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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Vladislaus

        

      

    

    
      A single drop of water—frigid as the grave—splashed onto his eyelid.

      Vladislaus Dracul did not breathe. Had not drawn breath in three centuries. Yet his body remembered the reflex, chest expanding in a silent gasp as consciousness flooded back through desiccated veins. His fingers twitched against the stone. Limestone dust coated his tongue, the taste of his own tomb.

      Laughter filtered through the ceiling stones.

      Not the somber chanting of monks. Not the reverent whispers of pilgrims seeking his crypt. Laughter—bright, careless, alive—accompanied by the unmistakable pop of champagne corks and the lilting notes of a stringed instrument he could not name.

      Intruders. In his castle.

      Rage unfurled within him, a crimson flower blooming after centuries of dormancy. His fangs descended with a painful slide, the hunger rising swift and merciless. Muscles stiff from disuse tensed as he pressed upward against his sarcophagus lid. The stone, carved with his family crest, a dragon curled around a blooming rose, weighed several hundred pounds.

      Vladislaus pushed it aside as if brushing away cobwebs.

      He sat upright, silver eyes adjusting instantly to the darkness. His crypt remained largely untouched: stone walls glistening with moisture, floor strewn with the brittle remains of centuries-old roses, iron sconces empty of torches. But something thrummed through the ancient stones—a constant, alien vibration he had never felt before.

      Electricity. The word surfaced from somewhere in his consciousness, though he had no memory of encountering such a thing in his time.

      The sounds from above grew louder. Glasses clinking, a woman’s delighted shriek, music with a pulsing rhythm that bore no resemblance to the courtly waltzes of his era. Vladislaus swung his legs over the edge of the sarcophagus, boots connecting with the floor. His clothing—once the finest black brocade waistcoat, silk shirt, and tailored trousers—hung in tatters from his frame.

      No matter. The darkness would conceal him until he assessed the nature of this invasion.

      He moved toward the narrow staircase hidden behind a stone relief of weeping angels. His senses, dormant for so long, now flooded him with information. The scent of unfamiliar spices mingling with woodsmoke, the subtle vibration of many heartbeats above, and something else—a faint, acrid odor that made his nostrils flare in warning.

      Garlic.

      Vladislaus curled his lip. Whoever these trespassers were, they knew enough of the old legends to employ such protections, however ineffective against a vampire of his lineage and power. That made them either superstitious fools or dangerous enemies.

      Either way, their hearts would cease beneath his hand before the night ended.

      He ascended the worn steps, each movement fluid and predatory. The passage opened onto a corridor he recognized—the eastern wing that had once led to his private chambers. But the hallway before him now bore little resemblance to his memory.

      The stone walls remained, scrubbed clean of centuries of smoke residue. Electric sconces shaped like candles cast a warm, unwavering glow where torchlight had once flickered. Framed placards hung at intervals, bearing incomprehensible strings of letters and numbers. One read “Wi-Fi Password: CrimsonRose1792” with smaller text beneath. “Instagram your stay with #CrimsonRoseBnB!”

      Vladislaus ran a finger along the frame, lip curling at the strange material. Vulgar modern contraptions defiling his ancestral home.

      The air carried not the familiar woodsmoke and beeswax of his era, but artificial scents, cinnamon, clove, and something cloying he could not identify. A placard on a nearby table labeled it “Pumpkin Spice Potpourri.”

      He moved deeper into the corridor, past a door labeled “Moonlight Suite” in ornate gold lettering. From within came the unmistakable sounds of human coupling, a honeymoon pair, judging by their whispered endearments. Vladislaus paused, hunger stirring. How simple it would be to slip inside, to feast on their passion-warmed blood.

      The door swung open suddenly. He flattened himself against the wall, becoming one with the shadows, a talent as natural to him as breathing had once been.

      A young couple stumbled out, flushed and giggling. The woman wore a flimsy silk garment that would have scandalized the most hardened courtesans of his time. The man carried a silver tray laden with cheese, crackers, and sliced sausage.

      And garlic. The entire platter reeked of it.

      Vladislaus recoiled, a hiss building in his throat that he barely suppressed. The couple passed within inches of him, unaware of the predator in their midst, and continued down the hall.

      He could kill them now. Should kill them. These mortals had no right to invade his ancestral seat. Their blood would be the first step in reclaiming what was his.

