked in a breath, and her lips lifted off his. “Marius, if you don’t⁠—”

He swallowed the rest of her words with his lips, a groan rumbling through him. He wanted this in the same way that his heart yearned for adventure.

This kiss was… everything.

It was barrier-breaking, world-changing, and utterly consuming. It was everything he’d ever hoped it would be, and he never wanted it to end.

She kissed him like she knew it was a bad idea but couldn’t help herself. Like she’d been thinking about him just as much as he’d been thinking about her. Like she wanted to know every part of him as much as he wanted to know her.

Gods above. Marius had been thinking about how Vivienne would taste since the night she pinned him to the ground in Hoarfrost Hollow. He’d remained awake many nights since then, wondering if she would feel as good kissing him as she had straddling him.

The answer was a resounding yes.

He groaned, tightening his grip on her hair. Their kiss deepened. Every single part of him came alive from this touch. Had anything ever felt as good?

He wanted more.

Angling her head so he could kiss her more deeply, he moved closer. His right hand found her knee again, squeezing as he shifted. The touch was small. Not nearly enough.

And then his bodyguard’s tongue flicked against the seam of his lips.

Gods.

Marius had been with others before. Stolen kisses and secret moments that were clumsy and far too short. None of his prior experiences had prepared him for this.

It didn’t matter that he couldn’t see her, nor did it matter that the king would disapprove of this. Not even their location could ruin this moment.

For days, Vivienne had crowded his thoughts. She was all he could think about from the moment he woke up until when he lay his head down to sleep. Even asleep, she remained on his mind.

Everything about her intrigued him. The anger that flashed in her black eyes. Her scowl, and the adorable way she crossed her arms. The power and grace in her movements when she battled her adversaries. The fire that burned within her.

And when he added in her beauty?

She was perfect. Made to be admired.

And she had kissed him.

There was something incredible about that. He’d wanted to kiss her from the moment she tackled him to the ground in Hoarfrost Hollow, but something told him she wouldn’t have been okay with that. But now…

Now, she’d broken past the divide between them to steal this moment with him. She was a stunning creature of darkness, and he was lucky to be in her fierce presence.

Marius parted his lips and swept his tongue against hers. Flames burned through him at her cool touch, a juxtaposition he would never forget. Darkness had never tasted so good.

More.

He drew her closer, ignoring his throbbing foot as he kissed her. She moaned, and he drank in the sound as if he were a starving man.

Fire consumed him from the inside out as they embraced. Every part of him felt like it would be destroyed if he didn’t experience more of this. Of her.

This was⁠—

A wail lilted through the air. It was hushed at first, nearly inaudible. He would’ve thought the sound was nothing more than a figment of his imagination, except Vivienne stiffened.

She whispered against his lips, “Did you hear⁠—”

The ghoulish sound rose once again, the cry going on and on and on. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and his magic strummed a warning in his veins.

Vivienne pulled away.

It took everything Marius had not to draw her back to him, but as the air shifted, he knew she’d fallen back into her role as his protector.

He palmed his daggers. “What do you think that is?”

“I don’t know,” she replied.

Unease laced her words, and his heart beat even faster. What was out there?

“Can you see anything?” Even if he squinted, he couldn’t make anything out in the darkness.

“Barely.” Vivienne’s hand landed on his, but the movement lacked any hint of the heat they’d shared moments ago. She was distant, and her tone was the same one she’d used when they first met.

Right now, she was his bodyguard, nothing more.

His heart twinged. He wanted to explore more of her with his lips and devote endless hours to learning every part of her.

Another time, he promised himself. That couldn’t be their only kiss. He wouldn’t allow it. It would be like tasting the finest wine, then being relegated to plain water for the rest of eternity.

“Maybe we should move,” Vivienne suggested.

He glanced up, taking in the sky beyond the veil of shadows. Shards of brilliant sunlight glimmered beyond their overhang.

It was beautiful… and it would spell certain death for Vivienne.

“We can’t leave,” he decided.

She sucked in a breath. “That’s not smart, Your Highness. If we stay here, that creature could find us.”

“It might not.” The ruins were massive.

She kept going as if he hadn’t spoken. “We should try to locate the heart of the house now.” According to Luna’s research, that was where they’d find the water. “There’s a chance the sunlight won’t hurt me. After all, the shadows seem to be getting thicker.”

Marius’s gut twisted in warning. “No.”

Another scream rose. It sounded closer.

“Marius—”

“No,” he repeated as the hairs on his arms lifted, and he shivered. “I refuse to risk your life.”

She had quickly become one of the most valuable people in his life. He couldn’t chance losing her.

“You should,” she argued. “The sooner you get the vial of water, the better.”

He gripped the hilts of his daggers tighter, frustration running through him. Why was she arguing with him about this? “We’re staying.”

“Marius—”

“I said, ‘no,’ Vivienne.” He infused his voice with princely authority. “I refuse to put you at risk. If the creature comes to us, so be it.”

A frustrated huff came from beside him. Even though he couldn’t see the vampire, he imagined fire flashing through her gaze.

“My job is to put myself at risk to protect you,” she said, as if he wasn’t already aware of that. “That’s our relationship. I keep you safe.”

The air thickened, and Marius slid one of his daggers back into the sheath.

“Is that so?” He stepped towards her, catching her wrist. She was far colder than him, but heat flared at the contact. “There’s nothing else between us?”

She hitched a breath, and a long moment passed before she whispered, “Nothing at all.”

The shaking of her voice and the trembling of her hand in his gave away her true feelings.

He leaned down and inhaled her scent. Gods, he could drown in her unique aroma. “Do you know what, Viv?”

“What?” she breathed a heartbeat later.

“I don’t believe you.” Memories of the heat that had run through him during their kiss flashed through his mind, and he bit down on the groan that threatened to rise from his throat. “Not after what we just shared.” He raised a brow. “Unless you go around kissing all the men you’re duty-bound to serve?”

Her hand tensed, and an endless moment seemed to pass.

“No,” she whispered, her words barely more than a breath. “I don’t.”

He smirked and lifted her hand to his mouth, kissing the back of it. “That’s what I thought.”

“But—”

“No ‘buts.’ My word stands, and we stay here. I won’t endanger you.”

Her hand twitched, but before she could argue, another wailing shriek rose in the air.

When silence fell upon them once again, she hissed, “Fine.”

He was a little surprised she agreed that easily. “Good.”

“But I want it on the record that I think this is a bad idea,” she hastily added. He imagined that her jaw was set as she glared at him. “It might be your worst one yet, which is saying something.”

There was his grumpy bodyguard.

He chuckled, drawing her closer to him. “Noted. So should we…”

She smacked his arm. “Quiet, Prince. If we want to survive this day, we need to hope that whatever’s out there doesn’t hear us.”

Biting his lip, he stopped himself from pointing out that she was being much louder than him. After all, he was getting his way. Pushing her further didn’t seem wise.

Nodding, he released her wrist and turned slightly so his side lined up with hers. His pack was on the ground, and his foot still ached from where he’d hurt it earlier, but he’d never admit it.

Besides, between the kiss and the resulting conversation with Vivienne, the pain was barely noticeable.

They fell into silence, and minutes became hours.

Long ago, when he’d been sick, Marius had grown accustomed to sleeping in short intervals. He used to wake at every sound, and he’d trained himself to fall asleep instantly. That skill came in handy now as he slept on his feet, gathering as much strength as he could.

Wails rose and fell in an eerie symphony of dark, shadowy death. Each was more discordant than the last.

The inky shadows seemed to ebb and flow as though they were alive.

Stranger than all that was the air. The temperature should’ve warmed as the day crept on. Ipotha wasn’t as cold as the Northern Kingdom. Sweat should have been dripping down Marius’s back by midday, making him regret wearing his cloak and many layers.

That didn’t happen. The temperature dropped.

White clouds frosted the shadows in front of them. The air chilled.

Every hour, it grew colder.

On Marius’s twentieth birthday, in a rare moment of freedom, Luna and Sebastian took him to the Black Sea. The three of them had skated on the obsidian ice from dusk to dawn, exploring the frozen expanse of the tip of the Northern Kingdom. The air up north had been so cold that breathing had been like inhaling shards of ice determined to rip his lungs apart from the inside out.

This felt just like that.

Marius shivered, biting back the urge to clatter his teeth. His foot was still throbbing, but he ignored the pain.

The arch’s warning echoed through his mind.

Beware, beware, beware.

He’d forgotten about it for a time, but now it seemed more important than ever.

The wails crescendoed, coming closer and closer.

What kind of creature sounded like that?

Marius was equally excited and terrified to find out. He tightened his grip on his daggers, refusing the call of his magic to walk the silver planes. He needed to stay with Vivienne.

He felt a sense of responsibility towards the vampire, and he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. She was his bodyguard, but he was the reason they were on this expedition, with the dangerous sun a few feet away.

He wouldn’t let her down.

By the time evening approached, the wails were so close that they were like clanging cymbals in his ears. They came at scattered intervals, a few quick bursts of alternating screams and wails followed by long lulls of silence.

They were in one such lull now.

The waiting was worse than the screaming. Marius’s heart raced in his chest, and the hairs on his neck and arms prickled.

Vivienne was stiff beside him. She seemed on edge, and she hadn’t spoken for hours.

Nearly a half-hour had passed since the last wail. He’d been counting the minutes. The sun was slowly setting, but it wasn’t fast enough.

And then it happened.

Another scream ripped through the silence, but this one was closer than the others. Marius sucked in a breath as he searched for the source of the sound. He didn’t see anything in front of him. His eyes swung to the left. Nothing but darkness met his gaze.

A second screech came from his right. It was completely dark, but this time, the shadows moved. Thick swaths of ink swarmed, gathering together and forming a creature of pure night. It was there, but not. Black, but darker than the rest of the shadows. Corporeal in a place where nothing had been moments ago.

It shouldn’t have existed, and yet, it did.

Marius’s stomach curled in on itself as the darkness evolved yet again.

A pair of blood-red eyes blinked to life as a mouth curved into a gruesome, macabre smile. Four arms that were somehow there, but also not, flailed towards them. Sharp claws decorated the ends of inky hands, glimmering in the darkness.

The sun was setting, but it didn’t matter.

Death had been hunting them all day, and now, it had found them.

The creature cocked its head and opened its mouth, revealing rows upon rows of black, serrated teeth. Its tongue was made of shadows, and a red ember glowed from within its body.

The air around the beast was icy, and Marius realized the temperature had been dropping all day because of this creature.

It was the storm, the ice, the cold, the shadows.

Had it been stalking them from the moment they arrived?

Scarlet eyes blinked, and then, the creature lunged. It was a bolt of crimson lightning as it darted beneath their overhang, screeching at the top of its lungs.

“By all the gods,” Vivienne swore beside him. “Fight!”

The command was unnecessary. Marius’s dagger was already flying through the air.

He held his breath, his arm still outstretched, as the blade landed in the creature’s left retina with a gruesome squelch.

Blood poured from the creature’s eye, illuminated by the ember within the beast.

Time slowed to a crawl.

Drip, drip, drip.

Onyx blood pooled on the ground.

The shadow monster’s right eye slowly blinked.

Knots twisted in Marius’s stomach.

Vivienne said something, but he couldn’t hear her over the monster’s wail.

But it didn’t fall over. It didn’t die.

Midnight ribbons reached up, yanking out the blade. Ice formed around the dagger, and inky blood poured from the wound.

A half-scream, half-laugh ripped through the air as the creature tossed the weapon aside. The dagger clattered against stone, but Marius didn’t pull his gaze away to see where it landed.

Vivienne shouldered past him, her sword held high.

“No more wasting weapons. On my command, we fight,” she hissed. “Got it, Prince?”

He drew his remaining dagger, settled into a familiar fighting position, and nodded. “I’m ready.”

At least the monster’s peculiar red glow meant he could see Vivienne and their opponent.

Even now, in this place of darkness where the early evening air tasted like death, Marius couldn’t help but smile. This was the kind of adventure he’d always dreamed of.


A Dark Siren Song
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The shadow monster refused to die.

Vivienne was panting, and sweat ran in rivulets down her back. Her sword was slick with black blood that oozed from dozens of cuts littering the creature’s strange body. Ice streamed from the beast, coating the ground.

By all the laws that governed this land, it should’ve died long ago.

The prince had recovered his fallen dagger, and between the two of them, they’d fought well. The beast was blind in one eye, three of its four arms hung limply at its sides, and its scream had morphed into a never-ending wail that echoed through the darkness.

And yet, against all odds, it survived.

Beware.

The warning seemed almost mocking, now.

The monster moved with the speed of a vampire, swinging its remaining arm in Vivienne’s direction.

She spun on her heels, nearly slipping on the ice as she turned away from the creature. Her heart thundered.

How much longer could they keep doing this?

Marius shouted, “Look out!”

She jumped just in time to miss a swipe of those obsidian claws.

A laceration ran across Vivienne’s cheek from earlier, and there was an incessant throb in her right side where the creature had thrown her against a wall.

It didn’t matter. She’d take a dozen injuries if it meant the prince remained unharmed.

Her mind was entirely focused on her work.

Duck, spin, slash.

Shadows rippled around her sword.

The creature wailed and strode forward.

Isvana help her, but something needed to change.

“Viv!” the prince shouted.

She twirled just in time to see the monster leap towards Marius. It was little more than a blur of darkness.

A scream ripped from her chest as she threw herself in the creature’s path. A crimson eye locked onto her as she swung her sword and kicked. Her foot connected with the beast’s stomach, and it flew back from the impact, slamming into the wall.

The red ember in its chest flickered, a beacon summoning her forward.

She ran with vampiric speed and plunged her weapon into the monster’s heart. She shoved as hard as she could, pushing against bones that inexplicably existed.

The shadow monster’s shrieks reached decibels that she’d never thought possible, seeming to stretch for an eternity. And then, when she was beginning to believe the creature would never die, ice crawled from the wound. It crept over the monster’s body, encasing it in white.

Vivienne yanked her sword free moments before the entire creature was frozen in an icy casket.

Its mouth was the last thing to be covered.

Silence fell upon the ruins.

Vivienne’s chest heaved, her muscles burned with the strain of a good fight, and her heart pounded uncharacteristically quickly.

She didn’t look away from the monster. The ice around it slowly darkened, the inky blood seeping from its heart staining the inside of its casket. The red ember in its chest still glowed eerily, a reminder that nothing in this place was normal.

Metal slid into a sheath, and Marius bent over, his hands on his knees as he panted. The ember cast him in a red glow, and sweat shone on his forehead.

After the prince caught his breath, he straightened and… smiled at her. “That was impressive.”

There was definitely something wrong with him.

Vivienne scoffed. “You and I have very different definitions of that word, Marius. That wasn’t impressive. That was close.”

She didn’t like that it had taken both of them to kill the dangerous creature. Who knew what other kinds of monsters crept through the shadows?

Beware.

She shuddered. “We should get moving. The sooner we get the vial of blessed water, the better.”

Her injuries were already healing, thanks to the blood she’d consumed prior to their departure.

Marius shouldered his pack. “You’re right.”

His agreement was so surprising that she stumbled. She’d expected him to put up a fight with her, as he always seemed to do. Surprise was tart at the back of her tongue, and she swallowed the argument she’d prepared.

As if he knew where her mind had gone, he chuckled. “I am capable of being agreeable, Viv.”

Against her better judgment, a grin spread across her face, and her core warmed.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” She kept her sword in her grip, the weapon’s weight familiar as she passed it from one hand to the other. “Ready?”

They needed to locate the heart of the House of Forgotten Shadows before another one of those creatures found them.

“Mhmm.” Marius came to stand beside her.

His fingers brushed the back of her hand, sending sparks running through her. Her lips tingled, the memory of their kiss bringing blood rushing to her cheeks. The shadow creature’s interruption had been problematic in more ways than one.

“Perfect.” Vivienne tilted up her chin and confirmed that the moon’s silver glow hung above them before walking out from beneath the overhang.

The night’s cool breeze brushed her cheeks, filling her with relief, short-lived though it was.

The shadow monster’s unnatural cold was gone, but darkness remained around them. The hum from before had quieted while they fought the beast, but it was back and louder than ever. It throbbed like a heartbeat, beckoning her forward.

Vivienne reached out and gripped Marius’s hand. She didn’t let herself think about the way her heart leaped at the touch—she had a job to do.

“Stay close, Your Highness. There may be more creatures.”

His fingers pulsed around hers, and he leaned forward, his breath warming the side of her neck.

“I’ll gladly follow you, Viv.”

Why did it sound like he was talking about something else?

Warmth pooled in her core, which was a wholly inappropriate reaction for several reasons.

A problem for another time.

Taking a deep breath, she moved forward, following the call of the magic humming in the air. It was like a heartbeat, the sound guiding her through the dark ruins. They found a door, or what was left of it, and went through it. Stairs led them down below ground.

The air thickened until it felt like they were walking through thick mud.

The arch’s warning echoed in her mind once again.

Beware.

“Careful, Prince,” she murmured, testing each stair before putting her weight on it. The steps were made of crumbling stone that slipped away when met with too much weight.

In response, he gripped her hand tighter. He hadn’t complained about his foot, but every so often, his breath hitched. She’d have to insist he let her look at it later.

The heartbeat grew louder.

Thank the gods, they didn’t encounter another monster.

They descended two more staircases. One was made of slippery shards of marble, and the next was made of rotted pieces of wood.

At the base of the third stairs, the air shifted once again.

The hum became a resounding drum drowning out Vivienne’s thoughts, and the shadows were so dark that sight was a distant memory.

“We’re almost there,” she murmured confidently, picking her way along the stone floor.

She wasn’t sure how she knew the heart was nearby, but she did. The hum spoke to the darkness in her heart, calling her forward.

“I trust you.” Marius squeezed her hand.

Those three words and the confident way he held her hand made her stomach flutter more than their earlier kiss. It was like a dozen miniature bats came to life within her.

She tried to remember that the prince was her charge, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep those boundaries in place, especially when his warm hand enveloped hers so completely and when he kissed her so wonderfully.

They’d get the vial of blessed water, and then, they’d talk about these feelings.

One thing at a time.

“I…” Her voice trailed off as a fluorescent blue glow sliced through the shadows. It had been so long since she’d seen light that she blinked several times.

The glow grew brighter, and with it, the hum morphed. It was no longer a heartbeat drawing her forward but an entire orchestra playing a dark symphony. Something tugged in her gut, summoning her. She released Marius’s hand, barely noticing her movements.

The music got louder, an eerie melody calling to her.

The prince made a noise behind her, but she couldn’t make out his words.

A low percussive beat threaded through the space, calling to her.

Come, come, come.

Vivienne’s fingers unfurled, and her sword clattered to the ground, forgotten.

Her feet moved of their own accord, drawing her towards the blue glow. She couldn’t see what it hid, but she knew she needed to get nearer.

The beautiful song spoke to her.

Her wings exploded from her back, although she had no recollection of summoning them.

The tugging grew more insistent.

The glow intensified, illuminating stone walls and a floor. They were in a cavern, but she didn’t have time to assess it further.

She had to get closer.

“Viv?” The prince’s voice came from behind her, but she could barely hear him. It was like she was swimming underwater, and everything was muffled except that song.

Tears pricked behind her eyes as the music amplified. The harmony reminded her of the first shimmering star breaking through the night sky after a long day. It promised peace, calm, and a state where nothing else mattered. She needed it.

“Vivienne, stop.”

Her foot froze mid-step as she considered the prince’s words. Stop? Why would she do that?

This was… it was… she was meant to be here. Right?

Her lips slanted down, but the music got even louder.

Another chorus joined the first, and it was like the moon itself was calling her forward. A silver siren’s song unlike anything she’d ever heard.

Her wings braced as she moved towards the source of the sound. Close. It was so close.

Her heart raced, and her eyes widened as a glowing pool came into view. A basin that could easily fit a dozen winged beings was dug into the stones, filled with midnight water that sparkled as though it was infused with moonlight. Water lapped at the sides, and bubbles rose to the surface from an unseen current.

Her breath caught.

Deep down, sitting at the base, was a cluster of spiked glowing crystals. Each was twice the size of her head and released an incandescent blue light.

Gleaming mountains of bones surrounded the crystals, like scattered petals of wilted flowers. It was an eerie display of beautiful death.

Tug.

The rope in her middle yanked her forward, and she stumbled towards the water. The ground shifted, becoming rocky and uneven. Her knees slammed into the stones. Jagged, broken edges sliced through cloth and flesh, but she didn’t stop to assess her injuries.

She had to get to the water.

She crawled forward, her gaze locked on the pool. She needed to touch that shimmering, moonlit surface. Just once. That was all.

It was just so beautiful.

An almost desperate plea came from behind her, but she couldn’t make out the words. She couldn’t even remember who was shouting at her, let alone why she was here.

The siren song summoned her.

Another rock sliced her leg, and she hissed. Something cut her palm, and she left red handprints behind her as she moved towards the water.

Up close, the liquid seemed infused with shards of the night itself. Dark ribbons were woven through it, calling for her.

Vivienne reached out.

Close.

She was so close.

One touch was all she wanted. The water just looked so inviting, and the song was ear-splittingly loud.

She needed⁠—

“Stop!”

Hands landed on her shoulders, wrenching her back.

Vivienne gasped, flailing. Her wings snapped. How dare someone attempt to stop her? She needed to touch the water.

A familiar face with wide brown eyes was inches from hers. Worry and anger flashed through the man’s gaze, and he shook her shoulders.

He screamed, “What are you doing?!”

She snarled, trying to rip herself out of his grasp. Why was this man yelling at her?

“Viv!”

Couldn’t he hear the beautiful song? She needed to get to it.

Wrenching herself out of his grip, she reached for the water. He shouted something else, grabbed her wing, and pulled.

She screamed, pain lancing through her back.

“You can’t touch it!” he insisted.

What? Of course, she could. She had to.

Come, come, come.

He yanked on her wing again, his other hand grabbing her leg and tugging her back.

Why was he doing this?

Angry tears leaked down her cheeks as she growled and twisted, slamming her fist into his arm. He didn’t release her, instead shouting something she didn’t understand.

She ripped herself from his grasp and flung herself towards the water. Fingers outstretched as far as they could go, she reached for the shimmering liquid.

Close.

She was so gods-damned close.

The glowing crystals called to her.

“I’m sorry about this.” The words were muted and barely made it past the water’s call. “I hoped I wouldn’t have to use this.”

Before she could question what he meant, something slammed into the back of her head. She stumbled, her fingers hovering above the water.

A grunt came from behind her. An iron grip clamped around her legs.

“What are you doing?” It took everything she had to force the words out of her mouth.

The man frowned, his eyes full of dark emotion. Should she remember who he was?

“Please forgive me for this.” He withdrew a black vial from his bag, tugged off the cork, and forced her lips open.

He poured the bitter liquid into her mouth, and she screamed.

Fire.

It burned as it ran down her throat. Her wings receded, and tears spilled down her cheeks as the liquid destroyed her from the inside out.

Black spots edged at her vision as she choked and sputtered.

She gasped, “Why?”

