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Chapter 1
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Luke signed his name on the letter and leaned back, admiring his precise penmanship. With practiced ease, he folded the tan paper and slid it smoothly into the envelope. This would be the final letter he sent to Stephanie Williams—a woman who was a mere child compared to his vampire age, yet close to the mortal years he'd known before death. As he placed the invitation at the edge of his old mahogany desk, his mind drifted back through the vast corridors of his past—distant and more recent.

The Georgian Era held little fondness for Luke; it marked the time of his human youth. Its profound social, economic, and political changes had reshaped his own family and those who served the King Georges. Political life had consumed his father, leaving Luke with scant memories of him.

Luke’s favorite era was the Victorian, a time when women dressed in elegant finery and Great Britain stood at the zenith of its global influence. He had not only observed but participated in this expansion, a period during which his own influence and holdings grew dramatically. In fact, it was his casual mention of this era in an early letter that first sparked Stephanie's keen interest, leading to pages filled with her own questions and insights into history. Her deep curiosity and unique perspective on the past were precisely what had drawn him in, making him eager for every subsequent letter. He learned through the course of his letters with Stephanie that she had the same profound wonder of such styles that he had, pulling him deeper into their written relationship. The more he learned about this remarkable young creature, the more he wished his heart would beat again. No other woman had ever done this.

He'd traveled the globe with his master, the one who had turned him at the age of thirty, witnessing countless cultures and their myriad styles. He appreciated the beauty of the diverse clothing, admiring it even with no true understanding of fashion.

The night he was separated from his master was the night he'd returned to Great Britain and purchased the sprawling castle he now called home.

A gentle knock at the door stirred Luke from his daydreams. “Enter,” he commanded, his voice a low rumble.

“Lord Welch, have you any mail to be sent out?”

Luke picked up the sealed letter, his gaze momentarily flicking away as the familiar, tantalizing scent of the man’s flowing blood reached him. Under his former master's brutal control, Luke had loathed what he’d become. Killing to live had never been his choice; he’d often begged his master to end his undead existence. Once truly free, he'd learned to feast on animal blood, but it was merely a temporary reprieve from the gnawing thirst. A human life was precious to Luke, and he’d vowed never to take one for his own sustenance—he would only take what was absolutely needed, and even that felt vulgar. Still, the pervasive aroma of human vitality always pulled at him, no matter how fiercely he fought it.

“Take this to the post office,” Luke instructed, handing the envelope to his servant. “It is an invitation for Miss Stephanie Williams. Once it’s mailed, prepare the castle for her arrival.”

“But she hasn’t accepted yet, Sir.” Carl hesitated, keeping his distance, eyes lowered. It was as though Carl could sense the invisible war Luke waged against his thirst.

“She will.” Luke’s words were a quiet, unshakeable decree.

Carl bowed, took the letter, and backed out of the room. “As you wish.”

Luke stood and walked to the towering window overlooking his vast property. The moon’s brightness cast a pale beam across his taut, hairless chest, visible beneath the loose white linen shirt he wore. He could scent the red deer nearby, their life-blood calling to him. It was time he fed.

The grand estate wasn’t nearly as old as he was, but it had been his sanctuary since 1850. He had many loyal servants who cared for the property in return for their lives, and he’d grown uncharacteristically close to them over the years. Once Carl had vanished into the distant shadows and his scent faded to an imperceptible whisper, Luke opened the window. He leaped from the second level, landing silently. The moment his feet touched the ground, he vanished into the night, in pursuit of his prey.

***
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STEPHANIE WATCHED THE mailman disappear around the corner, then practically flew outside to check the box. Though twenty-nine, she felt like a teenager consumed by first love—hopeless, exhilarating, and utterly uncontrolled. In the beginning of their correspondence, they had both promised not to share pictures or physical descriptions. She regretted that decision now, longing to know what he looked like, to see if he was as handsome as her heart pictured.

When she spotted the letter from Luke, Stephanie pulled it from the stack, immediately bringing it to her nose. His strong, unique musk clung to the envelope. She inhaled deeply, shuffling toward the house in a delightful daze. I wonder what he’ll say this time. Would he share another incredible story, like the one where he saved children from a burning building? Or would he recount his daring ride in the woods, attacked by a wolf, only to emerge victorious? Oh, God, he’s the bravest man I know. It wasn't just the heroism that drew her; it was the quiet humility in his retelling, the undercurrent of an old soul. He was unlike anyone she had ever known, a captivating enigma whose words had painted him as her perfect match. And that wasn’t everything—Luke had the same appreciation for history and she knew he was well-traveled from his letters, which added to the pull she felt for him.

The steps leading to the porch creaked under her weight. She glanced at them over the letter. “I’ve been meaning to fix that,” she sighed, a small, impatient sound. But, the way the steps drew up toward the porch, gave the house personality just as buildings through time did—something she couldn’t get enough of. “Oh, well, it’s going to have to wait. I need to see what my Luke has to say.”

The moment Stephanie was inside, she tossed the other mail onto the table next to the door. She carefully peeled the envelope open, pulling out the cream-colored sheets of paper. She smelled them one more time, letting the scent of him wash over her, before unfolding the delicate pages. When she read the words “you’re invited,” a breathless scream escaped her lips.

Amanda ran into the room. “What happened? Are you...?”

Stephanie’s face was alight with a dreamy look, caught in the intoxicating haze of imagining a wonderful day meeting her perfect half, while simultaneously picturing everything going terribly wrong.