      Yet something stayed his hand. The castle was full of guests. An outright slaughter would draw attention, perhaps bring the Council to his doorstep before he fully regained his strength. Better to continue his reconnaissance, to understand the full scope of the invasion before striking.

      Strategy, after all, had kept him alive for three centuries before his long sleep.

      Vladislaus moved through the winding corridors, each turn revealing fresh indignities. There were numbers on doors, small brass bells for service, and strange, framed pictures of strangers posing before his castle. The grand staircase, once adorned with the banners of his noble house, now featured carved pumpkins and artfully arranged autumn leaves.

      Memory overlaid reality as he descended the steps. He could almost see Elenora there, her chestnut curls piled high, hazel eyes sparkling as she extended her hand to him for a dance. The ghost of her laughter seemed to echo from the stones themselves, though he knew it was merely the revelry of these modern intruders.

      Elenora. His betrothed. Dead these three centuries, her blood on his hands as surely as if he had drained her himself.

      Vladislaus pushed the memory away with the practiced discipline of the ancient. The past was a luxury he could not afford while his present remained in such disarray.

      He reached the second-floor gallery that overlooked the inner courtyard. Here, at least, he found a vantage point to observe without being seen. He moved to the stone balustrade, keeping to the shadows as he gazed down at the scene below.

      The courtyard had been transformed. Strings of tiny lights crisscrossed overhead like captive stars. Tables dotted the flagstones, each bearing bottles of wine and platters of food. A musician sat on a raised platform, coaxing unfamiliar melodies from an instrument that resembled both harp and guitar.

      And there, in the center of it all⁠—

      Vladislaus froze, fingers digging into stone with enough force to leave claw marks.

      A woman spun beneath the lights, directing staff with graceful gestures, pausing to laugh with guests. She wore a dress that mimicked his era’s fashion but with a shorter hemline, and a less restrictive bodice. Her boots were sturdy leather, clearly chosen for practicality rather than style. Chestnut curls tumbled past her shoulders, catching the light with every animated movement.

      When she turned, revealing her profile, Vladislaus stilled completely.

      That face. The high cheekbones, the determined chin, the slight dimple in her left cheek when she smiled. Even from this distance, he could see her eyes—hazel, flecked with gold, alive with intelligence and humor.

      “Elenora?” The name escaped him, a whisper of disbelief.

      But no. Elenora was dust, had been dust since the winter of 1692. This woman, whoever she was, merely bore an uncanny resemblance. A descendant, perhaps? Or some cruel trick of fate?

      His chest ached with a phantom heartbeat. His fangs throbbed, not with hunger but with something far more dangerous. Curiosity.

      He leaned forward, silver eyes tracking her every movement. She was not Elenora. Her gestures were too bold, her laughter too uninhibited. Elenora had been raised in the rigid propriety of 17th-century nobility. This woman moved with the confidence of someone who answered to no one but herself.

      And yet the resemblance transfixed him, turning his rage to fascination.

      Who was she? How had she come to his castle? And why did fate mock him with this living echo of his greatest loss?

      As if sensing his scrutiny, she paused in her conversation, head tilting slightly. Vladislaus stepped deeper into shadow, but his movement dislodged a loose stone from the balustrade. It clattered down, bouncing off the courtyard wall.

      The woman looked up.

      For a moment, their eyes met. Silver to hazel. Predator to prey. Past to present.

      Curiosity flickered across her features, a subtle narrowing of those familiar eyes. Then a guest called her attention away, and the moment vanished.

      Vladislaus retreated, mind racing. He had awakened prepared to slaughter, to reclaim his domain through blood and terror.

      Now he needed information. Needed to understand who this woman was, why she wore Elenora’s face, what strange purpose had brought her to his castle. Killing her without answers would be wasteful.

      He slipped back into the darkened corridor, decision made. He would observe. Learn. The castle had stood for centuries. It could wait a few more nights for liberation.

      And if this mysterious woman proved to be nothing but a cruel coincidence, a random echo of his lost love? Then he would reclaim his ancestral home as originally intended, with blood and shadow.

      But if there was more to her resemblance, if fate or magic had somehow returned Elenora to him in this modern form...

      “The Council will need to be informed of my awakening,” he murmured to himself, the first full sentence he had spoken in centuries. His voice, once accustomed to commanding armies, emerged as a rasp.

      Their laws were clear. Any vampire who slumbered more than a century must report to the Council upon awakening. Failure to do so was punishable by final death. The politics of immortals were complex and unforgiving.