He said something, but she didn’t hear his response as darkness pulled her under.


Vampires aren’t Fire-Proof
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“By all the gods, I hope you won’t hate me for this when you wake up,” Marius huffed as he climbed the steps out of the House of Forgotten Shadows. His bodyguard’s unconscious body was cradled in his arms, his hands wrapped around her upper chest and thighs.

Vivienne had been out for a solid hour.

Marius thought his heart would explode out of his chest when she dove towards the glowing water littered with bones.

The vampire had seemed single-minded about touching the pool. He’d yelled at her to step away, reminding her that it would kill her and they needed the water to stop the First, but she hadn’t seemed to hear him.

Thank the gods, he’d been able to stop her.

Vivienne’s sword was sheathed at his hip, and his pack was on his back as he trekked forward. He hadn’t dared walk the silver planes to See what was ahead, but he was prepared to fight if anything came at them.

He wasn’t able to move quickly, and he was incredibly aware of every creak, every whistle of wind, and every footfall.

Phyrra had been right.

This place was filled with death.

He’d spent hours with the spymaster before leaving Castle Sanguis, plying her for any information she knew about the House of Forgotten Shadows. She hadn’t known much, but she’d admitted that throughout her travels, she heard tales of vampires entering the ruins and never leaving.

At the time, Marius had thought they were just stories. Now that he’d seen the bones, he knew they were all true.

A shiver ran through him, and he tightened his grip on Vivienne. She was safe in his arms, but she’d come far too close to joining her brethren at the bottom of that gods-damned pool.

A vivid imagination wasn’t required to realize precisely what would’ve happened to his bodyguard if he hadn’t stopped her.

The vial of prohiberis-laced water had been his last resort. A gift from Phyrra, in case of emergencies. He’d never dreamed he would have to use it on Vivienne.

Unstopping the cork and forcing the liquid down her throat had been the hardest thing Marius had ever done. And the wounded look of betrayal on her face before she stopped fighting him…

His heart had nearly shattered at the sight.

The moment Vivienne fell unconscious, Marius lowered her carefully to the ground. Keeping himself between her still body and the pool, he’d hastily collected the vial of water they required, wrapped the glass containers in several layers of wool and twine, and tucked it in his bag.

Then, he’d picked Vivienne up.

When the vampire was awake, she was all fire and spite. From the first moment she interrupted his escape into the woods, he’d admired the life that flowed effortlessly from her.

Now, it was barely present.

The slow, steady thump of his bodyguard’s heart was the only reason he was moving calmly through the darkness and not panicking about how she felt in his arms.

He hadn’t killed her.

Relief had coursed through him when he realized that, his breath catching in his throat. He wasn’t entirely prepared to unpack what it meant, but he knew that Vivienne’s survival meant far more to him than he was prepared to admit.

It was more than just her riveting company—although he immensely enjoyed the way hours melted away when they were together, talking about everything and nothing. There was something about her that made him feel safe in a way that nothing, not even his sister’s presence, ever had before.

Marius’s chest warmed as he carried the vampire, and despite the near-death situation they’d just escaped, he felt a strange sense of peace. He’d spent so long searching for adventure, yet he felt more alive with Vivienne in his arms than he had when they faced the First.

Vivienne moaned as he carried her through the dark ruins.

He tightened his grip around her protectively and brushed his lips over her forehead. The silky kiss was barely a touch, but his lips heated.

“Rest, Viv. I’ll get us out of here.”

As if she heard him, she exhaled softly, curling her head into his chest. He blew out a low breath and hugged her tighter as he exited the House of Forgotten Shadows.
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A whipping, howling wind had been haunting Marius since he left the ruins an hour ago. A storm was in the air, the skies were dark, and the breeze was cold.

He shivered, tightening his grip around Vivienne. Once he’d left the ruins and immediate danger had passed, he stopped long enough to dig out a healing salve from his pack. He’d applied Odette’s concoction liberally to his ankle, the lingering pain disappearing almost instantly. He’d have to thank the witch when they returned.

A stone keep with a round tower rose above the moonlit planes, their destination beckoning him forward. Marshwood Tower was abandoned, but this was where Sebastian had arranged for their ride to pick them up.

The bodyguard in Marius’s arms moaned. He halted mid-step, his gaze dropping to her face.

Moonlight illuminated Vivienne’s pale features in silver. Fiery tendrils of hair blew over her face. Her eyes blinked open, and long lashes framed those black eyes he dreamed about more often than not.

A long moment passed as her gaze swept over his, and her red brows creased. Her body tensed, and she sucked in a sharp breath.

“You,” she hissed, her voice husky. “You… drugged me.”

Despite the wind, he heard each word as though she’d shouted them. Accusation shone brightly in her eyes, and his chest ached at the sight.

“I did.” He swallowed. “And I can⁠—”

“Put me down.” Her tone was hard.

He did as she asked, placing her feet on the cold, snow-dusted ground. She stepped back, her face hardening.

Marius’s arms felt unbearably empty without her in them. His fingers flexed, wanting to reach out to hold her. Touch her. Keep her forever.

Wait.

Where had that last thought come from? He wasn’t entirely sure, but he didn’t hate it. At all. He could easily envision a future with her.

Marius stepped towards her. “Viv⁠—”

“Don’t,” she seethed, darkness flashing in her eyes. “You don’t get to call me that right now, Prince.”

His heart thundered as he studied her. “You’re angry.”

“That’s an understatement,” she ground out through clenched teeth.

Wings burst from her back in a flurry of night, and darkness swelled around her. Just because she didn’t have shadows—something she’d shared with him during their initial journey to Hoarfrost Hollow—didn’t mean the night wasn’t drawn to her.

In the same way that the High Lady of Life seemed to breathe, and life followed suit—at least now that the balance had been restored—darkness ebbed and flowed around vampires. It was as much a part of them as the need to drink blood.

And Marius had angered Vivienne.

If he were a smarter man, he’d probably consider how quickly the vampire could kill him and back away.

Instead, he stepped towards Vivienne.

She moved back.

Pain lanced through him, but he tried to ignore it, focusing on the vampire.

“What did you do to me?” Her familiar voice was quiet, but there was nothing soft about her words. Her features were like stone, and her fangs glistened in the moonlight.

He hated that he was the reason she was angry.

“You were about to touch the water.” He itched to step towards her, but he held himself back. “I couldn’t let that happen. It would’ve killed you.”

Those bones at the bottom of the pool flashed before his eyes. He couldn’t imagine this vibrant vampire reduced to nothing but a skeleton, the light in her eyes forever extinguished.

“You stopped me.” Not a question, despite her earlier inquiry.

He dipped his chin. “I did.”

“How?” Narrowed black eyes met his, and her wings snapped together.

He inhaled deeply, steeling himself for her reaction. Something told him it wouldn’t be good. “I gave you prohiberis.”

He knew what the substance did to vampires, and he hated that he’d had to give it to her. The wind quieted at that exact moment, and it was as though he’d shouted his shame.

A predatory, vicious snarl ripped from Vivienne’s chest. A reminder of their positions—she was a bringer of death, and he was a halfling. Good with a sword, but mortal blood still ran through his veins.

Aware that he had to speak quickly if he wanted to remain alive, Marius hurriedly continued, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. You couldn’t touch the water, and you didn’t seem to hear me shouting at you.”

He would never forget the fear that chilled his heart as he yelled, and she ignored him.

An eternity seemed to pass as she studied him. Every second felt like hours, her dark gaze sweeping over him. What was going on in her mind?

“The song was deafening.” She worked her jaw. “I… I couldn’t seem to break away from it. It called to me.”

He frowned. He hadn’t heard anything in the cave.

“Do you still hear it?”

“No, it’s gone.” Vivienne drew her lip through her teeth. “Was it the only way?”

To stop me.

The unspoken words echoed around them louder than any drum.

“I think so. Nothing else was working.” His heart clenched, remembering the desperation he’d felt grabbing the poisoned water. “It was my last resort. If it helps, I didn’t want to do it. Hurting you…” He shuddered. “It was worse than when the First sliced my chest open.”

He never wanted to do that again for as long as he lived.

Her gaze flitted to his pack, then back to him. “You got the vial?”

“I did.”

“And you carried me out.” Again, not a question.

He jerked his chin. “I couldn’t leave you there.”

That would’ve made him as much of a monster as the shadow creature they’d fought.

Vivienne’s lips pinched together, and her brows creased. The wind picked back up, blowing strands of hair in front of her eyes. She was so beautiful, even in her anger, and he drank in the sight of her.

Was this why Luna was always watching Sebastian? He was starting to understand why she did that. It felt like every time he looked at Vivienne, he saw something new.

“Thank you, my prince,” Vivienne said, pulling him from his thoughts.

He wasn’t sure what he’d expected her to say, but it wasn’t that. His mouth fell open in shock, but she wasn’t done.

Gratitude shone in Vivienne’s eyes as she bowed her head, placing her hand flat over her heart. “You saved my life tonight. I owe you a debt.”

He shook off his shock, his eyes widening as he moved to close the distance between them. “No, that’s not why I did this.”

He didn’t do it so she would owe him. He just wanted her to live.

“I know, and that’s why I’m grateful. You didn’t need to save me, but you did.” Her lips tilted up into a teasing smile. “Don’t pretend the debt won’t come in handy, Marius. You and I both know you have a knack for finding danger.”

He scoffed, crossing his arms. “I do not.”

She raised a brow in silent rebuke.

“I will admit that trouble seems to be drawn to me, but I certainly don’t seek it out.” He paused, thinking about how he’d decided to go after the First alone. “Much.”

Not only that, but he had a feeling that after this journey, his incessant itch for adventure would be sated. At least for a while.

“Mhmm, keep telling yourself that, Prince.” Vivienne rolled her shoulders and held out her hand for her sword.

Now that she didn’t seem like she wanted to kill him, he handed it over.

“I’ll just be here, waiting for trouble to show up, calling your name.” She sheathed the sword behind her back. “Until then⁠—”

A thunderous thump, thump, thump filled the air, cutting her off.

Marius’s gaze rose to the sky as a dark shadow flitting through the clouds drew his attention.

It was beautiful.

Enormous wings were spread, blotting out the stars, and a booming roar shook the heavens. Moments later, red flames swept across the sky.

It was a stunning sight.

“Is that a dragon?” Vivienne asked, stepping towards him even as she looked up.

“It is,” he breathed.

It didn’t matter how many times he saw one of these majestic creatures. Each experience filled him with awe.

The first time he’d met a dragon was after the Battle of Balance. Luna and Sebastian had invited the High Ladies and their mates to Castle Sanguis to celebrate the restoration of the Balance. Three dragons had arrived with them, each a marvelous creature of death.

The adventure bug had already bitten Marius. Meeting the Carinoc dragons and seeing them up close had solidified his desire to explore the land.

Not everyone felt the same way he did about dragons, though. There was a reason the Crimson King had sought to eradicate them a century ago. Many people in the Four Kingdoms feared the fire-breathing creatures, and based on the look flickering across Vivienne’s face, she might have been one of them.

She drew her sword in a smooth movement, spun on her heels, and cast a look over her shoulder that distinctly said, See? You attract trouble.

“Stay behind me,” she commanded. “Dragons are⁠—”

Marius was already shouldering past her, a joyful grin stretching across his face as he approached the descending dragon.

Vivienne released a string of curses, running towards him in a blur. Her hand landed on his arm, and she yanked him back. “Are you so eager to call in your debt, Your Highness? Stay back.”

He stumbled but shook her off. “It’s fine.”

“It most certainly isn’t.” She pointed her sword towards the sky, her wings flaring. “Did you miss the fire-breathing beast flying straight towards us? That’s the opposite of ‘fine.’ Vampires aren’t fireproof, Marius.”

“I’m well aware.” That was the reason Castle Sanguis was illuminated by Light Elf orbs. “But I recognize this dragon.”

He realized who it was the moment they broke through the cloud cover. After all, there weren’t many dragons in the Four Kingdoms, and only one had scales that mimicked a flourishing forest in the middle of the summer. Spikes lined the green dragon’s back, from its head to its long tail. Curved talons extended from its legs. Large wings were spread, facilitating its descent. Golden, slitted eyes were wide and trained on them.

“You do? How?” Vivienne asked.

Marius raised his hand in greeting as the dragon approached. Heat radiated off the beast, melting what little snow remained on the ground.

His grin widened. “He’s a family friend of sorts.”

He hadn’t expected the dragon to pick them up from Marshwater Keep, but in hindsight, it made sense. Dragons could travel quickly over large expanses of land, and this particular one was Sebastian and Luna’s good friend.

The dragon landed. The ground quaked, trees shook behind them, and then, a brilliant white light flashed.


Focus on Me
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Vivienne knew that dragon shifters existed in the Four Kingdoms, of course. Everyone did. After all, in this world where many species were capable of causing great harm and death, dragons were the most dangerous of them all. Even more than vampires.

This was the first time she’d encountered one face-to-face, though.

The dragon was every bit as terrifying as she’d imagined. What she hadn’t expected, and what truly took her by surprise, was the creature’s inherent beauty. It was born to kill, yet there was a magnificence about it that she’d never encountered before.

And then, the dragon shifted.

The beast vanished, and a tall man took his place.

The dragon had been carrying a small bundle in its mouth, and the man quickly pulled a pair of trousers from a bag and put them on.

Vivienne studied the shifter once he was dressed. Long, silver-white hair fell to his waist. His face, even shrouded in shadows, was equally rough and eye-catching. Twisting green and gold mating marks circled his left arm. He was undeniably beautiful. Vivienne would have to be dead—truly dead, not the in-between alive-but-not-alive existence of a vampire—not to notice that.

However, she’d never admit that to the shifter’s face. Even though she had never seen a dragon before, she recognized who was approaching them. She’d realized it as soon as he’d shifted, although she probably should have known who it was the moment he broke through the clouds.

The High Lady of Life’s bonded mate was as beautiful as rumored. Judging by the aura of violence that rippled off him, he was even more dangerous than the countless stories told.

Vivienne had been in Northern Eleyta when the balance broke, but she would never forget the darkness that swept across the land during the following months. When the world seemed like it would fall apart and the Dragon Queen would rule all four kingdoms with a fiery fist, the Battle of Balance took place. The High Ladies of Life and Death and their mates restored the balance, returning life in the Four Kingdoms to the way it had always been meant to be.

“Marius.” A wide grin spread across the dragon shifter’s face as he strode towards them. The man was arguably underdressed for the weather, but the cold air didn’t seem to bother him. It was probably the fire in his blood.

Smiling, the prince stepped forward and grasped the shifter’s outstretched hand. “Xander. Good to see you.”

The men embraced, clapping each other on the back in a masculine fashion that seemed to be a universal greeting.

“You as well,” Xander said. “I’d hoped to see you at the university opening, but it seems you had other plans.”

That was an interesting way to word sneaking off into the forest and trying to kill a feral, cursed vampire without any backup. Not the words Vivienne would’ve chosen, but to each their own.

“I did, but I’m sorry I didn’t get to speak to you.” The prince stepped back, slipping his hand into his pocket. “How’s your family?”

“Rambunctious, just like their mother. Not a day goes by when I know peace.”

“Oh?” Marius seemed relaxed, and Vivienne’s gaze swung between her charge and the shifter.

“Shrieking children are the backdrop to my life.” The dragon shifter’s golden eyes glimmered, and lines creased the sides of his eyes as his grin widened. “In other words, it’s amazing.”

Marius laughed, the sound warming Vivienne from the inside out. “I’ll have to come visit someday.”

“Aileana would love that. She wanted to come along, but she had some urgent business to attend in Ithenmyr. Next time, though.” The dragon shifter’s gaze swung over to Vivienne, and he extended his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Xander of the House of Ignis, and my mate is⁠—”

“I know who she is,” Vivienne murmured, taking his hand. His skin was so hot that it almost burned her. She gave him her name, adding, “I didn’t realize a dragon shifter would be picking us up.”

It seemed like pertinent information that would’ve been helpful to know beforehand. Like most vampires, she didn’t deal well with fire. Even now, the heat coming off the shifter made her shiver.

Xander glanced at the prince, his brows furrowed. “You didn’t See me coming?”

Marius shook his head, and a chagrined expression crossed his face. “I haven’t Looked ahead since we were dropped off. We ran into some… issues.”

If by “issues,” he meant being attacked by a shadow creature and Vivienne nearly taking a deadly plunge into a pool of blessed water, then yes. They had.

The shifter’s gaze sharpened as he straightened, looking them over. “But you’re both safe?”

“We are, and we were successful in retrieving the vial.” Marius patted his pack. “I’m assuming you know what’s happening?”

The shifter snorted. “You mean your foolish attempt to stop the First on your own? Yes, we heard all about that, the vial, and the dagger. Bastian and Luna found the blade’s location, by the way, and I’m going to take you there.” He glared at the prince, his amber eyes flashing as he crossed his arms. “Honestly, Marius, you’re lucky to be alive after the stunt you pulled.”

Maybe dragon shifters weren’t so bad.

“That’s exactly what I’ve been saying,” Vivienne said, sheathing her sword. “He’s drawn to trouble like a fish to water.”

The dragon shifter snorted. “That he is. My middle child is the same way, always looking to get into things and bend the rules. The first time her magic came in, she nearly destroyed an entire wing of our home.”

Vivienne chuckled. She could get used to this shifter, especially if he was willing to commiserate about the prince’s uncanny propensity to find trouble.

“I’m right here,” Marius huffed. “Alive and well, as you can both see.”

No thanks to his own efforts. Vivienne was honestly shocked that he had survived this long. He really was a magnet for trouble, and he seemed to waltz into dangerous situations without a second thought.

“Yes, you are.” Xander clapped the prince on the shoulder. “Come on, it’s time to go.”

Vivienne’s stomach twisted into knots at those six words, and she paled. Never mind. She didn’t like dragons at all. She’d distracted herself from what the dragon’s arrival meant, but that was no longer possible.

Feeling lightheaded, she turned to the prince. “You mean, we’re actually⁠—”

“Riding the dragon,” Marius finished the sentence for her, glee filling his voice. How unrelatable. “This will be amazing.”

Those were not the words she would’ve used. Her stomach flip-flopped, reminding her that she despised heights. As if she’d forget her biggest fear.

There was no time to propose an alternative form of transportation, though. The dragon was back, Xander’s clothes were in a ball on the ground, and the beast’s spiked tail flicked back and forth like an eager, oversized, fire-breathing puppy.

Gods.

Marius reached over and took her hand in his. Even the warmth of his touch and the sparks that ran through her didn’t unravel the knot of unease that had taken up residence within her.

She stared at the creature of fire with trepidation.

Could this night get any worse?
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It did, in fact, get worse.

It shouldn’t have been all that surprising, considering the course Vivienne’s life had taken since she first started guarding the prince.

The dragon ride itself was… interesting.

Marius insisted that Vivienne sit in front of him. Too concerned with the fact that she, a vampire who was afraid of heights, was about to ride a fire-breathing dragon, she didn’t bother arguing with the prince. There were bigger problems at hand.

She climbed on first, sitting in front of the dragon’s wings. Her fingers curled around a spike protruding from its spine, and she tried not to think about the fact that she was on a creature who literally breathed death.

It was rather difficult since heat was radiating from the scales beneath her.

As Marius could sense that she was about to hop off the dragon and insist they find another ride, he quickly climbed on behind her. He moved with ease, drawing her against him and wrapping his arms around her middle. His warmth ran through her, different from the dragon’s heat. Comforting. Pleasant.

Vivienne’s shoulders were tense, and her back was rigid. Her mind wouldn’t stop picturing all the brutal ways she could die. Of all the ways vampires could meet their final end, fire seemed like one of the most painful. Add in the fact that they’d be flying through the clouds, and her fear was nearly crippling.

How well did Marius know this shifter, anyway? What if⁠—

“Relax, Viv,” the prince whispered, moving his hand long enough to draw her head back to gently rest against his shoulder before holding her around the middle once again. “I’ve got you. You won’t fall.”

A tremor ran through her as she looked at the ground. “I don’t know.”

His lips brushed her forehead. “Trust me.”

The deep tenor of Marius’s voice, devoid of its usual playfulness, sent shivers running down her spine.

“I’ll try,” she exhaled. Inch by inch, she relaxed until his natural heat enveloped her.

“That’s it,” he breathed encouragingly in her ear. “You okay?”

She forced herself to nod.

“I promise I won’t let go.” Raising his voice, he called out, “We’re ready.”

What? No, they weren’t. But before she could voice her protests, the dragon flapped its wings.

One powerful burst of air was all it took to propel them into the sky. Vivienne’s heart hurtled against her ribs, and she shut her eyes.

Oh, gods.

This was how she would die.

The dragon dipped, and Vivienne lifted from her seat. She screamed, the sound lost to the wind and the flapping of wings. They were so high, and the heat was so overwhelming.

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods.

The prince’s arm tightened around her, and she slammed back down. He had the audacity to laugh, the deep sound tinged with delight as it rumbled through his chest.

“Isn’t this great?”

Delusional.

Marius was absolutely, one hundred percent delusional. Did the king and queen know? Maybe that’s why they kept him so close. Anyone who thought this was fun needed to have their head checked.

Vivienne gritted her teeth against the rushing wind and shook her head. “Not exactly.”

Awful was more like it.

Lips brushed her cheek. “Live a little, Viv,” he coaxed. “Open your eyes and look around.”

“I can’t,” she breathed, tightening her death grip on the spike in front of her.

“You can.” The hands holding her moved in gentle circles. “He won’t let us fall.”

The prince spoke with so much confidence. She didn’t feel any of that right now.

“He could,” she argued.

How much trust could they place in the shifter, anyway? What would he do if they slipped off? Even though her eyes were closed, she knew it was cloudy, and the moon was barely visible. What if the dragon didn’t catch them in time? What if she couldn’t call on her wings fast enough?

What if, what if, what if.

The questions were so loud that she could barely hear anything else.

A low, soothing rumble moved through the prince’s chest. “No, he won’t.”

How could he be so sure?

They were up so high.

The wind was rushing at them.

The ground was so far away.

Those knots in Vivienne’s stomach tightened to the point of pain, and her lungs squeezed. Each breath was more difficult than the last. Panic threatened to drown her in its tight embrace.

“Breathe.” The quiet, stern command was whispered in her ear.

The prince’s thumb slipped beneath the hem of her shirt, rubbing slow circles on her bare stomach. She sucked in a sharp breath, held it for three long seconds, then released it.

“That’s it.” His thumb kept up its sweeping movements. “Focus on me.”

Gone was the jovial prince excited to ride a dragon, and in his place was a man determined to help her remain calm. Isvana help her, but he did exactly that.

Marius murmured in her ear, pressing soft kisses to her cheek and forehead as he held her. His warmth enveloped her until cold was a distant memory. She couldn’t ignore him now, even if she wanted to.

Vivienne tried to force herself to put space between them because she was duty-bound to protect him, but she couldn’t. She searched within herself for those boundaries, but they’d vanished. She tried to push her feelings away, but it wasn’t working.