      Vladislaus would need to tread carefully. He had been a respected Elder before his entombment, but three centuries had passed. Alliances would have shifted. New powers risen. Old enemies perhaps grown stronger.

      He moved to a window. The moon hung high in the night sky. He had until first light to establish his position and determine his next move.

      The woman with Elenora’s face would be key. Whether she knew it or not, her presence here was no coincidence. In his centuries of existence, Vladislaus had learned that true coincidences were rare. The universe seldom arranged such perfect symmetry without purpose.

      He would watch her. Learn her routines, her weaknesses, her strengths. And when the moment was right, he would reveal himself, not as a monster from shadow, but as the rightful lord of this castle.

      Vladislaus Dracul, three centuries dead yet eternally undying, felt something stir within his desiccated heart. Something he had thought buried with Elenora’s broken body.

      Possibility.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Anabelle

        

      

    

    
      Dust motes danced in the lamplight, suspended like tiny stars in the library’s hushed air. Anabelle Hart squinted at the column of figures before her, the numbers swimming after hours of bookkeeping. The ancient oak desk, probably late 18th century with its delicate inlay work, creaked as she shifted her weight, stretching arms overhead until her spine popped in satisfying succession.

      “That’s quite enough arithmetic for one night,” she murmured, closing the leather-bound ledger.

      The Crimson Rose’s first autumn season proved more successful than she’d dared hope. Every room booked through Halloween, glowing reviews accumulating online, and Harper Quinn, actual bestselling romance novelist Harper Quinn, had extended her stay another week to “soak up the delicious atmosphere.” Anabelle allowed herself a small, satisfied smile. Not bad for a woman who’d never run so much as a lemonade stand before inheriting a crumbling Carpathian castle.

      She gathered her teacup, bergamot gone cold hours ago, and moved to bank the library fire for the night. The hearth was massive, carved with sinuous dragons that seemed to writhe in the dying firelight. Like everything else in the castle, it was beautiful, ancient, and slightly menacing.

      From the courtyard below came the last echoes of the evening’s impromptu wine tasting. Harper’s infectious laugh rose above the others, followed by the soft strum of Mihai’s guitar. The local musician had proven worth every lei she paid him, especially when the storm forecast had driven the gathering indoors.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, confirming the weather prediction. Anabelle shivered, drawing her cardigan tighter. The castle’s stone walls, while picturesque, held the October chill with remarkable efficiency.

      A soft thud from the corridor outside froze her mid-motion.

      She cocked her head, listening. The sound came again, not quite footsteps, more like someone brushing against the wall. Probably just a guest returning late from the village. The Crimson Rose operated on the honor system after 10 p.m., with keys available at the front desk and a friendly note requesting quiet in the corridors.

      Still, something about the quality of the sound, too careful, too measured, prickled the fine hairs at her nape.

      “Hello?” she called, moving toward the library’s arched doorway. “The front desk is closed, but I can help if you need.”

      Only silence answered.

      Anabelle hesitated, one hand on the heavy brass doorknob. The rational part of her brain suggested returning to her quarters in the east wing. The castle was old; it creaked and groaned with every shift in temperature. Nothing to investigate, certainly nothing to fear.

      But curiosity and a sense of responsibility pushed her forward. This was her castle, well, her B&B, and she wouldn’t be spooked by a few odd noises.

      She grabbed the three-armed candelabrum from the desk, its weight reassuring in her hand. The electric sconces in the corridor often flickered during storms, and she wasn’t about to stumble around in the dark. Besides, solid brass made an excellent impromptu weapon if needed.

      The library door swung open with a theatrical creak. The corridor beyond stretched in both directions, dim light filtering through stained-glass transoms to cast jewel-toned patterns across the stone floor. To her left lay the grand staircase and main hall; to her right, the portrait gallery and the passage to the east wing.

      Nothing moved in either direction.

      “Just the wind,” she muttered, feeling slightly foolish with her raised candelabrum. “Or centuries of questionable foundation work.”

      She turned toward the east wing, ready to blame her unease on fatigue and an overactive imagination, when something caught her eye. A shadow where no shadow should be, moving with deliberate purpose toward the small door that led to her private office.

      Anabelle’s heart stuttered. That door should be locked. Was locked. She’d secured it herself after filing the day’s receipts.

      “Hey!” she called, voice sharper than intended. “That area’s not open to guests!”

      The shadow paused, then continued, disappearing through the door with impossible silence.

      Anger flared, burning away fear. Someone was in her office, probably rifling through the cash box or the guests’ credit card information. After all her work to establish the Crimson Rose as a reputable destination, she wasn’t about to let some thief ruin everything.

      She strode forward, candles guttering with her quick movements. The office door stood slightly ajar, a sliver of lamplight spilling into the corridor. Anabelle took a steadying breath, raised her makeshift weapon higher, and pushed the door open.

      The intruder stood at her desk, bent over the open registration book, his back to the door. Tall, impossibly tall, and motionless as carved marble. He wore black from head to toe. Tailored trousers, a waistcoat that hugged broad shoulders, and what appeared to be a cloak or long coat draped over one arm. His hair, raven-dark and tied at the nape with a leather cord, gleamed in the lamplight.

      Not the opportunistic village thief she’d expected.

      “You know,” Anabelle said, surprised by the steadiness of her own voice, “most tourists book online these days.”

      The man turned without hurry or alarm. Silver eyes, not gray, but true silver, like polished coins, met hers with such intensity that her breath caught.

      His face—with high cheekbones, strong jaw, and aristocratic nose—belonged on currency or carved into marble. Handsome wasn’t the right word. Handsome was Chris Hemsworth or Idris Elba. This was something else entirely, beauty cut with danger, like a perfectly preserved predator.

      “I am not a tourist,” he replied, his voice a low, cultured rumble that carried the faintest accent, Romanian, but with archaic inflections she’d only heard in historical documentaries. “And I have no interest in your...online.”

      He pronounced the word as if it tasted unpleasant.

      Anabelle’s grip tightened on the candelabrum. “That doesn’t explain why you’re in my private office, going through my registration book.”

      “Your office?” One dark eyebrow arched with elegant skepticism. “Interesting assertion.”

      “Yes, my office. In my B&B. Which you entered without permission.” She stepped forward, extending her free hand for the ledger. “I’ll take that, please.”

      He made no move to relinquish the book. Instead, he turned a page with long, pale fingers. “The eastern parapet requires immediate attention. The mortar has deteriorated to dangerous levels, particularly near the third merlon.”

      Anabelle blinked, thrown off balance. “What?”

      “And the grand staircase.” He continued as if discussing the weather. “The seventh tread has rotted beneath the carpet runner. It will collapse under significant weight.”

      “How would you…,” She shook her head, refocusing. “Look, I don’t know who you are or how you got in here, but you need to leave. Now. Before I call the police.”

      At this, he finally looked up from the ledger, those silver eyes narrowing slightly. “The police. Of course.” His mouth curved in what might have been amusement. “By all means, summon them. I’m certain they’ll be fascinated by the structural deficiencies I’ve observed. The fire marshal, particularly, might take interest in the outdated wiring behind the north wall.”

      Anabelle’s stomach dropped. The inspection. She’d passed, but barely, with promises to address several issues before winter. Issues she’d been postponing due to budget constraints.

      “Who are you?” she demanded, lowering the candelabrum slightly.

      “Vladislaus Dracul.” He offered the name without embellishment, as if it should mean something to her.

      It did, vaguely. Dracul. The castle had belonged to the Dracul family centuries ago, before passing through various hands and eventually falling into disrepair. Her own connection came through her mother’s side, a distant relation to the last known owner, who had died without direct heirs.

      “Are you claiming to be related to the original owners?” She couldn’t keep the skepticism from her voice. “Because I have the deed, and all legal inheritance was verified before I took possession.”

      “I claim nothing.” He closed the ledger with a soft thud. “I merely state fact. This castle has been in my family’s care for generations.”

      “Had been,” she corrected. “Past tense. Very past tense. Like, three centuries past.”

      Thunder rolled closer, rattling the windowpanes. The candles flickered, throwing his sharp features into stark relief. For an instant, he looked inhuman, a creature of shadow and silver, ancient and hungry.

      Anabelle swallowed hard. “I’m going to reach for my phone now. You have exactly thirty seconds to explain yourself before I call the village police.”

      “The electrical system requires replacement,” he said, ignoring her threat. “The current wiring, installed in the 1950s, runs dangerously close to the original timber supports in the north wing. A significant fire hazard.”

      She froze, hand halfway to her pocket. “How could you possibly know when the wiring was installed?”

      “The same way I know about the hidden passage behind the library’s eastern bookcase. Or the well beneath the kitchen that connects to the underground river. Or the fact that the seventh stone in the courtyard wall conceals a compartment where the original castle keys are stored.” His voice remained level, matter-of-fact. “Knowledge passes down.”