And maybe…

Maybe that was okay. Maybe she should stop trying to make herself feel nothing for this prince who kissed her like she was the air she needed to breathe. It was like asking her not to need blood.

As Vivienne sat on the dragon, she came to the most frightening realization of her life. She was falling for the prince. It never should’ve happened… but she was already careening down the path.

With every passing moment, every flap of the dragon’s wings, every quiet word Marius murmured in her ear, and every rub of his thumb, she fell harder for him.

By the time Vivienne opened her eyes and took in the shimmering stars, the glowing moonlight, and the wispy clouds spreading out on either side of them, she knew she was completely ruined.

Even if they found the obsidian dagger, killed the First, and completed their mission, she’d never be able to move on. Not after this.

For all his infuriating attributes, Vivienne had never met anyone more intriguing than Prince Marius Wisethorn.

That scared her even more than the fire-breathing beast on which they sat.


Nectar of the Gods
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Shadows curled around Therese’s limbs like lovers as she pulled long draws of blood from the limp woman strewn across her lap. Every drop tasted like the nectar of the gods, and she moaned. Ithiar help her, but she would never get enough of this.

The woman had stopped crying several minutes ago, and her soft mewls of pain had ceased not long after that.

Therese drank until the body was drained of blood, and then she pulled her fangs from the woman’s neck. She dumped the human on the ground, where it joined the four others she’d killed earlier that evening.

Licking her fangs, Therese grinned.

Death tasted as delicious as it had the first night of her Making, thousands of years ago. She’d never tire of drinking from humans, never grow weary of hearing her victims scream.

Fear made the blood taste better.

This had been a good night, and even though the gnawing hunger remained in her stomach, Therese felt more like herself than ever.

That was good.

Her destination was drawing near.

Days had passed since she first learned of the imposter royals. She’d spent that time hunting, feeding, and developing a plan.

She’d begun interrogating the humans before killing them, seeking information about the so-called king and queen. The mortals were surprisingly talkative once she demonstrated how painful she could make their impending deaths.

None of them escaped her—she was far too hungry to waste good food, but she was merciful. If they gave her information, she drained them quickly.

Now, thanks to those humans, Therese knew everything there was to know about the royals. The pair was Bound, and they had taken the throne less than two decades ago.

All the humans said the king was a dangerous male. Black-hearted, he only cared for his wife. A love of the ages, some declared. A marriage destined by the goddess of the moon herself, one had claimed. A good change of power, a man had said in a shaking voice last night as a wet stain spread across his pants right before Therese sank her fangs into his neck.

The king was feared by all, but the queen…

The stories they told about her were different. The people spoke about her reverently. As if they cared about her. As if they liked her.

Strange. Therese had never seen anything like it.

The queen had been a barely Made Fledgling vampire when she and her husband killed the last queen. Nearly fifteen years had passed since then, but what was a decade and a half when vampires lived for eternity?

And then, there were the rumors about the imposter queen’s blessings. She was thrice blessed, the same quivering man had told her. Even after Therese pried, he wouldn’t divulge the third blessing.

It didn’t matter.

The castle was close, and Therese had a plan. She was growing tired of being the only powerful one, the only one who recognized her strength.

That wouldn’t do. Not long-term.

She would rebuild her court and reestablish herself as the head of this country. Once she dispatched the imposters, this land would be hers again.

Her victory was so close, she could taste it.


Welcome to Death Mountain
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“According to the queen’s research, the obsidian dagger is hidden here, in Death Mountain,” Xander said, gesturing to the looming shale behind them.

They’d landed a few minutes ago, the ride one that Marius would never forget.

He snorted. “Well, that’s ominous.”

The dark mountainous location seemed just as delightful as its name portrayed. It made sense, in a twisted way, that this was where the blade resided.

Vivienne stood beside Marius, having climbed off the dragon the moment they landed.

“So, we’re going in there?” His bodyguard pointed to a cave a few feet away, and she scowled. “Great.”

She sounded like she’d rather be anywhere else. Honestly, no one in their right mind would enter a place called Death Mountain with a smile, so it made sense. Even Marius felt a sense of trepidation.

“Are you coming, Xander?” he asked as the shifter pulled a shirt out of his bag and tugged it over his head.

“That’s the plan,” he replied, walking towards the cave entrance. “Your sister thought…” Xander’s voice trailed off as he froze, his foot raised in the air. “Damn.”

“What’s wrong?” Vivienne asked.

“I can’t get in.” The shifter frowned, raising his palm and pressing it against the air. Darkness seemed to ripple and shimmer around his hand. “It’s warded.”

That could be a problem.

Marius’s brows furrowed as he walked forward, but even though magic crawled over his skin, he was able to move past the dragon shifter and enter the cave.

“That’s odd.” Marius stepped in and out of the cave, the magic tingling his skin but not stopping his movements. “Can you come in, Viv?”

The vampire grumbled under her breath about how a place called Death Mountain would surely be filled with trouble, but she was also able to enter the cavern.

“It must be warded against shifters,” she said from beside Marius, looking apologetically at the dragon shifter. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Xander replied. “The wards aren’t your fault.”

Marius ran his hand through his hair. The dragon shifter was a renowned warrior, and he would’ve been a welcome addition to this part of their quest. “What will you do?”

“Someone I care about is staying with the Nightwings,” Xander said. “I’ll visit her while you two search for the blade, and I’ll come back tonight for you both.”

Marius didn’t like it, but they didn’t have any other options. He crossed the ward again and thanked Xander, who produced two notes and handed them to him with a handshake.

Xander stepped back as Marius moved to Vivienne’s side. The warrior shifted once more, and he rose into the sky with a farewell roar.

“Well, he’s dramatic,” Vivienne remarked as the dragon became a speck in the sky.

Marius scoffed. “He certainly is.”

Unfolding the notes, Marius’s lips tugged up at the familiar handwriting on the first.

Mar-Mar.

His gaze swept over the parchment as he read his sister’s message.

I pray this finds you well. My research indicates that the dagger is at the highest point inside the mountain. Be careful, and remember, I love you.

- Lulu

Tears gathered behind Marius’s eyes. It was clear to him now that he’d taken his sister’s love for granted in the past, but that would no longer be the case. When he returned to Castle Sanguis, he’d tell Luna he loved her every single day.

The other note was from Phyrra. One side contained a hand-drawn map, and on the other, she’d written,

Good luck, Prince. The map is as accurate as possible—several villagers helped me draw it. Bring me back a souvenir if you can.

Short and to the point. He’d expect nothing less from the spymaster.

The map sketched a path that led them inside the mountain and up what appeared to be several sets of spindly stone stairs, although several sections seemed to be missing.

He showed it to Vivienne.

“Of course, we’re climbing,” the vampire sighed. “I should’ve expected nothing less from this delightful journey. We might as well get it over with.”

There was his cheerful guard.

Marius couldn’t help but smile as they followed the map, walking side-by-side down the narrow corridor, the cave walls so close that their shoulders brushed against the shale.

It wasn’t long before Marius’s stomach twisted, and his smile slid. The air was heavy, and his magic was a maelstrom in his veins. It was a warning: something was wrong with this place. Unease settled upon him like a second skin.

Everything about this place was strange. Mountains weren’t meant to be hollow. It was unnatural, and the first sign that Death Mountain wasn’t like anywhere else he’d been.

Marius had only ever heard of one other hollow mountain, and it was in Ithenmyr. Vlarone was the Eastern Kingdom’s capital city, and by all accounts, it had been built by the gods.

Bizarre magic crawled over him as he walked. It poked at him as if it was searching for something in particular. His palms were sweaty, and he couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. He swiveled his head from side to side, but he couldn’t see anything.

Scattered groups of glowing blue, purple, and yellow crystals illuminated the mountain’s interior, and neon green clusters of fungi were interspersed between them. It was as if someone had flung out their hand and thrown the mushrooms, letting them stick to the shale wherever they landed. Some parts of the corridor were immaculately lit, while others were cast in shadows.

Marius shivered, the cold air carrying hints of ice as it brushed past him.

They had been walking for nearly half an hour before he realized why this place unnerved him so greatly. The sounds—or lack thereof—were worse than everything else combined.

There should’ve been noise in a mountain of this size. Water dripping off rocks. The skittering of animals running across stones. Wind blowing through corridors. Falling pebbles.

There was nothing.

Silence that was louder than a wailing wind surrounded them, and there was a wrongness that worsened with every passing minute. At some point, Vivienne took the lead, and Marius let her. Every part of him was on edge.

He wasn’t sure how long they walked through the dark corridor, the ceiling steadily lowering until he had to duck his head, before Vivienne halted. She threw out an arm, grabbing the side of the wall.

He barely avoided slamming into her back.

“Careful, Your Highness,” she warned.

“What—” His voice trailed off; the question he was about to ask no longer necessary as his gaze swept over the space before them. “Whoa. That would’ve hurt.”

That was an understatement. His limbs ached at the mere thought of tumbling into the emptiness looming before them.

“You think?” Vivienne shuffled backward, her sheathed sword pressing against his chest. “Thank Isvana, we weren’t moving any faster. We’d be dead right now.”

Marius nodded, his heart racing. Thank the gods for his bodyguard’s quick thinking.

After taking a few deep breaths, he carefully inched forward. Resting his hand on Vivienne’s hip, he leaned over her shoulder and looked down.

The crystals and mushrooms tapered off, as did the walkway. All that remained was a black pit. That was… problematic.

Marius pulled the map out of his pocket and stepped back, holding it up to one of the crystals above his head.

“I don’t get it,” he muttered, tracing the path they’d just taken with his finger. “There should be something connecting us with the rest of the mountain.”

There was no sign of a gaping hole on the map. It seemed like a glaring omission.

Vivienne chewed on her lip, studying the map with him. “Maybe there was something, once. But now...”

“It’s gone.” Marius rubbed his forehead, the parchment dangling from his fingertips. “Damn. What are we going to do?”

They needed to get the dagger.

After studying the map for several minutes, Vivienne turned to him.

“I have a theory.” She gestured to the dagger sheathed on his thigh. “Can I borrow that?”

If anyone else had asked that question, Marius would’ve said no. He usually hated parting with his weapons. And yet, he didn’t hesitate to pull the dagger from its sheath and hand it to her.

Vivienne gripped the blade and strode to the closest cluster of fungi. She skillfully dug the dagger beneath several mushrooms, gathering them in her palm as they broke away from the wall.

Once she’d collected half a dozen, she returned his dagger and carefully walked back to the ledge. She spun one of the mushrooms in her palm, the glowing fungus casting her hand in a green hue.

“The darkness is thick,” she murmured. “Unnatural. But if I look closely, I think I can make something out on the other side.”

“You think?”

She didn’t sound confident, which only increased his unease.

“Well, I’m not sure.” She held up the glowing mushroom. “That’s what this is for.”

Before Marius could ask more questions, the vampire drew back her arm, adjusted her stance, and threw the glowing fungus. It sailed through the air, a neon streak slicing through the darkness. It seemed to travel for an eternity before it fell into the pit and disappeared.

Marius groaned, but Vivienne was seemingly undeterred as she adjusted her footing and threw the next mushroom. It flew through the air, following a slightly different path from the first.

This one tumbled out of sight as well.

Two more suffered similar fates, each traveling a different route.

The second-to-last projectile was bigger than the others.

Vivienne frowned, turning it over in her hand before launching it in the air.

Long seconds passed, and it seemed as though this one would meet the same fate as the others before a smack echoed through the mountain. The fungus broke into glowing pieces, falling into the pit.

“There it is.” Glee filled Vivienne’s voice as she caught his eye and smiled. “The other side.”

Her smile was stunningly beautiful, and for a moment, he just stared at it. He could spend an eternity waiting for her to grace him with one, and he wouldn’t regret a single moment of it.

“Impressive.” He never would’ve thought of doing that. “Now what?”

She turned, handing him the final glowing sphere.

“Now, we cross.” Her wings burst from her back in a flurry of darkness. “I’m no dragon, but I’ll do my best not to drop you.”

He bit back a smile at her teasing tone. “I trust you, Viv.”

The words came naturally to his tongue, and he knew they were true. He trusted her more than he’d ever trusted anyone, even Luna. That realization should have scared him, but it didn’t. Not one bit.

“Good.” She opened her arms. “Come on then, let’s go.”

He stepped into her embrace without a second thought, and she hugged him. He was taller than her, and her head came to his shoulder, but there was a rightness about this that echoed through his entire body.

“Hold on tight,” she warned.

He gripped her middle and promised, “I won’t ever let you go.”

Not now, not ever. Not if he had anything to say about it. Vivienne balanced him in a way he’d never even known was possible.

Did she know that?

She must have heard the unspoken meaning in his words because she sucked in a breath.

A long moment passed before she whispered, “Good. Don’t.”

With a flap of her wings, she launched into the darkness.

Marius’s feet dangled, and his pack was heavy on his back as the vampire carried him over the chasm, but his weight didn’t seem to bother her. Her wings flapped steadily, and the glowing mushroom in his hand was as good as any torch, lighting their way across the darkness.

He had no idea how large the chasm was, only that several minutes seemed to pass before his toes made contact with solid ground.

Thank all the gods.

Marius exhaled, and once Vivienne released him, he kneeled and used the makeshift torch to explore the area. Sure enough, he found broken shards of wood sticking out of the shale. Ropes were attached to the posts, dangling into the dark chasm below.

“There was a bridge here, once.” He yanked on a rope, drawing it up. The edge was smooth, not jagged and frayed. Almost as if…

“Someone cut it,” Vivienne said softly.

Why would anyone do that?

Dread pooled in Marius’s stomach, and his magic’s warning became more insistent. The eerie silence was even louder than before, made worse by the broken bridge. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and he shuddered.

This was a dangerous place, and they needed to hurry.


The Worst Climb Ever
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Exercise, especially hiking and climbing, was laborious, strenuous on the muscles, and generally exhausting on a good day.

This wasn’t a good day, and Vivienne had never hated hiking more than she did right now. They’d been in Death Mountain for hours, and each step was worse than the last.

This was, without a doubt, the worst climb she’d ever had the displeasure of participating in. That said something because one time, she’d climbed Midnight Peak on the eastern edge of Eleyta during a blizzard with several other vampires in a training exercise.

That had been bad. This was a hundred times worse.

You signed up for this.

The words had been running through her mind on a loop for hours, ever since they crossed the chasm. The knowledge that she’d agreed to this did nothing to ease the burn of her muscles as she climbed the path in front of her.

Although, calling it a path was an extremely generous use of the term.

It was more of a memory of an ancient trail than anything else. Sharp rocks and other pieces of debris covered the rough terrain.

They were slow-moving, thanks to the lack of light and the prince’s mortality. It would just take one misplaced step, one tumble down the ledge, and he would be gone.

Even Vivienne’s speed and her wings wouldn’t be able to save him.

The chasm seemed endlessly deep. Light didn’t exist there. It was unsurvivable.

And so, they moved carefully.

Vivienne had taken the lead when they left the broken bridge behind, and Marius was holding onto the tail of her tunic. It wasn’t glamorous, but at least this way, they wouldn’t lose each other.

Every so often, they stopped to consult the prince’s map. It was surprisingly accurate, considering that there couldn’t have been many people stupid enough to venture into such a dark and dangerous place regularly.

Or at least, it had been accurate.

Until now.

Vivienne frowned, her gaze swinging between the parchment and the area in front of them. There were more crystals here, and they cast a brilliant purple light not unlike the Light Elf orbs that illuminated Castle Sanguis.

“I don’t think this is right,” she said.

The path they’d been following was narrow. On one side, the mountain rose to greet them. On the other, less than a foot away from Vivienne’s smallest toe, the trail dropped into nothingness.

A massive shale wall spread before them, jagged edges jutting out from the otherwise smooth stone. Tiny gems were embedded in the stone, glistening faintly like stars shrouded by a dark mist. It was beautiful, and she stored it away in her mind to paint when their lives weren’t at risk.

The wall wasn’t marked on the map, and no matter how long Vivienne stared at it, she couldn’t figure out how to get around it.

A sound of frustration slipped from her lips, and Marius’s hand landed on her shoulder. He pointed to the same location she was studying on the map. “We’re here, right?”

“Mhmm, I think so.” She turned the parchment on an angle, hoping it would reveal something she’d missed. Unfortunately, it looked exactly the same as it had before. Navigation had never been her strong suit. “I don’t see how we can get through this.”

His lips brushed her cheek, sending tingles running through her. Since when did they kiss and touch each other so freely? She wasn’t sure, but she liked it far too much.

“We’ll figure it out.” He sounded so confident.

Her tunic fluttered against her back, and before she could utter a word of warning, the prince edged around her. He stood with his hands on his hips, outlined in darkness, as he studied the imposing wall.

Several minutes passed in silence before Marius slid off his pack and placed it against the shale.

“These crystals seem clustered differently.” Raising a hand, he touched several violet crystals jutting from the mountain. One was a lighter shade than the others, more lavender than violet, and seemed out of place.

“Maybe we should be careful?” Vivienne suggested, eyeing the chasm warily. “I don’t think touching things is wise.”

This place was named Death Mountain, after all. The person who destroyed the bridge must’ve had a reason for doing it.

“I am being careful. I just think…” He grabbed the lavender crystal and tugged.

Of course, he did.

A groan filled the air, and Vivienne shrieked. Dust rained down on them from the gods-only-knew-where, and then, the wall moved.

She grabbed the edge of his tunic, yanking him back just as the mountain shifted.

“Get down!” she yelled.

Thank Isvana, he listened. Marius dropped to his knees as massive rocks careened from above them.

Something sliced down Vivienne’s cheek, and another rock slammed into her head. She cried out, throwing herself on top of the prince like a blanket.

Why was he so big?

“Make yourself smaller!” she ordered him. “Tuck your hands around your head.”

More rocks fell.

A projectile slammed into Vivienne’s shoulder. Pain bloomed from the site. Another hit the fleshy part of her thigh.

She groaned, reaching inside herself and releasing her wings. The dark appendages unfurled from her back in a whoosh, and she curled them around her and the prince.

Death Mountain was no longer silent. Rocks smacked shale in a terrible, never-ending storm of destruction. Groans came from above, like a giant waking from sleep.

Shards fell, hitting the sides of the mountain like deadly needles on their descent into the chasm below.

The cacophony seemed never-ending.

Vivienne lifted her head as a massive rock careened past them. It slammed into the side of the path with a boom, shaking the precarious ledge where they remained.

And then, as if things couldn’t get any worse, the wall in front of them shifted. Death Mounted was rearranging itself. Why not?

Marius moved, but she shoved him down. What was he thinking?

“No!” she yelled, her voice barely audible over the chaos. “It’s not safe.”

A rock sliced across her forehead, leaving a burning trail of pain.

She cursed, ducking her head and raising her arms behind her neck to protect it. Even vampires needed their heads to live.

The stone rain got worse.

A rock slammed into Vivienne’s back, and she grunted. Another hit her wing, slicing through membranes as though they were made of paper. She screamed, the delicate appendage one of the most sensitive parts of her body.

The prince tried to speak several times, but his words were lost to the mountain’s roar as a deluge of rocks came from above.

Minutes dragged on.

Vivienne’s heart raced, and her lungs ached as the deadly precipitation continued. Blood dripped from her wounds, her legs ached as stones slammed into her, and her muscles burned.

And yet, even as she lay in agony, her entire body hurting in a way that it hadn’t since her mortal days, she didn’t move. Every time a stone slammed into her, every time her skin broke and her wings tore, it meant she was protecting the prince.

Every rock, every bruise, and every cut was a payment against her life debt.

Theoretically, she could survive this. The prince, with his halfling body and mortal blood, could not.

And then there was the truth Vivienne had discovered while riding the dragon. This was more than a job. More than a blood vow. She refused to let the prince be harmed because he meant something to her.

Protecting him was her calling.

So, she curled herself and her wings around him and prayed for the rain to end. Even if the gods were too busy to hear her pleas, she was grateful to have something to distract her mind.

Vivienne begged the goddess of the moon to stop the deadly rain. She asked the god of blood to keep her body strong against this rocky assault. She even prayed to Kydona, the goddess commonly followed by Ipothans and Ithenmyrians, and requested that she keep the prince from harm.

Vivienne lost track of time.

Rocks sliced through her skin, and her blood soaked the ground beneath them.

Black spots danced in her vision, and she squeezed her eyes shut. She would not let her body’s aches pull her into darkness, no matter how much it hurt. Not until the rain stopped.

An eternity that was probably half an hour passed before the rain died down. Silence fell upon the mountain once again.

Only then, when she was certain the prince would be safe, did Vivienne finally listen to her body’s cries.

And her body was weeping.

Pain swept through her like a burning wildfire.

Blood dripped from hundreds of cuts.

Her once beautiful wings, her sole gift from the goddess of the moon, were shredded.

Marius moved, and Vivienne cried out. Flames consumed her from the inside out. Everything hurt.

Roaring filled her ears as the prince gently flipped them over, laying her on her stomach. He crouched beside her, his concerned brown eyes hovering in front of hers. His mouth moved, but she couldn’t hear him.

Vivienne’s last conscious thought was that at least the prince was alive. She’d repaid her debt in full, and whatever happened, he could find the dagger and kill the First.

A smile tugged at her lips even as blackness consumed her.

She had done her job.


We Stay Together
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Horror filled Marius as his bodyguard’s lips tilted up in a small smile, and her eyes closed. What did Vivienne have to be happy about?

Blood was pouring from hundreds of cuts on her back, arms, and legs. Her wings were shredded, and her face was paler than snow.

Oh, gods. His head swam as the full extent of her injuries was made clear to him.

“Think, Marius,” he chided himself.

There had to be something he could do to help her.

He glanced behind him, barely noticing the opening in the path where a wall had stood earlier, before returning his gaze to the vampire. He wasn’t entirely sure how much blood children of the night could lose before they died, or if blood loss could even kill them, but he wasn’t willing to find out.

Vivienne had saved him. Again.

He should’ve been smarter and thought about what might happen when he touched the crystal, but he’d acted impulsively. She’d thrown herself over him without a second thought, and even though a few cuts and bruises littered his body, he’d survived the rockfall largely unscathed.

Unlike her.

His stomach twisted at the thought that she might die because of him.

Before Marius could think too deeply about what he was about to do, his dagger was clutched in his right hand. He hastily ripped his left sleeve, pulling the fabric aside to reveal his arm.

With one final prayer to Kydona that he wouldn’t be too late, Marius sliced the blade across his wrist, making an inch-long cut. Wincing at the sting, he dropped the dagger beside him and lowered his wrist to Vivienne’s mouth.

She remained still, even as crimson drops landed on her lips.

“Come on,” he pleaded with her unconscious form, parting her lips with his fingers.

She didn’t react.

“No, no, no.” He shook his head. She couldn’t die here. He wouldn’t allow it.

Blood poured from the cut, staining her lips crimson. Marius’s heart raced in his chest, and his head grew light, but he didn’t take his eyes off her.

“Drink, damn it,” he growled.

Still nothing.

Shouldn’t she have reacted to the blood by now?

Every second felt like an eternity before her tongue twitched.

His heart pounded. Could she hear it?

“You can do it,” he urged her.

Her mouth opened wider, and his heart pounded as fangs latched onto his wrist. There was a flash of pain, but it was gone as quickly as it had appeared. Her tongue lapped at the incision he’d made, and he exhaled a sigh of relief as she pulled his blood into her.

Marius rested his back against the wall, letting himself drown in the sensations originating from his wrist. He’d always thought that allowing a vampire to drink from him would hurt, but he couldn’t have been more wrong.

He felt nothing but pleasure as she drank. Was this why so many people in the castle volunteered as Sources?

Vivienne’s hands rose, clutching at his wrist. She gripped him tightly, holding him in place as she drank.

He groaned as warmth ran through him, and his muscles tightened. Gods above. Even their kiss hadn’t felt this good. He ran the fingers of his free hand through her hair, and she made a sound that was pure pleasure as he rubbed her scalp.

Keeping his hand in her hair, he watched as her wounds stitched themselves together. Her back was the first to heal, the injuries closing one at a time. Within minutes, they were nothing but pink, slightly raised lines on her flesh.

Vivienne moaned around his wrist as the membranes of her wings began fitting themselves back together. It was like watching invisible hands work on a delicate puzzle. What had been bloody black tatters minutes ago became recognizable as beautiful bat wings once again.

Marius’s fingers twitched, and he yearned to touch one of those powerful appendages. He couldn’t, though. Not yet.

Many years ago, when he’d still been a child and unaware of the ways of the world, he’d asked Luna about vampire wings.

“They’re extremely delicate, Mar-mar. When you touch them…” His sister’s voice trailed off, and she exchanged a look with Sebastian. Blood rushed to her cheeks, the rosy hue a feat for a vampire, and she smiled softly. “Well, let’s just say it’s a very special moment.”

Marius had been too young back then to understand what his sister was talking about, but her meaning was crystal clear now.

When he touched Vivienne’s wings, she would be alert, and it would be something they’d experience together.

During the long, perilous climb up Death Mountain, Marius had made a decision about his bodyguard. Their journey might be coming to a close, but this would not be the last time he and Vivienne embarked on an adventure together.

Over the past few days, he’d realized that adventures were fun, but having someone to go on them with, to talk to, and experience life alongside was even better.

He wanted to live with Vivienne by his side. She made everything, from the most mundane tasks to life-endangering adventures, better.

Disentangling his fingers from her hair, he brushed his hand over her cheek. She was so beautiful, but that wasn’t why he was drawn to her.

He loved that she didn’t mince her words with him because he was a prince, that she got angry and frustrated with him, and that her eyes flashed when they argued.

He loved so many things about her that he wasn’t even sure how to sort through them all. Every day with Vivienne was different, and that was exactly what he wanted.

When they completed this quest, he would ask her to stay with him, not as his bodyguard, but as his partner.

He would⁠—

Obsidian eyes opened, and they looked straight at him. The moment their gazes met, it was like all the air was sucked out of the mountain. He could barely breathe, let alone move.

For the longest moment, they stared at each other.

Then, her hands spasmed around his wrist. She pulled her fangs out of his flesh, and her tongue lapped at the skin, helping the wound heal. Sitting up, she retracted her wings, still holding his gaze. Her shirt was torn in several places, hanging off one shoulder and barely covering her chest.

Marius undid the clasp of his cloak and slung the heavy material over her. She gripped the edges and stared at him.

Every second felt like a lifetime. Could she feel the way time stretched on, too?

His heart hammered in his chest as he breathed her name.

She opened her mouth, her fangs still tipped in crimson, but no words came out. Was she in shock, or was this something else? A side-effect from his halfling blood?

Gods, he hoped he hadn’t hurt her.

Leaning forward, he took her hand and laced their fingers together. “How are you feeling?”

Please be okay, he thought.

She sucked in a sharp breath. “I feel fine. But you⁠—”

“Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I’ve never been better.”

It was the truth. As long as she was alive and her light was still in the world, he’d always be fine. Better than fine.

She blinked, her dark gaze never straying from his.

“I… you… you let me feed from you.” She sounded like she couldn’t believe it.

“I did, and I would do it again.” He would let her feed from him daily if she needed it. Something told him this wasn’t the moment to bring it up, though. One thing at a time.

Her eyes widened. “The life-debt⁠—”

“Is paid,” he said gruffly, interrupting her. “I don’t want any debts between us, Viv. No vows. Nothing of that nature.”

He wanted her free of any obligation towards him, because when he asked her to stay by his side, he needed her to choose him of her own volition. He’d spent years feeling helpless, unable to make any decisions thanks to his debilitating illness. He’d be damned if he ever forced someone to remain with him if they weren’t wholeheartedly interested in doing so.

“I’m not sure I understand,” she said slowly. “What are you saying?”

“I—”

A shriek rose from within the chasm. The drawn-out, unexpected sound shattered the silence of Death Mountain. It was followed by a high-pitched scratching like claws being drawn along a sheet of flat shale.

Marius’s heart raced, and goosebumps pebbled his flesh.

“Did you hear that?” he asked at the exact moment that Vivienne pointed into the pit and said, “Something’s down there.”

A cool breeze blew past, and the temperature dropped. The crystals’ glow dimmed, and the darkness seemed to pulse beneath them.

Another ear-deafening shriek echoed through the space. It was a roar, an awakening, a warning to prey near and far. A predator was here, and it would not rest until it fed.

The scratching started again, and this time, it continued steadily like the beat of an executioner’s drum.

Marius’s magic thrashed in his veins.

Get out, get out, get out.

He swore. Such inconvenient timing. The rest of their conversation would have to wait.

Checking that his weapons were in place, Marius grabbed his pack and stood before turning back to Vivienne. He held out his hand and helped her to her feet. Grabbing her sword, he gave it to her, waiting as she sheathed it across her back.

They shared a look as another shriek rose from the pit, and her mouth tightened. “We need to move swiftly.”

She didn’t need to tell him twice.

The silence was long forgotten as the mountain shook with angry roars. Rocks trembled, walls shuddered, and that sense of unease he’d felt ever since they entered the mountain increased ten-fold.

How long had they been in here?

Xander said he would be back at nightfall, but they had no way of knowing what time it was. They could have minutes or hours before the dragon shifter returned.

They needed to get out of here.

Marius squeezed Vivienne’s hand. There was no time to appreciate the softness of her skin, the lack of callouses, or the way her fingers fit his so perfectly.

He said, “We stay together, no matter what.”

The path that had opened up when the mountain shifted was wide enough for two people.

“You’ll hear no argument from me, Your Highness. Let’s get out of here.”
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This time, they weren’t careful as they made their way along the path. They ran, hands clutched together, as the sounds from the predator below got louder and louder.

They had to keep going.

Every so often, Marius wondered how they would get out of there once they found the dagger. Just as quickly as the thoughts appeared, he cast them from his mind. What good was worrying about the future when they first had to survive the beast behind them?

Their surroundings slowly shifted. The rocks got lighter as they climbed, and more crystals were scattered through the space, illuminating the walls. Unlike the lower part of the mountain, rudimentary drawings were carved into the shale.

Marius stopped at one such etching, his eyes widening as he stared at what he could’ve sworn was a crude depiction of a vampire. Wings were extended from a figure whose face was twisted in displeasure as dark shadows streamed from their flying form.

Below them was a huddled mass of people. Their faces weren’t visible, but terror ebbed off them, nonetheless.

Vivienne tugged on his hand. “We can’t stop, Marius!”

Another roar came from the pit, emphasizing her point.

He cast one last glance at the drawing before hurrying after her.

The carvings continued. Some were primitive, but others were more elaborate. Where had they come from? Had people once lived in this mountain?

In the past, during the Rose Empire, human slaves had fled the evil Emerald Empress’s rule and ran north, finding refuge in the mountains. Had they come here? Or had another group of people lived here, only to be killed by the monster pursuing them?

He’d probably never know.

The ground quaked as the creature drew nearer.

It felt like they’d been running for an hour before Vivienne shouted, “There! Do you see it?”

A bright blue glow, just like the one they had encountered at the House of Forgotten Shadows, broke through the darkness. The path led them into a chamber where four steps—true stairs carved into stone, unlike the ghost of a trail they had followed earlier—led up to a marble platform.

And on it…

Marius’s heart sped up, and his fingers tightened around Vivienne’s.

“It’s real,” he breathed.

Thank all the gods, they found it.

He drank in the sight before him. The brilliant blue glow came from hundreds of crystals lining the walls, the ceiling, and the floor. They all pointed towards the black marble dais, as if proclaiming, “This is what you came for.”

The dagger was vertical, its tip embedded into the marble as if someone had slammed it into the surface. It was made of shimmering obsidian, which glistened as if it contained entire galaxies. The black hilt was covered in intricate carvings of leaves, vines, flowers, and bats.

It was a thing of beauty.

They reached the first step as another roar came from behind them. It was louder than the others, echoing through the chamber.

The crystals clattered.

Marius’s heart sped up.

“It’s coming.” Pulling her hand from his, Vivienne drew her sword.

Marius’s gaze swung between her and the dagger.

“Go,” she urged him, noticing his hesitation. “Get the blade. I’ll take care of the creature. I can’t touch the dagger anyway, remember?”

He knew that, but every part of him ached when he thought about leaving Vivienne to fight the beast. She was right, though, even if it pained him to admit it. They would gain nothing if they didn’t get the weapon.

Jerking his chin, Marius spun around and stepped onto the platform. He strode up the first three steps without issue, his hand outstretched. He’d grab the dagger, and then they’d find a way out.

He was so focused on grabbing the blade that he barely noticed the air shimmering as he raised his foot to climb the last step. The kiss of magic swept over his flesh, and suddenly, the mountain, the dagger, and the vampire he cared for disappeared.


The Forsaken Blade
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“No!” Marius screamed, his foot coming down not on the black marble as he’d expected but on a floating, glistening obsidian tile.

It wasn’t much bigger than him, and his heart raced as he realized that one wrong move would send him toppling over the edge. Silver streaks swam through the air, and his elven heritage thrummed in his veins at the sight of Fortune Elf magic in the wild.

His breath came in short bursts as his hand clenched around empty air. “This can’t be.”

His heart ached, and every part of him screamed at him to go back. Vivienne needed him. The monster, whatever it was, was coming.

But when he turned around, nothing was there. The mountain was gone. The cavern was gone. The dagger was gone.

Everything was gone.

He was in a place that wasn’t a place. Night, but not. The sky existed, stars shimmered, but there was no ground. No dirt or grass or trees. Nothing at all except for the single tile hovering in the air.

It was like he was in the Void, but he was alone. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be happening.

Marius pinched his leg, and pain flashed through him.

“Real,” he groaned, rubbing the sore spot on his thigh.

He’d known something was off about Death Mountain, but this…

Nothing could have prepared him for this. He’d never heard of anything like this happening.

And then he felt it.

A breeze, simultaneously cold and warm, brushed up against his arm.

“Marius Wisethorn,” a melodic female voice whispered.

He twisted his head towards the sound but couldn’t find the source.

“Prince of Eleyta.” Another woman spoke, and leaves billowed in the air all around him.

Where were they coming from?

“Who are you?” he asked the mysterious women.

At the same time, a baritone, masculine voice said, “Son of Kydona.”

Shivers ran down Marius’s spine. He clenched his fists and slowly turned but still didn’t see anyone. Was this a trick of his mind? He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to return to Death Mountain, but it didn’t work.

A fourth voice, another man, added, “You have been living with the creatures of darkness for so long.”

“Who are you?” Marius asked again when it became clear he couldn’t leave this place.

There was a pause, and then leaves rustled. Wind rushed. Brilliant flames cut through the darkness, revealing four legendary beings.

One, made of leaves.

Another, formed with water.

The third, a creature of the wind.

The fourth, born of fire.

They were myths brought to life, beings whose very existence had been doubted by many before they appeared to aid the High Ladies in the events leading up to and during the Battle of Balance.

The Spirits.

Marius’s heart hammered in his chest, and his breath caught as he drank in the sight of the legendary beings before him.

They were every bit as majestic and awe-inspiringly terrifying as he’d been told.

There was Myhhena, the Spirit of the Woods.

She stood on the left, her tall, lithe body floating on air. She was a woman, but not. Her flesh was bark, her eyes were moss, and leaves and vines covered her form. There was an ancient beauty about her.

Next to her, his body a living river, was Castien. The Spirit of the Waters dipped his head in Marius’s direction. He was made of water, yet he wore armor of the same liquid. He gripped a sword of ice, the weapon twice as long as Vivienne’s. His eyes were a piercing blue, and an aura of strength surrounded him.

Beside him was the one they called Omni. The Spirit of the Winds. His body was little more than air, a spinning cyclone that swirled in this empty, midnight space. The only reason Marius knew he was there, other than the wind that had brushed up against him earlier, was that every so often, silver sparks flew through Omni’s windy form. He was taller and bulkier than the other Spirits.

On Omni’s right was a blazing, living torch. Inferna, the Spirit of the Flames, was a consuming fire. Her eyes were blazing embers, a thing of beauty and death. Every part of her was made of flames, her feminine form outlined by the fire crawling up her burning limbs.

“You know who we are,” Inferna answered his previous question, her voice ringing through the empty space. “Don’t you?”

Marius dipped his head, instinct pushing him to his knees. Balancing on the tile, he bowed before the four Spirits. His pack slid, but it remained on his back.

“I do.” He couldn’t keep the wonderment from his voice. “Why am I here?”

At least now, the vastness of this space made more sense. The power held by the four beings in front of him wasn’t easy to contain. Even now, it rippled off the Spirits in waves.

Marius’s halfling magic would be no use to him here. Nothing could stop them from hurting him if that was what they desired.

“We called you here.” Omni stepped forward, and the wind brushed Marius’s face.

Inferna’s eyes were flames as they drilled into him. “We’ve been watching you.”

“Why?” The moment the question slipped out of Marius’s lips, he winced.

He was fairly certain interrupting ancient beings wasn’t a good idea, but he couldn’t stop the words from coming out of his mouth. His sister was always speaking at inopportune moments, and it seemed like it was his turn to do the same.

Myhhena’s leaves rustled as she strode on empty air. “You are not a child of the moon, yet you live as one. Now, you seek the Forsaken Blade.”

Was that the weapon’s name? It seemed fitting.

He explained, “I need the dagger to stop the First before it kills more people.”

The Spirits exchanged troubled glances, their faces grim.

“This is a dangerous path, Son of Kydona,” the Spirit of the Woods said. She seemed to be picking her words carefully. “There is a reason the Forsaken Blade is enchanted against children of the moon and blood. They have a history of being… difficult to control.”

Marius narrowed his eyes. He’d heard of Myhhena’s actions in Ithenmyr. He knew she’d both helped and hindered the High Lady of Life and her mate. He didn’t trust her, especially not with the turn their conversation was taking.

“My sister is a vampire,” he reminded them.

“Yes, and her husband is the King of Darkness,” Inferna said patiently. “His heart is⁠—”

“Don’t.” Marius rose to his feet, the tile tilting precariously beneath him. “You don’t know him as I do.”

Yes, people spoke about Sebastian as though his heart was black, and yes, he’d killed a lot of people. But that wasn’t all he was. Marius saw how the king was with Luna. Their love was strong, and Sebastian would never let any harm come to his wife.

Marius couldn’t ask for anything more for his sister.

“We just want to make sure you know what you’re doing,” the Spirit of the Waters said calmly. “If you’re being coerced into this, we can help you. This isn’t your fight.”

The wind blew, and Marius’s skin prickled.

“The prophecy has been fulfilled,” Omni boomed. “The harbinger is no longer needed. We can bring you somewhere where you’ll be safe.”

“You won’t have to deal with this anymore,” Inferna said gently, her flames growing taller, stretching above her head like a crown. “You can live the rest of your life in peace and explore the world free of the confines of the moon. If you come with us, you can do whatever you want.”

Marius stared at them, his mind whirling as he considered their offer.

He couldn’t deny there was something appealing about what they were saying. A life where he wasn’t bound by anyone else’s expectations of him, a life where he could travel wherever he wanted. Experience whatever he wanted.

He could go beyond the Four Kingdoms, maybe cross the Indigo Ocean to see the fae. He’d heard of them, with their powerful courts and strong elemental magic, but he’d never dreamed he’d be able to see their home.

Maybe he could travel to Coral City and see the merfolk. He knew of Mareena and Calix, the ruling mer who lived beneath the strong waves.

Maybe he could explore his halfling magic and learn how to walk the silver planes more effectively.

He and Vivienne could⁠—

Vivienne.

Marius’s chest seized, and he shook his head. What in the gods’ name was he doing? Why was he entertaining this train of thought?

He couldn’t leave. These Spirits were wrong. This was his fight, because the vampire in Death Mountain was only there because of him. He could not leave her to be devoured by whatever beast had emerged from the chasm.

Not only that, but he refused to let Sebastian and Luna down. What if they decided to go up against the First without the right tools, and the vampire killed them?

He’d never be able to live with himself.

Marius threw back his shoulders and lifted his chin. “No.”

“No?” Castien parroted, raising a watery brow.

“You heard me. I may be a halfling with Fortune Elf magic that is only somewhat useful, but they need me. I won’t abandon them.” Marius balled his fists, his nails cutting into the flesh of his palms. “I refuse your offer, and to be frank, I think it’s awful that you even suggested it.”

These Spirits were supposed to be powerful. Maybe they should be fighting the First instead of trying to tempt him away from this path.

A long moment passed as the Spirits of the Woods, Waters, Wind, and Flames exchanged grave looks.

Then, the strangest thing happened.

Silver wisps exploded out of the darkness like fireflies in a midsummer night sky. The air itself seemed lighter. The four Spirits exhaled. Castien nodded, and Myhhena’s wooden lips tilted up into a smile.

Leaves rustled as the Spirit of the Woods stepped forward, extending a hand.

The hovering tile jerked and glided forward as though tied by an invisible rope. Marius gasped, wobbling as he fought to maintain his balance. The tile moved swiftly, stopping a few feet from the powerful beings.

This close, he could make out the swirling orange and reds of Inferna’s flames, the deep currents running through Castien’s form, the striations in Myhhena’s leaves, and the small tornadoes that made up Omni’s eyes.

The Spirits were even more terrifyingly beautiful from up close.

“Congratulations, Prince Marius Wisethorn,” Myhhena declared in her ancient voice.

His brows furrowed. “Congratulations?”

Castien smiled. “The Forsaken Blade is a dangerous weapon, and it cannot be wielded by just anyone.”

Inferna’s eyes blazed. “We’re banned from interfering with mortal problems, but many years ago, we were tasked to watch over the Forsaken Blade, among other things. It’s our duty to ensure that only those with pure intentions take the dagger.”

They were all smiling at him as if this was…

“You were testing me?” His eyes widened, and his nostrils flared as burning anger surged through him.

How dare they waste his time with this while Vivienne was in danger?

Omni’s eyes swirled with an internal storm. “It was a test, and you passed with flying colors. The blade is yours, Son of Kydona, and it will do what you need. But beware—if anyone else touches it, be they vampire, human, or shifter, they will perish.”

The warning reverberated through the space, the weight of each word settling upon Marius’s shoulders. This was a heavy burden, but he was ready to bear it.

He flexed his fingers, itching to get back to Vivienne. “I understand. I will keep the blade on me at all times.”

“We believe you.” Inferna stepped forward, placing her hand on his shoulder. He jolted, expecting to feel pain from the fiery touch, but none came. The Spirit leaned forward and whispered the instructions for blessing the Forsaken Blade, adding, “Remember, you are worthy of the blade and its power.”

Shimmering silver ribbons imbued with moonlight swirled around Marius.

“The dagger will lead you to safety,” Myhhena said cryptically. “It will act swiftly the moment you touch it. Remember who you are, and all will be well.”

“Aim for the heart, Prince,” Castien added as leaves, water, flames, and wind spun together. “The blade, once blessed, will need to strike in the center of the cursed one’s being. Only then will she truly die.”

His last words were barely audible, lost to the rushing of elements as they streamed past Marius.

A gust of wind blew, and then, the tile disappeared.
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A scream rose in Marius’s throat as he tumbled through darkness, silver ribbons twirling around him like a cyclone. His breath came in short bursts, and his heartbeat echoed in his ears.

The wind rushed past him as this place that wasn’t a place sucked him down, down, down.

Time had no meaning.

Minutes were hours, and years passed in the blink of an eye.

And then, as suddenly as the never-ending fall had begun, it stopped.

Marius’s feet landed on firm ground. He crouched instinctively, falling into a fighting stance, as his vision adjusted to the sudden appearance of brilliant blue light.

His heart pounded in his chest as three realizations slammed into him at once.

First, he was back in Death Mountain.

Second, he felt refreshed, as though he’d slept for hours. Days even.

Third, and probably most importantly, it seemed that time had stood still while he met with the Spirits.

A roar shook the space, and Vivienne was still standing at the entrance, her sword extended.

The vampire looked over her shoulder, her brows creased. “Grab the dagger, Marius,” she said. “Hurry! It’s coming.”

A terrifying scratching sound accompanied the next roar.

He stared at her. How was this possible?

“Your Highness!” Vivienne yelled, her eyes widening as urgency bled into her voice. “The dagger!”

It didn’t matter how time had stopped because it had happened, and Vivienne needed him to act. Shaking his head free of questions he couldn’t answer, Marius turned and crossed the platform.

A cry of alarm rose from the vampire as he wrapped his fingers around the hilt. At the same time, black and silver sparks erupted from the blade. They danced in the air, sinking into his skin.

Marius yanked the dagger free, the weight perfectly balanced in his palm, as lightning ran through his veins.

“I got it! Viv, we can—” His voice trailed off, and his eyes widened in horror as he took in the scene behind him.

A monster stood at the entrance.

A dozen glowing crimson eyes, some big and some small, were crowded on the creature’s face. It had no nose, but its mouth was a grotesque combination of rows of razor-sharp teeth and a purple, lashing tongue. It had the body of a massive white bear, but instead of paws, eight gargantuan, spider-like legs with enormous pincers held it in place. They were the cause of the scratching sound, the pincers struggling against the stone as the creature fought to squeeze its too-large body into the cavern.

Vivienne’s sword was pointed at the monster’s chest, her grip unwavering despite the monstrosity roaring at her.

Somehow, this creature made the one they encountered in the House of Forgotten Shadows seem like a harmless puppy.

Myhhena’s words from earlier echoed in Marius’s mind.

The dagger will lead you to safety.

Praying the Spirit of the Woods had spoken the truth, Marius leaped off the dais. The monster’s pincers clicked together, and it released another terrifying screech.

Vivienne stumbled back as Marius landed. He extended his right hand towards her while gripping the dagger with his left. He called her name, urging her to take his hand.

The blade was heating up, the hilt becoming uncomfortably warm as if warning him that he was running out of time. He wasn’t sure what the blade would do, but at this point, the Spirit’s assurance that it would get them out would have to be enough.

Thank all the gods, Vivienne didn’t hesitate.