      A chill that had nothing to do with the October air crept up Anabelle’s spine. Either this man was the world’s most dedicated historical researcher, or...

      No. She refused to entertain supernatural explanations. Ghosts didn’t exist. Neither did vampires, werewolves, or any other creatures from the local legends that tourists found so delightfully shivery.

      But he knew things. Things that weren’t in any historical record she’d found. Things that would be immensely valuable to her restoration efforts.

      She studied him more carefully, noting the perfectly tailored clothes that seemed both modern and oddly timeless. His stance suggested aristocratic bearing, yet he moved with the easy grace of someone physically powerful. Most striking was how he seemed to belong here, as if the castle itself recognized him.

      An idea formed, reckless but potentially brilliant.

      “I need a night caretaker,” she said.

      Vladislaus tilted his head slightly, the gesture reminiscent of a raven assessing something shiny. “I beg your pardon?”

      “A night caretaker. For the B&B.” Anabelle set the candelabrum on the corner of the desk, projecting more confidence than she felt. “The position includes room and board in exchange for maintenance work and overnight security. I was planning to post the listing tomorrow, but since you’re here, claiming expertise...”

      “You would offer employment to a stranger you discovered trespassing in your private quarters?” His tone suggested she might be touched in the head.

      “I’m offering employment to someone who apparently knows more about this castle’s infrastructure than I do.” She crossed her arms. “Unless you’d prefer I call the police after all?”

      For the first time, genuine emotion flickered across his aristocratic features, surprise perhaps, or reluctant admiration.

      “You are either remarkably brave or remarkably foolish, Miss...?”

      “Hart. Anabelle Hart.” She pulled a small notebook from her desk drawer and began writing. “And I’m a pragmatist. You have knowledge I need. I have legal access to the castle you seem so interested in.” She looked up, meeting his gaze directly. “Do we have a deal, Mr. Dracul?”

      “Count,” he corrected.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The title is Count Dracul.” His silver gaze never left her face. “A formality, nothing more.”

      Anabelle paused in her writing. Of course he claimed to be a count. With those cheekbones and that accent, he could probably convince half the village he was the reincarnation of the original Dracul himself.

      “Well, Count, do you accept the position or not?”

      Thunder crashed directly overhead. In the momentary darkness that followed, his eyes seemed to glow with inner light.

      “I accept,” he said finally. “With one condition.”

      “Which is?”

      “I work only nights. From twilight to dawn, the castle’s care falls to me. During daylight hours, I am unavailable.”

      A night owl. That suited her fine, she had enough to manage during the day without tripping over a maintenance man.

      “Agreed.” She tore the page from her notebook and pushed it across the desk with a pen. “Sign here. We can draw up a proper contract tomorrow.”

      He accepted the pen, his fingers brushing hers. Cold, his skin was cold as marble. Anabelle suppressed a shiver as he signed with an elegant, flowing script that looked more suited to parchment than notebook paper.

      “The servants’ quarters in the west wing should suffice,” he said, returning the pen. “I require minimal accommodations.”

      “How did you know about,” She stopped herself. Of course he knew about the servants’ quarters. He seemed to know everything about the castle. “Right. Follow me, I’ll show you the way.”

      As they passed through the portrait gallery, Anabelle slowed. The life-sized painting of the original Count Dracul, painted in 1692, hung in pride of place at the end of the hall. Lightning flashed, illuminating both the portrait and her companion.

      The resemblance was uncanny, the same proud bearing, the same silver eyes. Even the way he carried himself was identical to the aristocrat in the painting.

      A coincidence. Had to be. Or perhaps he was a descendant who cultivated the similarity for effect.

      Anabelle glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “You look remarkably like your ancestor.”

      “Family resemblance is often strong across generations,” he replied, his gaze fixed on the portrait.

      “Across centuries, you mean.”

      “Time is relative, Miss Hart.”

      As they approached the servants’ stairwell, the temperature plummeted. The electric sconces flickered, then stabilized with a diminished glow. Beside her, Vladislaus Dracul moved with liquid grace, each step perfectly silent.

      “The quarters have been modernized,” she said, filling the unnerving silence. “Basic amenities, private bath. Nothing fancy.”

      “I require little comfort, Miss Hart.” His voice carried an odd note, almost melancholy. “Merely a place to belong.”

      Something in his phrasing sent another shiver through her. Not fear, exactly. More like recognition, as if some part of her had been waiting for him to walk these halls.

      As they descended the narrow staircase, Anabelle noticed a small garnet ring on his right hand. The stone caught the light, glowing blood-red against his pale skin.

      “That’s an unusual ring,” she commented.

      His fingers closed into a fist, concealing the jewelry. “A family heirloom. Nothing more.”

      They reached the servants’ wing, a section of the castle she’d renovated into a comfortable apartment. Originally intended for a live-in manager she couldn’t yet afford to hire.

      “This will be your space,” she said, unlocking the door. “Kitchen, bedroom, bath. Furniture is basic but functional.”

      Vladislaus stepped inside, his tall frame making the space seem smaller. He surveyed the room with an inscrutable expression.

      “It will serve,” he said finally.

      “I’ll need a more thorough evaluation of those repair issues you mentioned,” Anabelle said, staying in the doorway. “Particularly the staircase and the parapet.”

      “You shall have a complete assessment by tomorrow night.”

      “Good. I’ll draft a proper contract by then.”

      She should leave now. Go back to her own quarters, lock the door, and question her sanity for hiring a stranger who broke into her office. A stranger who looked eerily like a 300-year-old portrait and moved like a shadow.

      Instead, she lingered. “Why did you come here tonight, Count Dracul?”

      His silver eyes met hers, ancient and knowing. “Perhaps the castle called me home.”

      Anabelle felt a strange pull toward him, not attraction, exactly, though he was certainly attractive in his cold, perfect way. More like the pull of history, of stories untold.

      “I should warn you,” she said, “I’ve been researching the castle’s history for months. If you’re planning to spin tales about secret treasures or hidden chambers, I’ll know you’re lying.”

      “I never lie, Miss Hart.” A smile touched his lips, revealing teeth that seemed just slightly too sharp. “Though I may not always reveal the entire truth.”

      Thunder rolled overhead, and rain began to batter the windows.

      “I’ll leave you to settle in,” she said, stepping back into the corridor. “Goodnight, Count.”

      “Until tomorrow evening, Miss Hart.” He inclined his head slightly, a courtly gesture from another age.

      As she climbed the stairs back to the main floor, Anabelle tried to make sense of what had just happened. She’d hired a mysterious stranger who claimed to be a count, who knew impossibly specific details about her castle, who looked exactly like a centuries-old portrait.

      Either she’d made a terrible mistake, or she’d just found exactly what the Crimson Rose needed.

      Tomorrow, she would verify his claims. Check local records, ask villagers about the Dracul family, search online for information about this man who called himself Vladislaus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          Anabelle

        

      

    

    
      Coffee. The rich aroma of freshly ground beans mingled with the chill October air as Anabelle hurried across the silent foyer, arms laden with pressed linens. The castle seemed to hold its breath in these quiet hours before the breakfast rush, before checkout chaos, before the day’s inevitable parade of small disasters.

      She paused at the foot of the grand staircase, mentally adding it to her ever-growing repair list. The carpet runner was fraying at the edges, and according to her new night caretaker, the seventh tread was compromised. Count Dracul. The memory of those silver eyes sent an unexpected tingle through her body.

      She’d inspect the step herself after breakfast. If the man was half as knowledgeable as he claimed, she’d need to rope off the area until proper repairs could be made.

      The first breakfast guests would arrive in twenty minutes. Five tables to set, coffee to finish brewing, pastries to arrange, the mental checklist unfurled with practiced efficiency as she hurried toward the dining room.

      “Morning, boss lady!” Marta, the village girl she’d hired for morning service, appeared from the kitchen doorway, already tying her apron. “I’ve got the oven preheating for the pastries. Did you want the fancy china or the everyday for this morning?”

      “Everyday is fine.” Anabelle deposited the linens on the antique sideboard. “But use the silver teapot. Ms. Quinn mentioned she’s writing a scene with one.”

      Harper Quinn had proven both a blessing and a mild curse. The romance novelist’s social media posts had drawn welcome attention to the B&B, but her constant questions about the castle’s “tragic love stories” and “spectral residents” left Anabelle scrambling for entertaining fabrications. The truth, crumbling infrastructure and tax headaches, hardly made for compelling fiction.

      Anabelle smoothed crisp white tablecloths over ancient oak, arranged silverware with precision, and positioned crystal water goblets to catch the morning light. The dining room gleamed with understated elegance, ready to welcome the day’s first guests.