Keeping her eyes on the monster, she held out her left hand behind her.

Marius slapped his palm over hers.

The moment they touched, the dagger’s hilt burned even hotter. Gold and silver sparks erupted from the blade, and the ground trembled beneath their feet.

Vivienne yelled, but her words were lost to the rushing wind as the ground opened up beneath Marius’s feet again.

Keeping the dagger far from Vivienne so he wouldn’t accidentally nick her, he gripped her against his chest with one arm as they tumbled.


More than She Bargained For
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What a day.

That was the first thought that went through Vivienne’s mind when she landed in a heap on cold stone. The second was that Death Mountain had earned its name for a reason, and the sooner they left, the better.

The stone floor sealed up the moment they fell through it, providing them a small reprieve from the nightmarish events of this day. The spider-bear was screaming, banging its pincers on the ground above them.

She understood its frustration.

It had probably been excited to have a meal for the first time in the gods-only-knew how long, and now, that chance was gone.

Vivienne rolled over on her side, her sword still in her grip, and groaned as her muscles ached in protest. She needed a long, hot bath. Preferably with bubbles and candles. She would soak for hours, letting the water absorb all her aches. It might not wash all the pain away, but it would help.

Opening her eyes, she cataloged the space where they landed. The ceiling was bare, but the glowing mushrooms were back. They lined the walls, their green glow illuminating the space.

They appeared to be in a hallway. A path led to their right, and to the left, there was nothing but rock.

Vivienne’s gaze swung over to the prince, who had landed beside her. He’d fallen on his side, probably in an effort to protect the vial inside the pack. Blood trickled down a cut on his cheek, but he had no other visible injuries. Doubtlessly, he’d bruise from that fall.

His brown eyes blinked open and roamed over her.

“Are you okay?” she asked breathlessly.

“Fine.” He pushed himself up onto his elbow and winced. “A little sore, that’s all. You?”

“Same.” Compared to the pain she’d been in after the rocks ripped through her, this was nothing. “You got it, right?”

A smile slid across the prince’s face, the incredible sight lighting up the room more than the glowing fungi. He sat up, gripping the obsidian dagger in his left hand. “I did.”

He held it out so she could examine it, though he was careful not to bring it too close to her. Could he feel how the air pulsed around the dagger, warning her away from the beautiful, deadly blade?

“It looks… sharp.” She didn’t dare get too close.

He chuckled, sheathing the dagger before holding his hand towards her. “Yes, it does. Ready for one last run?”

Even now, he was eager for adventure. Of course, he was. She was beginning to suspect that the halfling would never turn down an opportunity to explore the world, no matter how dangerous it was.

The thought didn’t bother her, though. That’s just who the prince was. Taking away his eagerness to explore would be stripping him of his personality. She couldn’t imagine a greater travesty.

Vivienne huffed a hoarse laugh. “I guess.”

She sheathed her sword and slipped her hand into Marius’s. His skin was so much warmer than hers, as if it was embedded with coals. She leaned against him, letting his warmth seep into her. It was so much better than the dragon’s heat. So much more comforting. So much more hers.

Marius smiled down at her, brushed his lips over her forehead, and then they were off.

[image: ]


Leaving Death Mountain was surprisingly uneventful, considering all the problems they had encountered on their way in. They followed the winding hallway, which descended in a spiral. The path was smooth, and the mushroom lights were bright.

Running downhill took significantly less energy than the initial climb, and the unnatural chill in the air soon disappeared. The wind blew past, carrying the scent of snow, and she smiled.

The end was near.

“We’re close,” Marius said. “I can feel it.”

Renewed energy filled Vivienne, and they took off in a steady sprint. It wasn’t long before the path widened, and the exit appeared. She slowed long enough for Marius to run ahead and confirm night had fallen. Once he called back that the course was clear, she ran out in a blur behind him.

The moon’s silver glow was bright as she exited the mountain, and she nearly cried out at the comforting sight. It was like curling up beneath a warm, familiar blanket after many nights on the road.

Inhaling deeply, Vivienne filled her lungs with the familiar scents of Northern Eleyta. Snow flurries fell leisurely, coating the nearby spindly pine trees with a white coat. This far north, tree trunks never grew very large. They had to battle with the elements for life. The fact that they even existed in such a cold place seemed miraculous.

The green dragon was sitting near a cluster of trees, his spiked tail resting on the ground. Even the knowledge that they would be riding the fire-breathing beast again didn’t tamp down Vivienne’s relief that they were out of Death Mountain.

As if he had known that they would need them, Xander had brought them each a change of clothes. Vivienne changed behind a nearby tree, grateful to leave her shredded garments behind, and once they had changed, Marius held her hand as she climbed onto the dragon’s back.

They reclaimed their positions from earlier, and once Marius wrapped his arms around her, the dragon took off.

Vivienne wasn’t scared this time. Maybe it was because they’d succeeded on their quest, or maybe it was the prince at her back, but either way, she smiled as they took to the skies.

She shut her eyes and relaxed without prompting, letting Marius’s heat envelop her. Something thrummed deep in her chest at the contact. It had been there since she woke up in the mountain with his wrist in her mouth.

This wasn’t a true bond—both Bindings and Tetherings required far more blood and ceremony—but there was something between them that hadn’t been there before.

A sense of peace, rightness, and belonging.

It was odd. Even though this quest had been far more than Vivienne had ever bargained for, she would do it all again. Not because she particularly enjoyed almost dying but because of the man behind her. Because of the moments they’d shared, the truths they had confided in each other, and the way he made her feel.

Marius had a gift of making everything, even nearly dying, interesting. She hadn’t known a single day’s peace since they first met, but it surprised her to realize that it didn’t bother her. On the contrary, there was something enjoyable about living on the edge. For decades, her life as a soldier had been a monotonous cycle of duty, schedules, and endless training.

With Marius, there was no telling what would come next. Every time she tried to predict what he would do, she failed miserably.

And she… liked that.

She liked him.

Maybe she even more than liked him. Was it possible to fall in love with someone she’d only known for a short while?

A few months ago, Vivienne would’ve said no, but now…

Now, she was fairly certain that was exactly what had happened to her.

It was official: Vivienne was the worst bodyguard ever to walk the planet. She was supposed to keep the prince safe, and she’d gone and fallen in love with him instead.

She probably should have been upset about that realization, but she wasn’t. How could she be when she’d gained something far more valuable than employment?

Did he feel the same way? Was this what he had meant when he said he didn’t want anything between them?

She’d have to ask him… later. When they were alone.

Between the dragon’s warmth and the heat from the prince at her back, sleep was calling her name. Her eyes slipped shut, and she drifted off to the land of dreams in the arms of the man she loved.
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“Wake up, Viv.” The murmured words pierced through the veil of sleep as warm air brushed against Vivienne’s ear.

She blinked open her eyes, a smile spreading across her lips as she took in the halfling leaning over her. His arm was still banded around her middle, and he held her close.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked.

“I did.” Vivienne hadn’t realized how tired she was, but she’d clearly needed to rest. She felt as if she’d slumbered for days and not hours. Usually, she didn’t require so much sleep, but she must have been exhausted from healing earlier. “Thank you for holding me.”

The prince’s voice deepened, and a low chuckle rumbled through him. “It was my pleasure.”

Her core twisted at his words, and her heart fluttered.

She really was in love with him.

Her heart warmed, and her smile stretched into a grin. She’d been alone for so long, but finally, she had someone else.

Vivienne twisted around in her seat, eager to share her new revelations with the prince, when the tall spires crowning Castle Sanguis rose above the horizon. It was beautiful, but before she could appreciate it, her gaze dropped to the valley.

Concern spiked through her. Confessions of love would have to wait.

A small army dressed in black fighting leathers stood in formation on the snowy grounds outside the castle. There had to be at least two hundred soldiers. A few of them carried weapons, but most of them were empty-handed.

The vampires didn’t require mortal tools like swords and daggers—they were the weapons.

Shadows curled around hands and feet. Dark wisps formed swords, whips, and battle axes. Others chose to keep their darkness in its natural form, and black ribbons floated around them.

At the front of the group, standing in a position of power, were two vampires. Their very presence was captivating, and Vivienne couldn’t look away, even if she wanted to.

The king and queen demanded attention as power and strength ebbed off them in waves. Midnight wings fanned out behind them, matching the night sky and their obsidian crowns.

Like the rest of the army, King Sebastian and Queen Luna wore fighting leather. Unlike the other vampires, theirs were tailored and clearly made for the royals.

Silver lined the king’s garments, as if the night itself had been woven into his clothes. The queen’s leathers were a mix of night and day. Golden threads ran through her black leathers, and it was like shards of sunlight had been drawn out of the sky and placed in her outfit.

Shadows draped the king and queen in cloaks of darkness capable of shrouding them from sight at any moment. They made the other vampires, even with their gods-given beauty, look like mere mortals.

Standing to their right was a beautiful woman with dark skin and long braids that reached her waist. The spymaster was conversing with the royals, but when she looked up and saw the descending dragon, she said a few words before speeding away in a vampiric blur.

Vivienne glanced at Marius over her shoulder. “Do you know what’s going on?”

He shook his head. His brows were furrowed, and his lips pinched in a line. “I don’t. It’s almost as if they’re preparing for something.”

She frowned, worry niggling at the back of her mind. Preparing for what, exactly?

The dragon roared, the powerful sound echoing through the night, and they landed. Snow billowed up around the fire-breathing creature, and he stretched out his wings on either side of him. The dragon tilted his head, his amber gaze catching Vivienne’s, and she could’ve sworn there was a twinkle in his eye.

Marius dismounted with ease, and he put out his hands to catch Vivienne as she followed suit. That thing between them hummed as he placed her on the ground. His hands left her hips, but he laced their fingers together before she could mourn their lack of connection.

Vivienne had been touched more over the past few days than her previous century of life, and she was only now starting to realize how alone she’d been. She had no close friends, and even her romantic experiences after her Making had never lasted longer than a night or two.

Her body and soul were both starved for touch.

She leaned against Marius, his warmth seeping into her as shadows pooled on the ground a few feet from where they stood. Every touch, every moment with him was filling a hole in her life she never realized existed. She never wanted to let him go.

Moments later, two forms stepped out of the darkness.

The royals stood tall, shadows swirling around them both. There was something regal about the way they moved, as if the darkness was an intricate part of their beings.

King Sebastian’s gaze fell to where Vivienne and Marius’s hands were joined. A muscle in his jaw flexed, and she could’ve sworn that more shadows flooded the night. Before the king could say anything, Queen Luna darted forward. Vivienne barely pulled her hand from Marius’s before the queen hugged him.

“You’re back.” One of the queen’s wings curled around her brother as if she needed to touch him to confirm he was really there. “Thank Isvana.”

“Lulu.” Marius grinned and kissed the queen’s cheek.

Once, she would’ve found moments like this awkward, but no longer. She was just relieved to see them reunited. Everyone was safe. Everyone was happy.

It would be okay.

The king cleared his throat and looked over at the dragon. “Thank you, Xander. We appreciate your help.”

The beast, still in its enormous form, stomped a foot. Vivienne interpreted that to mean, You’re welcome.

Stepping away from her brother, the queen smiled at the dragon and thanked him, wishing him and his family well. Once they’d dealt with this, she said, they’d love to have him back.

The dragon roared, presumably in agreement, and flapped his wings. He rose in the air with the speed and grace of an animal much smaller than him, and it wasn’t long before he had disappeared from sight.

The royals turned to them, and any lightness that had been in the air dissipated.

“Please tell me you were successful,” the king said, a trace of urgency in his voice.

Marius patted the sheath on his thigh where he’d stored the dagger. “We were.”

“Thank the gods,” the queen exhaled, slipping her hand into the king’s. “Things have been bad. While you’ve been gone, the First has been advancing.”

Something about the queen’s voice had Vivienne’s heart clenching. She stepped towards Marius, brushing her fingers against the back of his hand.

The prince’s fingers twisted through hers, and he tugged her closer as he asked, “How bad is it?”

Shadows darkened the king’s eyes. Right then and there, Vivienne knew whatever he was about to say wouldn’t be good.

He confirmed her suspicions moments later.

“The First has been tearing a path through Eleyta. People are dying and going missing every single night.” The king clenched his free hand into a fist. “She’s killing our people, and she needs to be stopped.”

His last words were little more than a growl. A reminder of the king’s strength. His anger.

The queen nodded. “We have soldiers searching for her, but⁠—”

A cry rose from the forest, cutting her off.

“Your Majesties! The First is here!”


The Scent of Death
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The scent of death permeated the forest.

It was everywhere, more potent than the fresh snow, the pine trees, and the brisk air. Even without the scout’s proclamation that the First was nearby, Marius would’ve known it was here.

His magic thrummed, and the Forsaken Blade vibrated against his thigh.

The scout was leading the group through the woods, communicating silently through hand gestures with Sebastian and Luna.

Marius walked next to Vivienne, and the vampire army was behind them.

Before they left, Marius spoke with his sister. She’d covered them in a privacy ward while Sebastian quickly briefed the soldiers, including Vivienne.

Crimson lined Luna’s eyes, tears that had yet to fall. Her chin trembled, and she bit her lip. “Marius, I⁠—”

He stepped forward and swept her into his arms, cutting her off. She was shorter than him, her head barely reaching his shoulders.

He embraced her tightly, kissing her forehead. “I love you, Luna. I don’t say it enough, but I am so grateful for you. Thank you for raising me and for being the best sister I could ever have asked for.”

Now that he’d been away, he could see things more clearly. In leaving, he’d learned to appreciate the things he already had. A home. A loving sister. And now, Vivienne.

Luna sniffled, pulling her head away from his chest. “We can’t say goodbye.” Fierceness permeated her voice as she repeated her instructions from before. “This isn’t the end.”

“I hope not.” Not now, when he was just starting to live. What he and Vivienne had was new, and he wanted to see it through. Whatever it was. “But if it is⁠—”

“It won’t be,” she said sternly.

Marius smiled softly. His sister’s insistence was sweet, but he’d seen the First. He’d gone up against that feral vampire, and he knew what they were against.

It might be the end.

He cupped her cheek and waited until her eyes met his.

“If it is, I want you to know that you’ve been a light in my life from the moment of my birth. I thank the gods for you daily, and I couldn’t have asked for a better sister.” His thumb brushed her cool skin. “I love you, Luna.”

“I love you too,” she replied as crimson poured down her cheeks.

They hugged again, and Marius promised to fight as hard as he could.

And for his sister, even though the words rose to the tip of his tongue, he didn’t say goodbye.

He hoped he wouldn’t regret it.

After debriefing the soldiers, Sebastian had cloaked their entire group in shadows. It was a magnificent and terrifying show of power, a reminder of why he ruled the land.

Now they crept through the forest, invisible to the naked eye and one with the night.

At least, the rest of them were.

Marius was the odd man out.

Even though he tried to be as silent as his vampiric companions, it felt like every footfall was a clap of thunder. He winced each time a branch cracked beneath his weight or when pine needles brushed against his tunic.

Everyone else was soundless, ghosts slipping through the forest. Not him.

It was alright, though. For once, not being a vampire was a blessing. The blade on his thigh was a reminder of that.

Someone needed to kill the First, and it would be him.
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They’d been following the scout for about half an hour, the scent of death growing steadily stronger, when screams rose through the air.

Every single vampire, including the royals, froze. Their shoulders stiffened, and as one, they scented the air.

“Blood,” Vivienne snarled.

A growl rumbled through the king. “This creature must be stopped.”

No one argued with Sebastian. How could they, when more screams rose through the night?

Marius’s magic thrummed in his veins as they resumed racing towards the sounds of death, still cloaked in shadows. It wasn’t long before a scene that would’ve given even the most battle-hardened soldier nightmares unfolded before them.

Sebastian held up his fist, and the small army halted as one. More than half of the vampires had remained at Castle Sanguis to protect the humans and servants who called it their home.

A precaution, Luna had called it.

As Marius took in the sight before him, he knew leaving vampires to protect the mortals at the castle had been a good idea.

The First was kneeling in the snow, gripping a struggling human and feeding from his neck. The man was the last of what appeared to be at least a dozen other humans before him. Limbs were scattered, clothes were tattered and torn, and crimson coated everything in sight—the corpses, the snow, and the trees.

Nothing was untouched.

Death was here, and it looked different from before. The First’s flesh was still grey and lifeless, but her form had filled out.

She was completely nude, having shed the rags she’d previously worn. Her wounds had festered and still oozed black blood, yet she seemed unbothered by them. Scarlet streaked across her body, and the tips of her hair were soaked in blood.

The man in her arms whimpered, and the sound twisted Marius’s heart.

He was grateful that they had already gone over the plan because there was no time for that now. They had to act swiftly if they were to save the dying human.

The king spun his fingers in a silent signal, and the vampire army fanned out around the clearing. Those who had shadows formed them into weapons. Wings burst from backs. Swords and other silver blades were drawn.

They were precautions in case the First ran. Hopefully, they wouldn’t need them.

Vivienne turned to Marius, her wings spread behind her and her sword in her grip. She was fierce, this vampire blood-sworn to protect him, and she looked like a warrior tonight.

His warrior.

Once this was over, Marius planned to tell Vivienne how he felt. He would ask her to stay with him. Not as his bodyguard but as a partner in every way. In adventures, in exploring, and in life.

“Ready?” Vivienne mouthed.

Sebastian had been clear that from the moment they found the First, they couldn’t make a single sound. Taking the feral vampire by surprise was imperative.

Marius nodded. He’d left his pack at Castle Sanguis, and the vial of blessed water hung from a cord around his neck.

Vivienne smiled, and it was like he was basking in the moon’s glow. He could find refuge in the warmth of that expression for the rest of his days.

Her eyes reflected the stars shining far above them as she reached over and squeezed his hand. You’ve got this, the touch said.

He gripped her hand in return and pressed a kiss to the center of her palm before stepping back.

This was it. Marius drew in a deep breath and grabbed the hilt of the Forsaken Blade, the weapon warming. He unsheathed it in one smooth movement, careful not to let the metal hit the side.

Darkness throbbed around the vibrating black blade.

Vivienne sucked in a breath and moved back, her gaze locked on the weapon.

The First was still feasting on the human, the man’s cries growing weaker with every passing moment.

Marius had to act quickly.

With his free hand, he pulled the vial over his neck. The water glowed the same brilliant blue as it had in the pool, and for a moment, he relived the fear he’d felt when Vivienne dove towards the water. But that was over, and she was safe. He reminded himself of that as he turned around, putting his back to the feral vampire.

He held the Forsaken Blade in front of him. Inferna’s instructions rolled through his mind, the ancient words she’d spoken sitting on the tip of his tongue.

Squeezing his eyes shut, Marius sent a quick prayer to whatever gods might be listening that this would work before opening them again. He held the blade flat in his palm and tilted the vial.

Iridescent blue spilled over the lip, falling over the dagger.

Marius mouthed the ancient words, pulling them from his memory. Though he didn’t speak the ancient language of the Spirits, somehow, he understood their meaning.

Isvana and Ithiar, goddess of the moon and god of blood, I call upon your names and ask you to bless this blade.

The water hit the obsidian and sizzled. Blue sparks lifted in the air.

A scream rose behind him. The First’s victim was near death.

Marius returned his attention to the dagger and finished the incantation.

Blood and death go hand in hand,

And life requires balance.

May this blade bring a swift end to the one it seeks to contain,

For freedom to once again reign.

The last words coincided with the final drops of water spilling from the vial.

Blue swirls ran across the blade in a pattern too quick for Marius to decipher, and then, the entire dagger heated.

He stumbled back a step as a warm breeze, entirely out of place for the northern kingdom, brushed past him. The ground trembled, and in his heart, Marius knew the weapon was ready.

Dropping the empty vial in the snow, Marius curled his fingers around the hilt of the dagger. He drew in a deep breath, the cold night air filling his lungs as he turned around.

This was the moment he’d been waiting for.

It was⁠—

A scream crawled up his throat as ancient obsidian eyes seemed to stare directly at his hiding spot. He was certain the shadows were still cloaking him from sight, but somehow, the First knew they were there.

Marius swallowed, tightening his grip on the gods-blessed weapon.

There was no turning back now.


She was a Goddess
[image: ]



Afew minutes ago

Someone was here.

Therese felt their presence the moment the air shifted. The cool midnight air swirled, giving way to something deeper. Darker.

Keeping her fangs in the throat of her latest meal, she raised her eyes and looked around surreptitiously, careful not to move too suddenly.

At first glance, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The forest appeared to be just that—a forest. But she knew better than to trust initial reactions. She could sense the presence of other beings. Her shadows whirled in her veins, and her dark magic screamed at her to pay attention.

Someone was here, and they thought they could sneak up on her.

Clearly, they had no idea who they were dealing with. Therese was a First, one of the Twelve, and stronger than anyone in this land. It didn’t matter that her wounds weren’t healing because she had the strength of thousands of years running through her veins.

That foolish witch Selene Du Pont thought she’d saved the world by throwing the Firsts into the enchanted tombs, but she’d doomed them instead.

Therese’s victory was so close, she could feel it. She was no longer the weak, broken vampire that had crawled out of her tomb. She was well-fed, powerful, and prepared to fight for what was hers.

She was a daughter of Ithiar, and that was her right.

Several minutes passed before the ground trembled. The quake was little more than a tremor, but it was ominous and foreboding.

The air warmed inexplicably, and Therese tasted the bitter, dark tang of ancient magic on the back of her tongue. There was something familiar about it.

Her eyes widened as she realized the last time she tasted magic like that was the night she’d been locked up. She stiffened, pulling her fangs out of the struggling, moaning man who was still holding onto a thread of life, and dropped his body on the ground. She’d deal with him later, if he didn’t die from his injuries.

The magic grew stronger, and the hairs on the back of her neck prickled.

Her lips twisted in a snarl, and her nostrils flared as her gaze swung to the place where the darkness seemed thicker than the rest.

Therese rose to her feet, barely noticing the bite of the cold snow against her naked flesh. Clothes were confines used by humans to hide their imperfect, flawed bodies. As a flawless daughter of the moon, she had no need for such ridiculousness.

Shadows swept out from her hands, waiting to do her bidding.

A heartbeat later, the darkness before her rippled, and a pair of winged vampires dressed in black fighting leathers stepped into the clearing. They were beautiful… but so was she. They carried themselves with power, the crowns resting on their brows confirming their identities.

Therese narrowed her eyes and snarled.

These were the imposters. The ones who dared call themselves the king and queen of Eleyta.

A moan came from behind her as the mortal she’d been draining crawled away. Therese scoffed. Let him run. She’d deal with these two and then hunt him. It would be far more entertaining.

But first, the so-called royals had to die.

Honestly, they were little more than children. Their gazes had no depth, and their shoulders lacked the weight that came from having lived for thousands of years.

Did they think they could stop her on their own? The fools. She was a goddess compared to them, and soon, they’d realized exactly why Ithiar had blessed her.

They’d just made the last mistake of their very short lives.

“You,” Therese snarled, her smooth voice laced with darkness and death. “The King and Queen of Eleyta. You stole what rightfully belongs to me.”