      The Blakelys appeared first, honeymooners from Bristol, still flushed and giggling. Mrs. Blakely, Diane, wore a floral dress that seemed optimistic given the October chill, while her husband Tom sported the rumpled contentment of a man pleased with his life choices.

      “Good morning!” Anabelle greeted them with practiced warmth. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Magnificently,” Diane replied, exchanging a meaningful glance with her husband. “Though I swear I heard violin music around three in the morning. So haunting and beautiful.”

      Anabelle’s smile remained steady, though her mind raced. Violin music? She made a mental note to ask her new night caretaker if he’d been serenading the castle in the small hours.

      The Marinescus arrived next, an elderly Romanian couple who’d booked a week to explore local folklore sites. Mr. Marinescu immediately launched into a debate with his wife about whether the castle’s original owner had been a vampire or merely a bloodthirsty nobleman, a conversation Anabelle had overheard in three languages since opening.

      Harper Quinn appeared last, notebook in hand, dark circles beneath her eyes suggesting another late night of writing. She offered Anabelle a sleepy wave before settling at her usual table by the window.

      “Coffee,” she mumbled. “Industrial strength, please.”

      Anabelle was pouring Harper’s second cup when the first guests began descending the grand staircase for breakfast. The Blakelys returned from upstairs, Diane’s forgotten sweater now draped around her shoulders. Tom’s arm wrapped protectively around Diane’s waist as they navigated the worn steps.

      She watched while discussing the day’s weather forecast with Harper. The novelist was mid-sentence about “atmospheric conditions perfect for ghostly manifestations” when a sharp crack split the morning quiet.

      Anabelle’s head snapped up. Time slowed, crystallizing into a series of horrifying snapshots: Diane Blakely’s foot disappearing through splintering wood, Tom’s outstretched hand grasping empty air, Diane’s mouth forming a perfect O of surprise as she pitched forward, arms windmilling.

      “Look out!” Anabelle’s coffee pot clattered to the table, liquid sloshing over the rim as she lunged toward the staircase.

      Too late. Too far. She’d never reach the woman in time.

      A blur of movement from the shadowed archway to her right moved so fast her eyes couldn’t track it. Then Count Dracul materialized at the foot of the stairs, arms extended. Diane Blakely fell into them with a small “oof,” her descent halted two steps from the marble floor. The crystal pendants of the overhead chandelier trembled, though no draft stirred the air.

      Silence gripped the foyer. Then gasps, scraping chairs, and phone cameras clicking. Anabelle’s chest constricted with dread, then flooded with relief as Vlad calmly set the shaken woman on her feet.

      “My deepest apologies, madam,” he said, his accented voice carrying in the stunned quiet. “The castle’s restoration remains, regrettably, incomplete.”

      Tom Blakely rushed down the remaining steps, carefully avoiding the splintered seventh tread. “Diane! Are you all right?” He gathered his wife into his arms, then turned to Vlad with naked gratitude. “Thank you, my God, if you hadn’t been there,”

      “A fortunate coincidence,” Vlad replied, stepping back from the couple with a slight bow.

      Anabelle snapped into crisis management mode, years of customer service experience overriding her shock. “Mrs. Blakely, please, sit down. Are you hurt? Marta, bring water, and mimosas for everyone, on the house.”

      She guided the shaken honeymooners to the nearest table, checking Diane for injuries while maintaining a stream of apologetic reassurances. The woman appeared unharmed, if understandably rattled. Around them, other guests clustered, offering sympathetic murmurs and recounting what they’d seen.

      “—moved so fast⁠—”

      “—like he appeared out of nowhere⁠—”

      “—vampire-fast, I swear⁠—”

      That last comment, from a wide-eyed college student with a half-raised phone, sent a fresh spike of anxiety through Anabelle. The last thing she needed was supernatural rumors spreading online before she’d even served breakfast.

      Through it all, she remained acutely aware of Vlad’s presence. He stood slightly apart from the gathered guests, silver eyes watchful, posture impeccable. No heaving breath, no flushed skin from his exertion. His black coat hung unwrinkled despite having just caught a full-grown woman mid-fall.

      Medieval jousting knights, her history-obsessed brain supplied, would sometimes catch falling handkerchiefs to impress ladies. Catching falling ladies, however, required superhuman strength and reflexes that no modern man should possess.

      The word “predator” flashed through her mind.

      Once she’d settled the guests in the breakfast parlor with complimentary drinks and assurances that the staircase would be immediately cordoned off, Anabelle returned to the foyer. Vlad remained where she’d left him, examining the broken step with clinical detachment.