She would take it all back.

Their crowns. Their thrones. Their land.

It would all be hers.

The male snapped his wings behind his back and stepped forward. “It seems we’re at a disadvantage.” He raised a brow and flexed his fingers at his sides. “You know who we are, but who are you?”

How dare he speak to her as though they were equals?

She curled her lip in disgust. “You should already know the answer to that question.”

Back in her day, everyone knew who she was. There wasn’t a single person, vampire or otherwise, who didn’t recognize the power of the Twelve.

“Humor us,” he said, shadows spinning around his hand.

Was he threatening her with a few wisps of darkness? This so-called king needed to be taken down a few notches.

She smirked. “Cute. I can do that, too.”

She had many tricks up her sleeve. Holding the king’s gaze, she exhaled, allowing her darkness to spin around her naked form and caress her. These weren’t just shadowy wisps that she controlled.

The darkness was her, and she was the darkness.

“What’s your name?” the man growled.

If he was trying to scare her, he was failing miserably. She’d enjoyed bed partners who were far more frightening than him.

She studied her nails. They were all broken and coated in blood. Once she rid herself of her imposter problem, she’d treat herself to a manicure and a hot bath.

“My name is Therese,” she murmured, turning her hands around and studying her blood-soaked palms. Yes, a manicure was definitely in order. A heartbeat later, she raised her gaze to meet his. “But you shouldn’t call me that.”

“Oh?” He seemed amused, which was odd since she was clearly the more powerful one here. “What should I call you?”

“Death,” she snarled, dropping her hands at her sides.

A dark rumble went through the male, but he didn’t seem worried. That was a mistake on his part.

“You hurt my people, Therese,” he said, ignoring her instructions.

“Hurt them?” She glanced at the bodies littering the ground at her feet and shrugged. “I suppose I did.”

The so-called king growled.

Was she supposed to care that they were dead? She felt empty. But that was nothing new. She’d been empty for as long as she could remember.

“They’re humans,” she said. “Their job is to provide us sustenance. Nothing more, nothing less. That’s the way the gods always intended things to be.”

“You’re wrong.” This came from the mysterious queen that all the humans seemed to adore. “The gods desire balance.”

Therese scoffed. This young vampire was throwing out words as if she understood what they meant.

Therese had kneeled before Ithiar himself and received the blessing of immortality from his veins. Balance? The Twelve were meant to rule. That’s the way it has always been.

This so-called queen and her husband were proof that vampire kind had grown soft over the past few thousand years.

Therese would rectify that when she reclaimed her place at the head of this country. She would remind people of their positions—the Twelve, followed by the rest of vampire kind, and then everyone else.

It was a good thing she had escaped her tomb when she did. This country was in dire need of a reminder of who was in charge.

Therese cracked her neck. She was done with this conversation. Done with chit-chatting, done with pretending to care, done with all of it. These vampires had stolen what was hers, and now, they would pay with their lives.

She stepped forward. “Thank you for enlightening me about what you think is important. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind when I rule this country once again.”

“See, that’s the thing,” the one they called the queen said. You won’t be ruling this country—not now, not ever.”

Therese smirked. This female seemed so young. So naive. At least the male looked like he’d seen some death in his time. But her? She was far too soft to be a daughter of the moon.

“Oh?” Therese smiled mockingly. “And are you going to stop me?”

The king flicked his hand, and shadows fell, revealing a hundred vampires.

Therese’s eyes widened as she drank in the sight of the small army. They had her surrounded.

Was she supposed to be afraid? A laugh bubbled up inside her. So many vampires who clearly wished for death. Fine. She’d oblige them. After all, it was time she showed her power to the world.

Then, a voice came from behind her.

“They aren’t going to stop you,” a masculine voice said. “But I am.”


Ashen Flesh and Walking Death
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The Forsaken Blade was hot in Marius’s grip as he held the hilt firmly in front of him.

His words echoed through the forest.

They aren’t going to stop you, but I am.

He meant every word. There was no way they could allow this creature to live.

Up close, the First was even more horrific than from afar. Sebastian and Luna had distracted the vampire, but this part was up to him.

He had to do this. For his family. For his country.

And, more importantly, for the vampire who was quickly becoming the most important person in his life. Vivienne was beside him, her presence strengthening him. Her pinky finger brushed against his, the small touch sending a wave of reassurance through him.

You can do this.

That’s what he told himself as the First slowly turned around. Running away wasn’t an option. They needed to succeed.

Ten feet stood between him and the ancient vampire, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Every instinct within him, magical and otherwise, screamed for him to run from this dangerous, deadly predator.

Her movements were lithe and graceful, entirely at odds with the carnage she’d caused. The remnants of a dozen humans were strewn across the forest floor, a reminder of her horrific acts. As if being covered head to toe in blood wasn’t enough.

The First was a creature of death, through and through.

And then her obsidian gaze rose and met his. Marius wasn’t able to contain his shiver as she smirked.

Those black eyes were as frightening as they’d been the first time he’d met her, but there was something different about the ancient vampire now. A sense of life that hadn’t previously been there.

It wasn’t the only difference, though.

Madness glinted in her eyes, a stark reminder that this creature wasn’t normal. As if her grey skin coated in blood wasn’t reminder enough.

“You?” The ancient vampire’s mouth twisted into a sneer. “You’re nothing but a halfling. Mortal blood runs through your veins.”

Those words had haunted Marius for a quarter of a century, but he wouldn’t allow himself to be ashamed of his lineage any longer. His blood was the reason he could wield the Forsaken Blade, and it was only because of him that they had a chance to stop the First once and for all.

“You’re wrong,” he said, even though he knew he didn’t need to defend himself to the vile creature. “I can and will destroy you.”

Underestimating him would be the last act of the ancient vampire’s long life.

“You want to fight me, mortal?” She snarled, flashing crimson-tipped fangs. “Fine. I’ll kill you first. It matters little to me.”

Luna gasped nearby. From the corner of his eye, Marius could see Sebastian and Luna. The king’s arm was banded around his wife’s stomach as if he was holding her back.

They hadn’t said goodbye.

Hopefully, it wasn’t a mistake that would haunt Luna for the rest of her endless days.

A growl ripped from the First’s mouth, and Marius knew the time for chatting was over. Good. The sooner the First died, the sooner he could share his plans for the future with Vivienne.

He quickly fell into a fighting stance. He was aware of his surroundings—the vampires, the snow, the bloody corpses—but his attention was locked on the ancient creature of death.

She leaned forward, her fingers curling and shadows streaming around her as she moved toward him.

The dagger vibrated in Marius’s hand, an ominous warning. Not yet.

He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he did. He couldn’t make the first move.

The Spirit of the Waters’ warning was strong in his mind.

Aim for the heart, Prince.

The First took a step to the right.

Marius mirrored her movements, keeping space between them. She breathed, or at least whatever approximation of breathing a creature like her required, and he did the same.

She raised a brow, forming a whip of shadows and lashing it out at him.

Marius darted to the left. The whip slashed across his cheek, and his flesh stung.

His opponent sucked in a breath, and the darkness in her eyes deepened. The shadows around her thickened, and then, she let out a rough laugh.

Nothing about this seemed amusing to Marius.

“How kind of you to bleed for us, mortal.” That madness glinted in her eyes, and a pit formed in his stomach.

Us?

Marius’s wide eyes met Luna’s over the First’s shoulder. His sister shook her head imperceptibly.

“I don’t know,” she mouthed.

Sebastian’s shoulders tensed, and twin swords made of shadows formed in his hands as he stepped back and stood next to Luna. His gaze swiveled through the forest, searching.

Dread crawled down Marius’s spine, and goosebumps erupted on his flesh.

“Oh, my,” the First chuckled, the sound lacking warmth. “Did you think I was alone?”

What kind of question was that? Of course, she was alone.

Who else would be with⁠—

Marius’s mind blanked, and thinking became impossible as the First flicked her hand. Shadows poured from her, darkening the night. They rippled, and the air shifted.

The scent of death, which had already been so strong that Marius could barely breathe, multiplied. It was like he’d been dropped into a pit of hell.

Which didn’t make sense, except…

A gasp came from beside him as Vivienne darted forward and grabbed his left arm.

“Marius, do you see... There are….”

Her voice trembled and trailed off as her grip squeezed his arm. Her loss for words wasn’t nearly as troubling as the fear in her voice.

“I see them.” Marius’s hand tightened around the hilt of the Forsaken Blade, the etchings digging into his palm and threatening to cut his skin.

By all the gods and anything he’d ever held holy, this was bad. Worse, if possible, than everything he and Vivienne had faced thus far. Which said a lot.

Maybe his bodyguard was right. Maybe he did attract trouble more than the average person because this...

He swallowed past the growing lump in his throat.

This was far worse than he ever could’ve imagined.

Time seemed to slow as he stared at the nightmare unraveling before them.

Standing in a semi-circle around the First, their bodies bent at strange angles as though their limbs had been broken and never properly reformed, were three men and two women wearing bloody and torn clothes. They were… vampires. Or at least, he thought they were.

Usually, children of the moon were too-beautiful-to-be-real.

Luna was the perfect example of that. His sister was the same as she’d been before, but not. The lines of her face were smoother, her skin shone brighter, and her eyes were more captivating. She’d always been beautiful, but as a vampire, she drew attention just by existing. No one could ignore her, even if they wanted to. When she and Sebastian were together, which was always, thanks to the Tether, they naturally drew everyone’s attention.

They were the most powerful vampires in the land. Blessed by Isvana herself.

These creatures were not like that.

Like the First, these strange beings had ashen skin. Their eyes were black, empty pits lacking all sparks of life. Their cheeks were sunken, their features too prominent. Their hair hung in clumps from their skulls, and black blood oozed from the skull of the one closest to Marius.

The vampires-that-weren’t-vampires smiled. Fangs were nestled in their gums, but somehow, they looked sharper than Vivienne’s. More deadly.

It was an awful sight.

As one, they turned to Marius.

As one, their empty gazes dropped to the cut on his cheek, where blood was still dripping down his face.

And as one, they released a swarm of shadows and snarled. The terrible sound echoed through the forest, shattering whatever strange stillness had come over them.

Behind the First and her aberrations, Sebastian yelled out commands to the vampires.

Luna extended her palm, darkness streaming from her hands.

Vivienne growled.

And the First?

Her lips contorted into a smile that would forever haunt Marius as she laughed maniacally.

“Welcome to the new age, halfling.” She hurled the words as she prowled towards him. “Enjoy this glimpse of my new court before you die.”

Court? These monstrosities weren’t people. Not anymore. They were more dead than alive, reincarnated bodies that weren’t truly present. Dead men and women walking, nothing more.

If Marius hadn’t already been certain the First had lost her mind after centuries of rotting in that tomb, that statement would’ve confirmed it for him.

Keeping his gaze trained on the deadly vampire, Marius stepped back. The carvings on the hilt of the Forsaken Blade cut into his palm. He felt the sting of broken skin, but he didn’t dare look down.

The First flicked her hand. “Feast, my lovelies. Show them why you’re my Chosen Ones.”

At her signal, all five undead turned and raced into the forest. They were quicker than normal creatures of the night, and the king’s army wasn’t fast enough.

A soldier screamed as one of the atrocities leaped through the air and sunk its fangs into her neck. Crimson blood spurted as the creature reached up, wrenching the vampire’s head from her shoulders and throwing it into the forest.

Before Marius could process that he’d just witnessed a gruesome murder, the creature was already tearing into another vampire. And another.

Screams and shouts of alarm rose from all around.

There were only five undead vampires.

Five.

They should not have been a problem. This fight should have been over before it began.

That wasn’t the case.

A creature that had once been a man was fighting Sebastian and Luna together. Luna had been training with Sebastian for years, but they were barely holding their opponent back.

What was happening?

The First grinned maniacally. There was nothing comforting about the gesture.

“See?” she hissed, her eyes widening as a mad gleam overtook them. “That’s why I am Ithiar’s chosen daughter. Powerful beyond belief, a member of the Twelve, and a true ruler of this land. No one can stand against me.”

Maybe she was right. Maybe even after everything they’d gone through, they would still fail.

Maybe.

But Marius wouldn’t go down without a fight. Not after having come so far.

And so, with one final prayer to the gods, he met the First’s gaze and smiled back. “You’ll have to get through me first.”


Fury, Anger, and Despair
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Death was here.

Vivienne thought she’d been in its cold presence before, but she'd been wrong. None of her lived experiences compared to the savage destruction taking place all around her.

An hour ago, she never would have believed that five creatures could cause so much destruction in such a short period of time.

Now, though?

The awful proof surrounded her.

Black blood coated Vivienne's sword as she danced around one of the vile creatures that had stepped out of the darkness. She refused to call them vampires because they were nothing like her.

The aberrations had killed eleven vampire soldiers in less than a minute before the rest of the army realized what was happening.

Now, the strange creatures were battling the army. Even their movements and strategies made no sense. The undead seemed to be dancing to music only they could hear, switching places around the forest and terrorizing as many vampires as possible.

Vivienne was fighting alongside Jasper Boucher, a soldier she’d worked with several decades ago in the north. He’d been Made around the same time as her, and even though they’d never had any romantic connection, Vivienne considered him a good acquaintance.

Jasper panted beside her, gripping a battle axe made of shadows, as they stared at the monster in front of them. Crimson blood coated it from head to toe, but it didn’t seem to care.

Vivienne’s gaze darted past the creature to the prince. He was back to circling the First, the obsidian blade glinting in his hand. Every part of her yearned to be fighting at his side, but she couldn’t until these creatures were dealt with.

She’d already stabbed the monster in the stomach, and black blood was pouring out of the wound, but the creature didn’t seem to care.

Jasper glanced at Vivienne, yelling to be heard over the chaos of the battle around them. “This is bad!”

He’d always been one to point out the obvious. When they first met, it had amused, but now? Not so much.

“Yes.”

That was all she managed to say before the creature lunged towards Jasper. It moved with unnatural speed, snarling and snapping its long fangs together like a feral dog. It sounded like a Fledgling lost in bloodlust, but it lacked any sense of life that vampires had when they were Made.

The monster was dead, but alive. There was no life in its eyes, and yet it killed with fierce intensity.

Jasper swung out of the way, swinging his axe. The weapon hit the creature in the right arm, slicing clean through the limb. Ink sprayed everywhere.

The creature screamed, incensed at the loss of its arm. Instead of slowing down, it bolted towards Jasper. It was moving faster than before. How was that possible?

Even with Vivienne’s vampiric senses, she could barely track the undead monster as it raced in a blur.

“Jasper, look out!” she shouted.

He spun around, lifting his bloody axe with a roar and swinging it through the air. Shadows rippled around the weapon, and he snarled.

A discordant screech ripped from the creature’s lips as it evaded the blow. The fingers of its remaining hand curled into a fist and punched through Jasper’s tunic and chest as though his body were made of paper.

Jasper roared as the monster yanked a pulsing organ out of his chest. Vivienne’s eyes widened in shock, and her own heart hammered in her chest. Jasper’s roar morphed into a moan as the creature took a massive bite out of his heart.

Oh, gods.

Bile rose in Vivienne’s throat, and she swayed on her feet.

Jasper’s mouth opened as though he was going to say something, to scream or cry or right back, but he never got the chance. Black spiderwebs crept over his skin as though he’d been staked, and a moment later, his body disintegrated to ash and disappeared into the wind.

Vivienne hadn’t even known vampires could die by having their hearts removed and eaten. As far as she was aware, that shouldn’t have been possible.

But it was, because Jasper was very, very dead.

A silent prayer ran through her mind for the vampire, but there was no time to mourn.

Her blood chilled, and her breath came in short bursts as a war cry escaped her. She spun towards the monstrous creature, her sword held high.

The throbbing heart was still gripped in the creature’s fingers as Vivienne swung her blade diagonally, hitting flesh, then bone.

The monster’s remaining hand fell to the ground, and the creature released an ear-splitting scream. It turned to Vivienne. Blood and gore dripped from its mouth, tinging its grey skin crimson. It smiled, the remnants of Jasper’s heart still in its mouth.

It took everything Vivienne had not to be sick.

If this had been a normal opponent, they might’ve fled now that they lacked useable limbs. But these creatures weren’t normal.

Shadows swarmed from the undead being’s body, piling on top of each other. In the same way that other vampires used their darkness to create weapons, the monster’s shadows formed two working arms.

Black blood still poured out of its wounds, but the shadow limbs appeared perfectly functional as the creature flexed its new fingers.

Isvana help them all.

Dead eyes met Vivienne’s as the creature’s smile widened.

Ice-cold dread curled in her stomach, and she took a trembling step back. What would it take to kill these monsters?

Another soldier ran in front of her, shouting a battle cry. Shadows clashed, and the undead creature’s attention was occupied for the moment.

All around her, the battle raged.

Blood painted everything in sight, and vampires were dying. Even the royals hadn’t managed to dispatch their undead yet, although its limbs were made of shadows.

Vivienne glanced at the sky. The moon was still high, and several hours of nighttime remained.

How would this end?

Another aberration charged at her, pulling her from her thoughts.

She ducked and swung her sword, catching it in her new adversary in the stomach. It moaned as she yanked her weapon free.

At that same moment, a voice that Vivienne would recognize anywhere rose from the center of the clearing. Her heart raced, and she sucked in a breath, her head swinging towards the sound.

“Oh, no,” she breathed, fear chilling her heart.

The First had been circling Marius, the two of them engaging in a dance while the ancient being seemed to play with the halfling, but that was no longer the case.

The prince held his dagger in front of him, his grip unwavering as the vampire lunged towards him. He evaded her attack, swiping out with the obsidian blade. It hit her side, drawing black blood.

Vivienne’s heart raced, and her hand grew slick. She was usually calm and collected during a battle, but there wasn’t usually someone to whom she’d given her heart fighting an ancient creature poised to kill him.

Why had she fallen for the prince? Why hadn’t she just done her job, guarded him, and been done with it? Why did she have to go and give her heart to someone who was such a beacon for trouble?

Why, why, why?

The questions swirled in Vivienne’s mind, and she was so distracted that she barely avoided the set of claws attempting to disembowel her.

This was too much. Too hard. Fighting these creatures and watching over Marius was like dividing her heart in two. She wasn’t built for this.

She could see the royals across the clearing. They were still battling their monster, but every so often, the queen’s gaze flicked over to Marius.

Like Vivienne, she couldn’t keep her eyes away from the prince.

And for good reason.

Marius and the First were engaged in a dance that could only lead to one thing: death.

It was evident in the way the ancient vampire had spoken to Marius that she thought she’d kill him easily, but the prince was well-trained. Pride warmed Vivienne’s chest as Marius evaded the First’s attacks with a soldier’s ease.

He was fighting well. It seemed he’d learned a thing or two since the last time they’d gone up against the First because he was holding his own.

But how long could he last?

That was the question that had Vivienne tightening her grip on her sword.

They had to end this now.

A shriek pulled Vivienne’s gaze from the prince, and her eyes widened as another one of the undead creatures dove straight for her.

Gods. She was really starting to hate these things.

This woman was one Vivienne hadn’t fought yet. Long blonde hair streamed behind her back, and crimson, blood-soaked fabric that might once have been a dress clung to her skeletal grey frame. A necklace hung from her neck, the jewelry shockingly similar to one Aurora, Vivienne’s mother, used to wear.

Vivienne hesitated.

Gods-damn it all, but something about this creature felt more real than the others. As if a piece of life was still attached to her that the others lacked.

Vivienne sucked in a breath, searching for a hint of humanity in the other woman’s eyes.

They were bottomless, empty pits.

There was nothing there to save.

Vivienne’s hesitation only lasted for a moment, but it was one moment too long.

The creature’s claws swiped across her chest. Fire ran through her, and she screamed as she stumbled back.

Burning.

Red-hot flames consumed her from the inside out.

Gods above, it hurt. Curses ran through her mind, and her body urged her to fall to her knees as blood poured from her wound, but she refused. She couldn’t give up. Not now.

Pushing past the burning pain, Vivienne spun on her heel and swung her sword, catching the monster in the upper thigh. Her blade sliced through flesh and hit bone. Her arm screamed as she tried to wrench the blade out of the creature.

It was stuck.

Vivienne grunted, digging her heels into the ground and yanking. The sword didn’t budge.

Icy dread spread through her limbs, a stark contrast to the flames eating her up from the inside out, and she could barely breathe.

No, no, no.

The creature reached down, her long fingers wrapping around the steel lodged in her thigh, and pulled.

Vivienne screamed and struggled, but this gods-damned undead being was strong. Inch by gods-damned inch, the creature yanked her forward.

The fire in Vivienne’s chest worsened until it felt like she’d swallowed embers and was burning alive.

She’d tried so gods-damned hard.

Done so much.

But as she stared into those black eyes that lacked all semblance of life, she realized it wasn’t enough. She would die here, in this forest-turned-battlefield, and her life would end. She’d spent a century as a soldier, but without a doubt, the past few weeks had been the happiest of her life.

The flames within her became a bonfire, consuming her.

Blood seeped out of her wounds.

The monster that had once been a woman screamed, yanked the sword out of Vivienne’s grasp, and grabbed her. Her fingers were claws as they dug into Vivienne’s arm.

So this was it.

Vivienne’s deepest regret, the one that she would carry with her from this life into the next, was that she’d never told Marius she loved him. She never told him that she wanted to go on more adventures with him, see the world with him, and experience life with him by her side.

And now, she’d never get the chance.

Burning tears gathered behind her eyes as the bringer of her final demise snarled in her face.

Death wasn’t beautiful. It wasn’t welcome.

But it had come for Vivienne.

She would not enter death’s arms willingly, though. Not now that she’d finally found love. Even as fire devoured her from the inside out, she attempted to rip herself out of the creature’s grip.

Razor-sharp nails clawed at Vivienne’s arm, peeling back layers of skin.

The burning intensified.

Vivienne screamed, her legs giving out as the pain grew worse. She fell, tears tracking down her cheeks as she crawled backward through the bloody snow. Maybe if she could find her sword, she could protect herself. Kill the undead vampire.

Maybe—

“Vivienne!” The scream came from the battlefield, cutting through the desperate fog that had taken over her mind.

That voice.

She knew that voice.

She tried to move towards the sound, but flames twisted and burned in her chest and arm. Pure fire engulfed her from the inside out.

The end was coming.

Cold unlike anything Vivienne had ever felt swept over her, and she shivered.

Death would not be warm. It would not be comfortable. It would not be filled with laughter and adventure and love.

Death would be lonely, and she was headed straight for it.

Tears streaked down her cheeks as she gasped for air.

Time slowed to a crawl, giving her one last moment before the undead monster, with its outstretched claws and black eyes, killed her.

Vivienne had always thought that when the time came, she would look death in the eyes and watch as it stole the final promises of life that had been given to her on the night of her Making.

She’d been wrong.

Vivienne turned her head away from the monster and looked at the bloody clearing. Her heart beat one final time, and her mouth opened on an exhale as Marius’s brown eyes locked with hers.

The fire abated. Just a little. Just enough for a tiny nugget of peace to settle in her heart.

She breathed his name.

The prince roared, the sound unlike anything she’d ever heard from him. It was fury and anger and despair twisted into one.

The First charged at Marius, a feral shriek ripping from its chest. Matching horrible sounds came from all the undead creatures at the same time.

And then, death descended upon Vivienne.


A Bloody Battleground
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No, no, no.

That was the only thought running through Marius’s mind, the only thing he could think of as Vivienne’s eyes locked with his.

Across the way, he could see his sister and brother-in-law fighting another one of those creatures.

Death, blood, and gore surrounded them.

The cold air was heavy with the weight of dozens of lost lives. Who knew so few creatures could be the bringers of so much destruction? He’d never been to war, but by all the gods, it was an awful sight.

How had it come to this?

A crazed laugh came from behind him, pulling him from his thoughts.

The First.

Anger was the driving force in Marius’s body as he turned and ducked, avoiding the ancient vampire’s attack. He had to end this. Vivienne needed him.

The dagger vibrated in his hand, the hilt so hot it nearly burned him. The blade had been guiding his movements this entire battle, strengthening him in a way that didn’t entirely make sense.

Now, it seemed to say.

Marius didn’t question the blade’s magic or the way it spoke to him. He didn’t have time.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched in horror as one of the undead creatures slammed into Vivienne’s bloody, bruised body. Marius screamed as the blond monster lifted its head, its too-sharp fangs glinting in the moonlight.

He spun on his heels, nearly slipping in the bloody snow, and shouted his rage and fear. His body moved of its own accord, and he charged at the First with a speed that didn’t seem to belong to him. He raised the Forsaken Blade, the hilt searing his palm.

The ancient vampire raced towards him with a snarl, and Marius knew this was the end.

The final stand.

Red tinged his vision, a roaring filled his ears, and the Spirit of the Water’s words echoed in his mind. Aim for the heart.

This was their last hope.

The First snarled and grabbed Marius’s arm with an iron grip. The ancient being cackled, the sound sending shivers down his spine.

The blade vibrated in his hand. His fingers twisted on the hilt. Before he could send a prayer to the gods asking them to guide his movements, his hand was already moving.

The First’s fingers dug into his skin, tearing through flesh and making him bleed even as he slammed the Forsaken Blade into her chest. A sizzling sound filled the air as the obsidian dagger sank through flesh, finding its target.

Time slowed, and Marius’s heart became a roaring drum in his ears. His breath caught in his throat.

Wails rose from all around him.

The dagger heated.

Shadows streamed from the First.

A clap of thunder came from the heavens.

In front of Marius, shadows swarmed the undead vampire Luna and Sebastian had been battling. One moment, the creature was there. The next, it was gone in an explosion of ash and darkness.

Had he done it?

Had he stopped them in time to save Vivienne?

Marius wanted to look and see if she was alright, but he couldn’t move.

Darkness swelled from the First’s chest, pulsing like a wave. It swept over Marius, stealing his vision for one long, never-ending moment. It was as if the entire world took a breath at the same time.

His heart stilled, his lungs ceased breathing, and even his magic solidified in his veins.

The moment lasted for an eternity, and it was over in the blink of an eye.

When the darkness lifted, several things seemed to happen at once.

Marius tightened his fingers around the blade.

The First’s mouth fell open in shock, and she stared at him, unblinking.

The fingers gripping his arm convulsed.

An ear-piercing, high-pitched whine came from the Forsaken Blade. The hilt glowed bright blue, lighting up the night sky as black blood seeped around it.

The ancient vampire opened and closed her mouth. She lifted her hand from Marius’s arm, her fingers twitching.

“Impossible,” she croaked, black blood pouring from her mouth. “I... can... not...”

Her next words never came as the blade’s whine became a scream. Shadows swept across the ancient vampire’s ashen skin like spilled bottles of ink, covering her in seconds.

Ashen skin turned black.

Marius’s eyes widened, and he fought the urge to remove his fingers from the blade as the First’s flesh shrunk in on itself, hugging the vampire’s skeletal frame.

It seemed to take the First forever to die. Or maybe it was Marius’s desperate need to get to his vampire that had him wishing this ancient creature would cease existing faster.

Endless, painful seconds dragged on as the First’s blood hardened to glistening black stone.

Seasons went by in the blink of an eye. Lifetimes passed. Universes were made and destroyed.

Thoughts of Vivienne consumed Marius’s mind. He had to get to her. To see her. To save her. To tell her he loved her. He needed her, but he was frozen in this warped moment with this gods-damned blade.

Why wouldn’t the First die?

Time was his adversary, and he couldn’t even fight it as he waited for this to be over.

Finally, after an endless eternity, the hilt cooled in Marius’s grip.

He withdrew the blade, and the First’s body fell to the ground with a thunderous bang that echoed through the forest.

Dead.

She was really, truly dead.

A minute hadn’t even passed before a hand landed on his good arm. He looked down to see his sister’s fingers gripping him, black blood coating her flesh.

“Stand back, Marius.” Luna’s voice was soft and laced with royal authority.

He did as she asked, his movements stiff. Luna took his place in front of the motionless body, extending her right hand before her.

It was only then that Marius realized none of the vampires were in front of them. They couldn’t have gone far, what with the Tether, but he couldn’t see them.

Was Vivienne with the others?

She had to be there. He couldn’t bear to think about the alternative. His chest seized at the very thought that something had happened to her.

Before he could ask, bright yellow sparks danced across his sister’s hand.

Embers of pure sunlight lit up the night, and with a frown of concentration, Luna formed a glowing sphere in her palm. It expanded, reaching the size of a large orange, before she lobbed the ball of sunlight at the First.

Her aim was perfect.

The projectile landed on the ancient vampire’s lifeless body, and the corpse burst into flames. The fire burned far hotter than normal, and the body was gone in seconds.

A heartbeat after that, the fire vanished.

When the final spark was extinguished, Marius turned and ran towards the last location where he’d seen Vivienne. Luna called after him, but he didn’t stop. He had to find his vampire. Now that the First was dead, Vivienne was the only thing that mattered.

The forest had become a gruesome, bloody battleground, but he barely noticed the gore as he pushed past trees and raced to the last spot where he’d seen her.

Ash covered the snow and nearby trees. There was the imprint of a body on the crimson snow, but she wasn’t there.

Marius dropped to his knees, placing his palm face-down on the ground. His heart raced. Where was she?

“Marius,” Luna spoke softly behind him, standing a few feet away. She must not have been able to come any closer, thanks to the Tether. “You’re looking for Vivienne, right?”

He spun around. “Yes. Where is she?”

“Sebastian has her. But you should know, she’s⁠—”

He didn’t wait to hear the rest of her words. He rose and raced over to the king, who was kneeling on the ground with his wings spread.

A low moan filled the air as he got close to Sebastian, and it took a moment for Marius to realize the sound was coming from him.

Laid out beside the king in a row were over twenty vampires, all in various states of injury and death.

Marius couldn’t take his eyes off the one closest to his brother-in-law.

Fiery red hair framed a too-pale face, and beautiful black eyes that had once held so much life stared blankly up at the night sky. Vivienne’s chest was a mess of blood, and her arms lay limply at her sides.

Someone yelled, their voice echoing through the forest. He wasn’t sure if it was him or Luna.

Marius fell to his knees beside Sebastian, ignoring the bite of snow through his trousers, and took Vivienne’s hand.

It was as cold as ice.

“Wake up,” he pleaded with her, his eyes burning. “Please, you need to wake up. We did it.”

She didn’t move, and his heart twisted as pain speared his chest.

Marius had known death was a possibility, but it had been a foreign concept. He’d never truly considered that it might visit either of them. Vampires were immortal, for the gods’ sake. Creatures of the night weren’t supposed to die. They were supposed to live forever. She was supposed to live forever.

He’d been a gods-damned fool.

And now, Vivienne was…

She was…

This was…

Marius inhaled… or at least, he tried to.

In reality, a fist compressed his lungs. Air was a distant memory.

“Get up,” he whispered, salty tears streaming down his cheeks. He did nothing to stop them. “Get. Up. Yell at me. Tell me how much I attract trouble. Be angry with me. Just… please.” His voice cracked, and the words barely made it out of his throat. “Wake up.”

She didn’t do as he asked.

Of course not.

A hand touched his shoulder.

“She’s gone,” Sebastian said. The king’s voice was uncharacteristically soft, filled with the gentleness he usually reserved for his wife.

That made things so much worse.

“No.” Marius shook his head, unwilling and unable to accept what he was seeing. What he was hearing. This had to be a trick. A joke. This couldn’t be real. “She can’t be dead.”

Death was so final. So cold.

And Vivienne was so full of life.

Fabric rustled on his other side, and Luna pried his hand from his bodyguard.

“I’m sorry, Marius,” she whispered, clasping his fingers between hers.

No.

This couldn’t be happening. He refused to believe it.

He didn’t realize that he’d shaken off his sister’s hold until he held Vivienne’s clammy hands between his once again.

“Wake up,” he whispered, repeating his earlier plea. “You have to wake up.”

He didn’t want to go back to Castle Sanguis without her. He didn’t want to go on any adventures without her. He didn’t want to do anything without her.

“Marius—”

“No.”

Luna meant well, but he couldn’t talk to his sister right now. He couldn’t look at her. He brought Vivienne’s hand to his lips, uncaring that it was bloody. What was blood when he’d failed her?

He kissed the inside of her palm, his heart breaking at the coldness of her flesh.

“I’m so sorry, Viv,” he murmured brokenly against her skin. “I⁠—”

His eyes widened, and he replaced his lips with his thumb. He didn’t dare move, let alone breathe, in case he missed it. In case it wasn’t real. In case she was really, truly dead.

Seconds that seemed like lifetimes passed before he felt it again.

A flutter.

It was barely there, a whisper of life, but it. Was. There.

Marius’s entire world centered on that minuscule movement. He swept Vivienne into his arms, his own wounds nothing in comparison to hers.

“She’s still alive.” He stood and faced the royals. “We need to get her help. Now.”


Death Waited in the Wings
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Vivienne was floating.

Everything around her was dark and empty.

Shadows didn’t exist in this space because light was a foreign concept. There were no stars. No moon. Nothing at all, except her.

She was weightless, and nothing was right.

She couldn’t see anything, but when she tried to open her eyes, nothing happened. It was as if her body had forgotten it was attached to her mind. She couldn’t feel her fingers, her toes, or even the burning pain that had been devouring her from the inside out earlier.

She just... was.

How long had she been here? It felt like minutes, but it could have been decades or centuries.

Time had no meaning in this place, wherever it was.

Would this emptiness be her home for the rest of eternity? She’d always assumed that if she ever met her final death, life would just... end.

Maybe she’d been wrong.

Maybe this was it.

She didn’t feel dead, though. She didn’t feel anything at all.

Vivienne didn’t know how long she floated through the nothingness of this space that was like the Void, but not. Nothing seemed to matter at all until something pierced through the darkness of the space where she currently resided.

At first, it was nothing more than a silver spark.

There one moment, gone the next.

Was it a figment of her imagination?

Sometime later, it happened again. Silver flashed, bursting through the darkness like an exploding star before it disappeared.

This time, she was sure it was real.

It happened again.

And again.

Each time, the flash of silver was brighter and remained longer before vanishing.

Something deep within her stirred. The strange flashes called to her, speaking to a part of her that didn’t quite make sense.

More silver appeared. The tiny tendrils of bright light multiplied. Soon, this place that wasn’t a place was more silver than black.

And then she heard it. A faint, barely audible murmur broke through the darkness. It was as if she was deep underwater. She could barely hear them, but the sound reverberated through her soul.

“Viv?” The voice faded in and out. “Come back.”

Her heart ached at the sound, and for the first time since she entered this strange place, she felt.

She didn’t quite understand what they were saying, though. Come back? Where was she?

“Please... need...”

The voice was growing fainter, and the silver ribbons were disappearing again.

Something within Vivienne screamed, and she knew that if they left, they’d never return. She’d be stuck in this place of darkness forever.

Somehow, that hurt more than everything else she’d experienced so far.

She strained for the light, wishing she understood how to move in this place.

“Vivienne.” Again, that voice called for her. “Please...”

She didn’t know how she did it. She wasn’t sure whether it was through pure will, strange magic, or something else entirely, but it didn’t matter. Not really. All that mattered was that one moment, she was in that weightless, nothing place, and the next, she wasn’t.

Silver light engulfed her, caressing and embracing her, and then, it vanished.

For one long moment, there was nothing but blackness.

And then, there was pain.

Oh, gods.

It was everywhere. Her head pounded against the confines of her skull. Her limbs were made of lead and unable to move. Her chest was on fire, burning, burning, burning.

Breathing in was like inhaling shards of sunlight, and her lungs felt like they were moments away from bursting into flames. Every beat of her heart was like a dagger piercing her chest.

Nothing was good. Nothing was easy.

Why had she come back? In the emptiness, she had felt nothing.

That was better than this.

If this was life, she didn’t want it. She didn’t want to be caught in this painful existence, alive only to feel the utter agony coursing through her. Aches and pains had nothing on this.

It was as though she’d ingested silver, and now the deadly compound ran through her veins in the place of darkness.

Even thinking hurt.

A low moan crawled up her scratchy throat. The rough sound was wrong. All of this was wrong.

What had she done to deserve this? A sharp inhale came from beside her, and fingers brushed her cheek. The touch was gentle, but Vivienne couldn’t stop herself from wincing. Her skin was on fire, and every touch was too much.

The emptiness from before had been a mercy. A reprieve.

This was torture. Recompense for the lives she’d taken as a soldier. Retribution for her failures. Punishment for her sins.

This was hell.

“Can you hear me, Viv?” The words were a pained whisper. “I’m sorry. I’m so gods-damned sorry.”

Wetness fell on her cheeks like raindrops from above, a cooling balm to the inferno roaring beneath her skin. She shifted her head towards the salty rain.

“Open your eyes,” the familiar voice murmured. “Please.”

Why did that last word tug on her heart so much? Why did it have her fighting to open her eyes even though the movement sent searing pain racing through her? Why did she⁠—

Her breath escaped her on a ragged exhale as brown eyes met hers.

Worry lines creased Marius’s forehead, and tears streaked down his cheeks. Black blood was spattered across his nose and chin, but he didn’t seem to notice. The worry-free man she’d come to know was gone, and someone deeply troubled was in his place.

“It hurts,” she whispered, the two words the first ones that came to mind.

She hated admitting to the pain, hated that she wasn’t the strong one right now, but she couldn’t get her mind off the agony coursing through her.

“I know.” More tears ran down his cheeks. Had she ever seen him cry before? “They gave you some strong medicine to wake you up, but I’m afraid it won’t last long.”

She didn’t need to be a healer to know he spoke the truth. Fire raged in her chest, and death waited in the wings.

Her gaze crawled past the prince. The king and queen stood against the wall with a team of healers and witches that she vaguely recognized.

“Why?” The word burned its way up her throat, leaving her on a gasp.

Why wake me up?

Why bring me back?

Why do any of this?

The question seemed to pain him almost as much as it did her.

He cupped her cheek and leaned closer. “The First... those creatures she Made weren’t normal. And they... they hurt you.”

Not just her. Flashes of a bloody forest went through Vivienne’s mind.

Her chest tightened. “Are they...”

“Dead, all of them,” Marius said, his eyes never leaving hers. He was perched beside her.

She was on a four-poster bed, she realized. Someone had ripped off her bloody outer garments, and bandages were loosely wrapped around her stomach.

They didn’t stop the burning.

“You did it.” Pride warmed her heart, a momentary reprieve from the fire.

He nodded, giving her a watery smile. “I killed the First with the dagger, and the rest of them died instantly.”

“Good,” she breathed. “That’s good.”

At least Marius was safe. Even though she’d be gone soon, even though this pain would surely devour her from the inside out, he’d be safe with his sister and brother-in-law.

Her eyes grew heavy, and somewhere nearby, death smiled.

It wouldn’t be long, now.

“Marius, I—” she started at the same time that he said, “Bind yourself to me, Vivienne.”

They both paused and stared at each other.

“What?” She could barely force the words out of her mouth. She must’ve misheard him.

“Bind yourself to me,” the prince repeated. “I love you, and I don’t want you to die.” His words came faster as if he knew they were ludicrous. “The healers don’t think that regular blood will be enough to save you, but if you’re Bound to me, if I’m your Source, and we’re tied together, it should be enough.”

She blinked up at him, her brows furrowed. Pain was clouding her mind and making her mishear him. Right? There was no way he said what she thought he said.

Still, she had to check.

“You… love me?” she asked.

“I do. I think I fell in love with you the moment you killed someone for me.” His lips creaked up, and he repeated, “I love you so much, Vivienne Beaumont. You stole my heart, and I don’t want it back.”

She never thought she’d hear those three words directed at her, especially not on her deathbed coming from the prince of the realm.

Despite the pain and agony coursing through her, she smiled back at him. She’d been an utter fool, falling in love with the man she’d vowed to protect... but he loved her back.

If she’d stolen his heart, he’d wormed his way into hers. He saw her darkness, and he didn’t turn and run the other way.

He loved her.

Somehow, that made everything not hurt as much.

“I love you, too,” she whispered, the words taking an eternity to make it out of her sore throat.

Their audience didn’t matter. Not really. The only thing that mattered was the man in front of her.

He bit his lip and kissed the back of her hand. “So, what do you say? Will you Bind yourself to me?”

She stared at him. “A Binding is... forever.”

An eternity together.

“I know,” he murmured, sweeping his thumb over her cheek. “There’s no one I’d rather spend my life with.”

“You would do this for me?” she whispered. “I don’t want you to regret this.”

She didn’t want him to regret her.

Bindings, like Tetherings, could not be undone. They lasted as long as the stronger partner was alive. There would be no going back, no deciding in a day or a year or a century from now that he no longer wanted this. No longer wanted her.

His eyes softened, and he bent, brushing his lips over hers. The kiss was feather-light, but it reverberated through her entire being.

“Never,” he vowed, his voice deepening. “I would sooner chain myself to this castle and swear never to leave its four walls before I regret you.”

She searched his eyes for any sign of a lie, but there was none.

Despite the agony she was in, Vivienne’s heart soared at the declaration. “Okay,” she breathed. “I’ll do it.”
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A mountain of pillows supported Vivienne’s back as she sat up in bed. Before leaving, the healers had given her a potion that tasted like bitter ash mixed with blood, but it had healed the wounds in her stomach enough so that she could move.

Marius stood on Vivienne’s left, his fingers laced with hers. A white bandage was wrapped around his arm, but he didn’t notice it. He had taken her hand the moment she’d agreed to the Binding and hadn’t let go since.

She wasn’t ashamed to say that she was grateful for the support. When the healers had given her the medicine, the pain in her chest had dulled to a steady throb, but the burning was still there. She could feel death waiting in the wings, bidding its time.

King Sebastian and Queen Luna stood in front of the bed, wearing dual expressions of worry.

“You’re sure about this, Marius?” The king’s gaze was dark as it traveled first to Vivienne, then to the prince beside her.

“Yes.” Marius squeezed Vivienne’s hand. “There’s no one I’d rather Bind myself to.”

The queen exchanged a look with her husband before dipping her head.

“Alright. We trust you.” She smiled at Vivienne and came to stand beside her brother. “You must be very special, and I can’t wait to get to know you more in the coming years.”

Acceptance, just like that. No wonder Marius loved his sister so much.

Vivienne’s heart warmed, and she nodded. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I look forward to it.”

The queen tsk’d. “None of that. You might not be marrying my brother, but you’re about to Bind yourself to him. You’ll be around for a long time. Call us by our given names, please.”

That would take some getting used to.

“Alright, I will.” Vivienne shifted on the pillows, hissing as the fire expanded in her chest.

Marius noticed immediately. Of course, he did.

“We need to do this now,” he said seriously. The jovial prince was nowhere in sight as he focused on her. “Hold on, Viv. I know it hurts, but it’ll be over soon.”

Even though pain filled her so completely, she trusted him.

“Okay,” she whispered.

The king—Sebastian—retrieved a golden chalice from a nearby table. A servant had brought it earlier. “You both agree to this Binding, correct?”

He waited until they verbally consented before crossing over to the bed.

“A priest would usually perform the Binding, but since we don’t want to risk a repeat of what happened to me and Luna, I’d like to conduct the ceremony. Is that alright with you?”

A Binding performed by the king himself. Whoever would’ve guessed?

“It’s fine,” Vivienne rasped.

The prince squeezed her fingers. “I don’t care. Just hurry.”

He helped Vivienne lift her good arm to her mouth, waiting as she pierced her tender flesh with her fangs. There was a flash of sharp, piercing pain before the coppery tang of blood filled her mouth.

Sebastian was there with the chalice the moment she pulled her arm from her mouth, and he caught her blood.

“This is familiar,” Luna commented, the hint of a smile dancing across her face.

“Very,” the king replied when the cup was half-full. “There won’t be any surprise Tetherings, though.”

“Thank Isvana,” his wife murmured.

Marius handed Vivienne a cloth bandage as the king moved the chalice away from her arm. The prince’s thoughtfulness warmed Vivienne’s heart. Usually, her skin would heal on its own, but with all the damage the creatures had done to her, this was needed.

Pressing the cloth against her wrist, she leaned against the pillows. Even the small act of biting her wrist had taken far too much energy. Keeping her eyes open was the most strenuous of tasks, and yet, she refused to look away as the prince produced a dagger—not the obsidian blade—and pressed the tip against the soft skin of his right forearm.

The scent of his blood hit the air, and her fangs pulsed. Even now, on the brink of death, the darkness within her wanted to drink from him.

But that would have to wait.

Once the chalice was full, Marius bandaged his wound before reclaiming his seat on the side of the bed.

The king took the chalice and began to chant. He spoke in Isvana’s ancient tongue, asking the goddess of the moon to bless their blood and the Binding.

Soon, the prayer ended.

“It’s time.” The king turned to them. “Who would like to go first?”

Vivienne had thought that when the time came to Bind herself to the prince, she’d be nervous, but a sense of absolute calm washed over her instead.

She whispered, “Me.”

She was ready for this. There was no one else she’d rather be Bound to. She loved Marius with all her heart, and what better way was there to show him than by doing this?

Sebastian handed Marius the chalice. The prince shifted, smiling as he lifted the cup to her lips.

“Open up,” he murmured.

She parted her lips instinctively, keeping her eyes locked on his as he tipped the cup.

The moment the crimson liquid hit her tongue, Vivienne barely bit back a groan. She’d tasted Marius’s blood before, but that had nothing on this. His blood tasted of maple and amber, just like his scent, but it was more. Deeper. And now it was mingling with hers, creating a distinct flavor that she never could’ve imagined, even in her wildest dreams.

She drank and drank.

The fire went from a dull roar to a quiet hum; her darkness sang, and every single part of her felt like it was floating.

When the chalice was half-empty, Marius pulled it from her lips. His gaze never left hers, even as he lifted the cup and drank without hesitation. His throat bobbed as he swallowed their blood, drinking until every last drop was gone.