      “A word, please.” She gestured toward a small service alcove off the main hall.

      He followed, his movements silent across the stone floor. The alcove, once used for footmen awaiting instructions, was little more than a recessed arch with a small shelf. A single electric sconce, designed to mimic a torch, cast warm light over the confined space.

      “Thank you,” she said once they were alone, her voice dropping to a whisper. “If you hadn’t been there,”

      “The woman would have suffered significant injury,” he finished. “The marble floor is unforgiving.”

      “How did you move so fast?” The question burst from her. “I didn’t even see you enter the foyer, and then suddenly you were just there.”

      One dark eyebrow arched. “Adrenaline is a remarkable thing, Miss Hart. It can create the illusion of time slowing, of movements blurring.”

      “That wasn’t an illusion.” She crossed her arms, studying his impassive face. “And you’re not even breathing hard.”

      “I am in excellent physical condition.”

      “Excellent enough to catch a falling woman without breaking a sweat? Without making a sound?” She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “No one moves that fast. No one human, anyway.”

      Something flickered in those silver eyes, amusement, perhaps, or approval. “You have an active imagination, Miss Hart. A useful quality in a business catering to tourists seeking gothic thrills.”

      Before she could press further, he continued, “The seventh tread has completely failed, as I warned. The dry rot extends to the sixth and eighth as well. The entire staircase requires immediate attention. The supporting stringers show signs of beetle infestation dating back at least thirty years.”

      Anabelle blinked at the abrupt change of subject. “How can you possibly know that without examining⁠—”

      “I examined it thoroughly last night, as per our agreement.” His gloved thumb reached out, sweeping across her cheek. “Dust,” he explained, withdrawing his hand.

      The brief contact sent an electric current through her skin. His touch was cold, even through the leather glove, yet it left a burning trail along her cheekbone. Her pulse rocketed, a physiological response entirely disproportionate to the casual gesture.

      Anabelle shook her head. “No, I mean how do you know about the beetle infestation from thirty years ago? Or the wiring from the 1950s? You speak as if you’ve been monitoring the castle for centuries.”

      Something flickered in those silver eyes. “Old houses speak to those who know how to listen. My family has maintained a connection to this place through generations. We sense its wounds, its alterations.” His mouth curved slightly. “Though I confess, its transformation into tourist lodging came as a surprise. Stone whispers of structure, not purpose.”

      “You expect me to believe you can communicate with the castle?” she asked skeptically.

      “I expect you to believe I know how to save it,” he replied simply.

      “The staircase cannot be used until repairs are complete,” he continued. “I recommend directing guests to the servants’ stairs in the east wing for now. They are narrower but structurally sound.”

      Anabelle took a steadying breath. Her B&B teetered on the edge of disaster, a serious injury could sink the business before it truly launched. Yet here stood a solution, wrapped in black wool and mystery. A man with impossible reflexes and encyclopedic knowledge of her castle’s infrastructure.

      Whatever Count Vladislaus Dracul might be, eccentric historian, delusional aristocrat, or something her rational mind refused to name, she needed him.

      “All right,” she said. “You have full authority to handle the repairs and inspect the rest of the castle. Tonight. I want a complete assessment of any other potential hazards.”

      “A wise decision.” He inclined his head slightly. “I shall require access to all areas.”

      Anabelle hesitated only briefly before reaching into her pocket and withdrawing a heavy iron ring laden with antique keys. “Master set. Some of the older wings might be locked. Be careful, parts of the north tower haven’t been assessed for structural integrity.”

      Their fingers brushed as she handed over the keys. The contact lingered a heartbeat longer than necessary, silver eyes holding her gaze with an intensity that made her throat go dry.

      “I shall take the utmost care with your castle, Miss Hart,” he said. “And its inhabitants.”

      She watched him stride away, disappearing into the shadowed corridor that led to the servants’ quarters. Only then did she notice what her subconscious had registered minutes earlier.  Pale limestone dust on the shoulders of his black coat, not the dark oak particles from the splintered staircase, but the same fine grit she’d found in the sealed lower crypts during her initial exploration of the castle.

      Anabelle’s heart skittered against her ribs, a single question pulsing with each beat. Where had Vladislaus Dracul truly come from in the moments before he’d appeared to save Diane Blakely?

      And why did the impossible answer seem increasingly, terrifyingly plausible?
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