The tang of magic filled the air as Sebastian began to pray again.

Vivienne could feel her body healing, pulling strength from her new Bound Partner. Wounds stitched themselves together, skin formed where it had been torn, her pulse slowed and returned to normal, and the fire that had been threatening to consume her vanished.

And when black bands appeared on their wrists, intricate swirling bracelets that indicated their bonding to everyone, Vivienne smiled.

She’d never seen this coming, but now that it was here, she couldn’t imagine her life any other way.

Two had become one.

Bound together through eternity.

Never to come undone.

And her heart soared as a deep sense happiness unlike anything she’d ever felt, filled her body, mind, and soul.


Nothing Short of a Miracle
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The silver planes were bright, and every path shimmered as though it was imbued with moonlight.

The air was light as Marius bent and picked up a path. His mouth, which seemed to have been stuck in a permanent smile in the week and a half that had passed since he Bound himself to his vampire, stretched into a grin at the sight of the black markings wrapped around his wrist.

He’d never get enough of seeing those intricate swirls stretched across his flesh. A reminder of the incredible vampire he’d Bound his life to, he would forever wear his Markings with pride.

He and Vivienne had fallen into a deep sleep after the Binding Ceremony. Their bodies had needed time to heal, both from the battle with the First, and the strain of tying themselves together.

Three days after the Binding, he’d woken up fully clothed on his bed beside Vivienne. Luna and Sebastian had been keeping vigil next to him, and the royals sighed in relief as he stirred.

Marius had been relieved to be awake, but it quickly turned to worry when Vivienne continued to sleep. Two entire days passed, where Luna had to force Marius to eat and shower, before Vivienne’s hand twitched in his.

When her stunning obsidian eyes blinked open, relief so potent he’d barely been able to breathe had swept through him.

Marius had gripped Vivienne’s hand tightly, leaned over, and kissed her. He couldn’t help it.

She was alive and awake and the Binding had worked.

Everyone agreed that it was nothing short of a miracle. The First was dead. The other tombs were still sealed, and Sebastian had sent a group of witches to cast new spells on the stones, ensuring they would never open. The Forsaken Blade was safely stored at Lightriver Abbey. The country was at peace.

It felt like a dream, which was why Marius had elected to walk the silver planes. He wanted to make sure nothing was hiding from them.

Running his fingers down the first path, he cataloged the visions of the future as they flashed before his eyes. He Saw Castle Sanguis. His sister. A mountain he didn’t recognize. The Black Sea, shimmering in the distance. Vivienne, standing in front of it, smiling.

Pulling his hand away, Marius reverently placed the path on the ground.

That was a good future.

He picked up the next one, and it was similar. No darkness. Nothing to fear. No hint of the First or any of her dark creatures.

On the third path, he played cards with Vivienne and Felix. The groom said something Marius couldn’t hear, and Vivienne laughed. Gods, that sound was everything. He knew right then he would do whatever it took to hear it again and again.

In the fourth vision, a redheaded elf was chatting with Luna. The two women were laughing as young children chased the queen’s cats around the throne room.

Marius picked up another path. And another. And another.

When he put the last path on the ground and reached within himself for his magic, he felt lighter than ever. Each future was different, but they all had one thing in common: they were good.

Tugging on those silver strands that were as much a part of him as his mortal blood, he grinned as the silver planes disappeared.
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Marius drew in a sharp breath as he returned to his body. His fingers curled around the velvet armrests of his chair, and he breathed in the cool scent that meant his vampire was nearby.

They weren’t Tethered and they didn’t need to remain in the same space, but Marius hadn’t wanted to leave Vivienne’s side since she woke. She seemed to agree because even though they hadn’t outright discussed it, they’d both been living in his room in Castle Sanguis and sharing his bed.

They hadn’t done anything other than share a few kisses, what with her healing after the Binding, but neither had strayed far from the other. Every time he woke, he rolled over to ensure she was still there, still breathing, and still Bound to him.

“Well?” The vampire he loved was perched on the edge of their bed and staring intently at him. “What did you See?”

Gods, she was stunning. She must’ve showered while he was walking the silver planes because her damp red hair hung in an intricate braid across one shoulder. She wore black fighting leathers that hugged her curves, harkening back to her outfit the first night they met.

Her skin had returned to its normal shade, and her red lips were calling to him. Her wings were fanned out behind her, her leathers made to accommodate them. The black appendages were perfect, lacking all evidence of the trauma they’d endured in Death Mountain.

He still couldn’t believe Vivienne had Bound herself to him. It was an honor he didn’t deserve, but he would become worthy of her attention and love if it was the last thing he did.

After all, they’d be together for an eternity. Bindings meant that vampires only required a single Source, and it would also extend his lifetime to match hers.

He couldn’t think of anyone else he’d rather spend eternity with. This was such a far cry from where he’d been a short while ago, sneaking out of the university ball to stop the First on his own. He never would’ve believed that this would be the end result of his adventure: in love and Bound to a powerful, stunning vampire who was his better in every single way.

He was the luckiest man in all the Four Kingdoms.

Marius stood and crossed the room, sitting next to her. “I Saw many things, and they were all good. There wasn’t a trace of darkness in sight.”

Vivienne exhaled, her shoulders loosening. The curtains were drawn, night was still a few hours off, and a Light Elf orb flickered, casting her in a violet glow. It only added to her beauty.

“Thank Isvana.” She reached for his hand and traced his markings. “How are you feeling? Did walking the silver planes drain you?”

He paused, considering the question. Walking the silver planes should have drained him. After all, the act had never been easy. And yet, as he searched within himself for that well of magic that was his birthright, he found it brimming with silver as if he hadn’t touched it.

“I feel fine,” he told her.

If anything, he felt better than before.

“Really?” Vivienne’s eyes searched his, and it was like she was seeing into his soul. Her fingers tightened on his, and a smile stretched across her face. Her wings fluttered behind her, which was absolutely adorable. “That’s incredible.”

“It is.” He leaned close, his free hand landing on her thigh as he kissed the corner of her mouth. She inhaled, the sound going directly to his core. Gods, he loved this woman. He whispered against her lips. “It must be the Binding. Thank you.”

It was an added benefit that he hadn’t considered.

She opened her mouth, probably to say something, but he swallowed her words with a kiss.

He’d only intended for this to be a quick embrace. A peck, nothing more. A show of gratitude for the way that she’d changed his life for the better in so many ways.

His intentions didn’t prepare him for the softness of her lips, the bitter aftertaste of the coffee she must’ve had while he was walking the silver planes, or the moan that slipped from her as their mouths fused.

They kissed, and he lost himself in the embrace.

His heart raced, and warmth ran through him as he swept his tongue across the seam of her lips. She parted them willingly, and he ran his tongue over the tip of one of her fangs. Even when they’d kissed before, he hadn’t dared touch them.

But now?

Now she loved him, and he loved her, and they were Bound together. She shivered beneath him, her hand reaching behind his neck and pulling him closer.

“More,” she murmured against his lips.

As if he needed to be told twice.

He brushed his tongue against each fang, learning what made her shiver and moan. Each gasp and sound was a further incentive for him to continue.

Her grip tightened around the back of his neck.

He moved his hands to her hips, lifting her off the bed.

Their mouths remained fused, their kiss seeming to stretch on for an eternity as he placed her over his lap. Her wings spread out behind her, blocking the violet orbs nestled in sconces on the walls.

“I love you so much,” he murmured, his hands traveling over her body. Touching. Learning. Caressing.

He would never get enough of this. Of her.

Every other time he’d been with someone, their time together had been rushed. Very few emotions had been involved, and he’d never felt like this. Like his entire world started and ended with her.

The castle could crumble beneath them, and he wouldn’t care. How could he, when the most beautiful woman in the entire world was sitting in his lap, kissing him with the same passion that coursed through his veins?

He wasn’t sure how much time passed before she lifted her mouth from his. Her eyes were dark, and her cheeks were flushed as she rested her forehead against his. They shared the same air, breathing in deeply as their chests heaved in time with each other. Her lips parted, giving him a glimpse of those sharp fangs nestled in her gums.

She was so gods-damned beautiful... and she’d Bound herself to him.

Marius wasn’t sure whether it was the knowledge that this incredible vampire loved him that had him moving or the desire to feel those bat-like membranes beneath his fingers, but either way, he banded his left arm around her middle, held her gaze, and reached behind her to graze the fingers of his right hand down her wing. It was soft in a way that he hadn’t expected but also far tougher than it looked.

Just like her.

“Oh,” his vampire exhaled on a gasp, shivering at his touch. “You shouldn’t⁠—”

“Do this?” He laid his palm flat on the black membranes.

The responding shudder that ran through Vivienne had him sucking in a breath.

He kissed her, trailing his fingers over her wing. “How does it feel?”

“It feels...” She sucked in a breath as he laid his hand over the wing again. “Oh, gods. It feels good.”

He’d already come to that conclusion based on the way she was breathing heavily in his lap, but hearing her say those words and watching her chest heave as he touched her wings made the moment even more powerful.

He traced the membranes of her wings, following a line that led to the spot where they connected to her back.

“I... Oh.” She groaned, writhing in his lap. Her fingers found their way underneath his shirt, running over the planes of his stomach. “I want you, Marius.”

When she’d told him that she loved him, he thought those three words were the most incredible ones he’d ever heard. He was wrong.

His hand stilled on her wing, and he paused to look into her eyes once again. “Are you sure that you’re feeling strong enough?”

He wouldn’t push her on this. They had an eternity. They didn’t need to do anything she wasn’t comfortable with. Not now, not ever.

Her eyes widened, and not even a heartbeat later, she’d flipped them. He was on his back, looking up at her as she straddled him. Her wings flared out behind her, stretching across the length of the bed. Her fangs glistened in the violet light, and a look of amusement danced across her face.

“Are you questioning my strength, Your Highness?”

“Never,” he breathed.

Her lips quirked up into a smile, and she bent, kissing him. “Good. I wouldn’t want you to forget which of us is the vampire in this relationship.”

He reached for her braid and wrapped it around his wrist, tugging her down. His lips danced over hers, and his entire body yearned for more of her.

“Perhaps I need a little reminder.” His tongue grazed her fang, and he whispered into her mouth, “Bite me, Viv.”

A sharp inhale followed, and she pushed him back onto the bed. Her dark gaze swept over his, and for the longest moment, neither of them spoke. Did she think he would take back the request?

Never.

She slowly nodded, her braid still caught in his fist. “Do you trust me?”

“With my life,” he replied honestly. He’d never trusted anyone as much as he did her.

She exhaled, her wings snapped behind her, and then, her mouth was at his throat.

Her fingers gripped his shoulders, and she kissed his throat before two sharp points met the skin of his neck. He inhaled as she bit, the flash of pain quickly giving way to something else entirely as she drew his blood into her mouth.

They both moaned, the sound filling the room as she drank.

This was nothing like when she’d fed from him in the past. It was more. Deeper. Better.

The bond between them sang, his magic pulsed, and the marks on his wrist tingled as she pulled his blood into her.

How could he have ever thought that having a vampire drink from him would be anything less than pleasurable?

Their hands roamed over each other as she drank. He slipped his fingers beneath her leathers, delighting in the resulting shiver that ran through her when his fingers grazed her smooth, soft skin.

She found the collar of his shirt, and with a show of strength that made him want her more, she ripped the fabric off him.

Her fangs left his neck, and she breathed, “Too many clothes.”

He wholeheartedly agreed.

Within seconds, their garments were piled on the floor.

Marius couldn’t help but admire the beautiful vampire he was Bound to.

Every part of Vivienne was incredible, as if she’d been sculpted by the gods with him in mind. She was a piece of beautiful dark art, and he would admire her every day for the rest of his life.

She was his.

He couldn’t wait to explore the world with her at his side, spending every day together, traveling and experiencing life.

“I’m yours, Vivienne,” he murmured against her mouth, claiming a kiss.

Her black eyes shone with an ocean of love as they swept over his. “Yes, you are,” she agreed. “I love you, Marius.”

His hands found her hips, and he flipped them around, guiding her to lay on the bed. She retracted her wings, looking up at him as he gently pushed her down.

He fit himself between her legs and kissed her again, relishing in the feel of her mouth against his. He gathered her wrists, marveling at their matching Markings, and held them above her head.

Lowering his head, he kissed her, murmuring against her lips, “I will love you forever.”

And then there were no more words between them.

Her fangs found his neck once more, and she drank as the final barriers between them were torn away.

Two became one.

Prince and vampire.

Bound Partners.

She was his, and he was hers.

Forever.


Epilogue
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Seven years later

“We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.” Marius’s voice came from behind Vivienne, his hands wrapping around her waist as he held her to him. His familiar warmth pressed against her back, and she hummed, letting her head fall against his shoulders.

“I know,” she murmured. “But I want to.”

She was excited about this. Although this commitment wasn’t truly necessary since they were already Bound, she wanted to do it.

She just hadn’t expected to wake up with tears in her eyes.

His thumb traveled along her stomach, tracing mindless patterns over her silk nightgown. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Her gaze returned to the white, lacy dress hanging from the top of their wardrobe. The tailored gown was beautiful. Form hugging, but not too tight. The back was low, almost non-existent. Perfect for her wings. It was everything she’d hoped it would be.

“I just wish my mother were here. She would’ve loved this.” Vivienne turned and gazed up into her prince’s handsome face. “She would’ve loved you. They both would’ve.”

Her parents would’ve seen Marius for the great man he was.

Over the past seven years, she’d traveled across the Four Kingdoms with her Bound Partner, and she’d seen the many different sides of him. The way his eyes crinkled when he laughed. The way he tapped his hand on his thigh when he was intrigued. The flush of his cheeks when he got angry or flustered.

Every side of him only made her love him more.

That was why, when Marius had asked her to marry him a year ago on the anniversary of their Binding, she’d agreed without a second thought.

Their love had been fragile and fresh when they’d first been Bound, but that was no longer the case. It had strengthened over time, and now, it was as unbreakable as the magic tying them together.

Marius kissed her softly, his lips brushing over hers. “I’m sure they’re watching over us now, right beside my parents.”

She leaned against him.

“Do you think they’re proud of us?” she whispered.

His finger went beneath her chin, and he tilted her head slowly until she met his gaze. “Without a doubt, Viv.”

Tension melted from her shoulders as he gazed upon her tenderly. She would never fully understand how she’d ended up being so blessed.

“You know, I’m the worst bodyguard there ever was,” she murmured, turning around in his arms.

His brown eyes widened. “No⁠—”

She chuckled, raising her marked hand and placing her index finger on his lips, silencing him.

“I am, and it’s okay.” Her chest warmed at the sight of those beautiful black markings of their Binding. They would never fade, a permanent reminder of the magic that tied them together. “I might have failed as a bodyguard, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be a good wife.”

His lips tilted up. “You’re going to be an amazing wife,” he murmured, kissing the pad of her finger. “The best one I’ve ever had.”

“The only one you’ll ever have,” she reminded him.

“Exactly. That’s what I said.” His hands fell to her hips, and he bent his head. He kissed her long and hard, his tongue sweeping through her mouth.

“I can’t wait until you’re my wife, Vivienne,” he said against her lips. “I’ve waited a long time for this.”

“I hope it was worth the wait.”

He lifted her off the ground, carrying her to the bed. Settling himself between her legs, he gazed upon her with love and affection as he ran his knuckles down her collarbone, over her silk nightdress, and beneath the hem.

His hand rested on her thigh, and he murmured, “I would’ve waited an eternity for you, my beautiful creature of the night.”

Then, he bent and showed her exactly how much he loved her.
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Vivienne’s heart beat steadily as she stood outside the large double doors of Castle Sanguis’s throne room. Two vampires stood sentinel on either side, but other than acknowledging her when she first arrived, neither spoke to her.

That was fine—this was her moment to mentally prepare for what lay ahead.

She’d waited for this day for a year, and the moment was finally here. Her white lace gown was draped over her body, her wings were spread behind her, and she gripped a bouquet of blood-red roses to her chest with white-knuckled hands.

Breathe.

She’d been calm until she’d slipped the dress on and overheard two castle servants remarking about the new princess. Then, her heart had stopped beating for one long moment, and it hadn’t entirely recovered.

For some reason, it had slipped her mind that this wedding would do more than just declare to the world that she loved Marius and wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. In her mind, it was a formality at best, since they were Bound.

But now, she realized that by tying herself to him in matrimony, she’d be more than his wife. She’d be a princess.

That was so far from anything she’d ever pictured for herself that, for a long moment, she’d considered running in the other direction.

She wasn’t, nor had she ever aspired to be, princess material.

She was a soldier. A bodyguard. For the gods’ sake, she preferred wearing fighting leathers to dresses, swordsmanship to embroidery, and killing to drinking tea and talking politics.

She was about as far from the perfect princess as one could get.

But then, before Vivienne could drown in the dark ocean of panic threatening to overwhelm her, she visualized Marius’s face. His brown eyes that sparkled when he laughed. The rugged cut of his hair. The slight curve of his halfling ears. The way his eyes darkened right before he kissed her. The adventures they’d already shared, and the ones they had yet to have.

And slowly, her heart rate steadied. Her breathing evened out. Tension seeped out of her.

It didn’t matter what they called her: bodyguard, princess, or just Vivienne.

She wasn’t doing this for the people of Eleyta, the vampires that inhabited Castle Sanguis, or even the king and queen.

This was for one person. Her Bound Partner, her prince, her everything.

It was that thought that had Vivienne drawing in a deep breath and rolling her shoulders.

She could do this.

A quiet knock came from the other side of the door. It cracked open.

“It’s time,” Fleur, the queen’s maid, murmured.

Vivienne smiled and nodded. Music swelled, and she straightened her back as the guards opened the doors.

She didn’t feel even the slightest hint of trepidation. Ian, her Maker, was sitting in the front row beside Felix. Tightening her grip on her roses, she smiled at them and strode forward into the packed throne room.

The High Ladies of Life and Death were sitting on the other side of the aisle. They had traveled from Ithenmyr with their mates and families.

There were many others here, and they became a blur of smiling faces as Vivienne walked towards her future husband.

At the front, on the right-hand side of the podium where the thrones usually sat, was a small table with special Light Elf orbs burning in lanterns. Two sealed envelopes sat on the table, messages addressed to Marius and Vivienne’s deceased parents. She’d cried while writing hers, but she wouldn’t cry now.

Her gaze slipped from the table to the prince, and any lingering fear she might have had dissipated.

Marius Wisethorn, halfling Prince of Eleyta, stood on the dais, dressed in a dapper black silk tunic and matching trousers. A black crown rested on his brow, and his Binding Mark peeked out from beneath his sleeve, a perfect match to the one on her arm.

He was speaking quietly with the royals behind him, but the moment the music shifted to a traditional bridal march, he turned towards her.

That was her cue. She strode towards her prince, their eyes locking together as everything else faded away. The castle, the crowd, and even the king and queen.

Nothing else existed except for the two of them.

It didn’t matter that they’d seen each other only hours before. It didn’t matter that they’d been living at each other’s sides for the better part of a decade. It didn’t even matter that other people were watching them.

This moment was theirs and theirs alone.

The prince she loved dropped his head, his shoulders shaking as he swept his fingers beneath his eyes. A watery smile danced on his face as he bit his lip. His love for her was palpable, and her heart thrummed at the sight of him.

This is the man I adore.

“Hi,” he mouthed when she reached the bottom of the dais.

Vivienne drew her bottom lip through her teeth as she climbed the stairs. She handed her flowers to Luna before standing next to her prince.

“Hey,” she whispered.

Marius blinked back tears as he reached out and took her hands. His warmth enveloped her, and she leaned towards him.

“You’re so beautiful.” Marius raised their joined hands and pressed his lips to her flesh. “And you’re mine.”

“Always,” she whispered.

The ceremony went by without a hitch. Instead of a priest, the king and queen did them the honor of presiding over their marriage. Vivienne barely heard their words, and she barely paid attention as they exchanged rings. Instead, she lost herself in the depths of Marius’s brown gaze.

He was hers.

Her prince.

Her partner in life and adventure.

And now?

Her husband.

She couldn’t imagine spending her life with anyone else.

And so, when the queen clapped her hands and said, “I now pronounce you husband and wife,” Vivienne grinned.

“You may kiss the bride,” Sebastian added.

A hush settled over the crowd, and even though Vivienne could feel their eyes on them, she didn’t care. Let them watch.

Marius released her hand and cupped her face, his thumb brushing her cheek. He was all she saw, all she cared about. Her heart raced in her chest as he leaned in closer.

“I love you,” he murmured, the words hushed so only she could hear them. “So gods-damned much.”

Then his lips met hers.

This kiss wasn’t a peck. It wasn’t a brush of his lips against hers. It was a heated promise to never leave her, a declaration of his love, and a vow that they would spend the rest of their days experiencing life’s many adventures together.

The crowd clapped when they finally broke apart, cheeks flushed and eyes dark.

The king cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen. Honored guests. It is my greatest honor to present to you the newly married couple. Prince Marius and Princess Vivienne Wisethorn of Eleyta.”

Heat rushed to Vivienne’s cheeks as the attendees rose to their feet. They cheered and stomped as Marius flashed her a grin, tightened his grip on her hand, and tugged her down the dais. Laughing, they ran out of the throne room together.

As the doors banged shut behind them, Vivienne thought back to that first night they met all those years ago.

She never would’ve pictured this when she was chasing the prince through the ballroom, and yet, she couldn’t imagine her life going any other way.

Vivienne had no idea what tomorrow would bring, and she didn’t care. Her heart was light, her spirit was free, and she was happy. The prince she loved was by her side, and with him, she could do anything.

This was where she was always meant to be.

The End

Thank you for coming along with Marius and Vivienne on their journey.

Reviews mean the world to indie authors like me. If you enjoyed this story, it would mean so much to me if you could leave one.

Want to talk about this book? Come hang out with me and my readers on Facebook! Join Elayna R. Gallea’s Reader Group


Given
SHE’S BORN TO DIE. HE LIVES TO HUNT.



Enter Elayna R. Gallea’s new world with this new adult, slow-burn, enemies to lovers romantasy where he’s hunting her, coming Winter 2025.

Check out the blurb:

She’s born to die. He lives to hunt.

Wren was born bearing a Mark on her forehead. She’s always known she would be Given to serve the gods in her twentieth year, and she’s eager to work for them since they keep the kingdom safe. That is until she sneaks into a Giving Ceremony and watches as her best friend is slaughtered in the name of the gods.

Horrified, Wren escapes her village under the cover of darkness. Her plan is simple: flee the kingdom and stay alive. Surviving is going well until she stumbles upon an injured, unconscious man in the woods. Unwilling to leave him to die, she heals him. Only, when he wakes, she realizes he’s a Hunter. And his prey?

Her.

Now, he’s in her debt. Inexplicably drawn to her and caught in a moral quandary, he gives her a gift: one day’s head start.

Marked Ones must be returned to the gods. It’s the law. And when the Hunter catches her, she’ll do whatever it takes to get away…

[image: Given cover]
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