“Oh, you got another letter from Prince Charming, I see.” Amanda’s tone was teasing, but her eyes were already on the envelope.

“We don’t know he’s a prince, but it would be pretty nice if he was.” Stephanie reread the letter, her gaze flying over the exquisite script. “He wants to meet, Mandy.”

“Of course, he does, Steph. I’m surprised this pen-pal business went on as long as it did. What are you going to do?”

“I desperately want to meet him, but I’m also terrified. What if he’s not the person who’s been writing these letters?”

“I can understand your fear. He’s from another country, and he’s told you some tall tales,” Amanda said, her expression softening. “If it were me, I’d be scared too, but I’d have to go anyway. Not knowing would kill me.”

“This is killing me too. A part of me does want to go. The biggest part is screaming to go.”

“Then maybe you should. What does the letter say exactly?” Amanda leaned closer, her eyes fixed on Stephanie's.

Stephanie hesitated, then relayed Luke's proposal, careful not to quote his exact words. “It says that he will have two tickets waiting for me at the airport should I accept. Two tickets! I can have my best friend share in this experience with me! If you’d like to come, that is.”

“Me? Go to Great Britain?” Amanda moved closer, eyes widening as she glanced at the letter. “Are you sure you’d want me tagging along? I could ruin everything for you.”

“I haven’t thought it over. I mean, I could go alone, but if it does turn out badly, at least I’d have someone with me to pull me from the gutter. I don’t know. Besides, I’d have to call in and take time off from work. You’d have to take time off too. I don’t know if either of us can do that.”

“I don’t know about you, but I am due for vacation time. I’m going to leave it up to you, though—you’ve been wanting to see him for the longest time.”

“I really have.” As Stephanie stared at the letter, she felt a profound amazement at his handwritten note. Men these days didn’t take the time to write letters; they were often so immature. This man, Luke, had spent the time to write a handful of letters, and the handwriting was exquisite, the penmanship beautiful. She loved how the letters formed the words on the paper, each stroke a testament to his patience and care.

“What are you thinking?” Amanda asked, pulling her from her thoughts.

“I’m just amazed.”

“By what?”

“How many men do you know who would actually sit down and write a letter?”

Amanda laughed. “None.”

Stephanie moved the letter so Amanda could see it. “Look how his letters flow. Does that look like he used one of those inkwells?”

“It does. He ’s old-style. That’s pretty cool.”

“It really is. That’s one of the reasons why I find him so... alluring, so captivating, so perfect... So, you think I should do this?”

“I do. Besides, if you don’t, I won’t hear the end of it.”

“You’re probably right.” Stephanie folded the letter and slid it back into the envelope. “But what if it is a disaster, and he’s not the man I thought he was? What if he’s a jerk in real life and isn’t good looking at all?”

“Since when did you care how a person looks? And what if it is a disaster? It could be a wildly romantic meet, and you both fall head over heels in love with each other. It could go either way, Steph.”

“I think I’m terrified of both. What if he loves me the way I love him? Would he come live here in the US, or would he expect me to live there? What if...”

Amanda pulled the letter from Stephanie’s hand. “What if you take too long to decide and he moves on to someone else?”

“Luke wouldn’t do that.” Stephanie reached for the letter. Amanda pulled away. There were a couple times, in the beginning of their correspondence, where Luke had mentioned his past relationships, just as she had—comparing notes, she called it. Every woman he mentioned had been long-term, the woman had always been the one to break things off. Stephanie was sure this spoke of his determination to make things right. “Give that back to me.”

“There are a million ‘what ifs.’ What if you do this, or he does that. I don’t know the answer to them, but I do know this... If you don’t follow what your heart tells you, you’re not going to know the truth. You’ll be miserable, and I don’t know that I will like the person you’ll become. Moping about like your heart is broken or something. You should do this.”

“Will you go with me so I don’t have to go alone?”

“Am I your best friend?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know I’ll come with you. Now, we have to figure out when.”

Once the decision was made to take the chance and go, Stephanie went to her room to call her boss. She wasn’t sure what she would say or how she’d ask. The fear of his denial stopped her from dialing the number, even though she’d been holding the phone in her hand for a while. She tossed the phone on the bed and sat down in the desk chair next to the bed. She thought things through.

If he asks me why, I could tell him my uncle died. I don’t know if he would believe that. Maybe my uncle fell and needs surgery. But why would I need to leave town to do that? Stephanie bent over her knees and stared at the floor. She was due to head to work in the morning. Maybe she could hold off and speak to her boss in person. But, that wouldn’t work—she was sure of that. Stephanie picked up the phone and dialed the number. The phone rang. Before anyone answered, Stephanie hung up. She hated lying. Don would say no if I told him the truth. He’d say I was wasting my time, and if I didn’t show up in the morning, I’d be fired. He’d say there was no such thing as true love, but I don’t believe that. I know true love is real. That’s it—I’m calling. Stephanie dialed the number again and waited for someone to answer.

“Miller’s Bar and Grill. How may I assist you?” The voice sounded like Mary.

“Mary, is that you?”

“Yes, who’s this?”

“It’s Stephanie. May I speak with Don?”

“Yeah, hang on for a second. Let me see if he’s still here.”

“Okay.” While Stephanie waited for her boss to take the call, she went over what she’d say. She decided to go with her uncle dying, even though she didn’t have an uncle. Don didn’t know that, at least she hoped he didn’t.

When Don was on the line, Stephanie almost hung up the phone. She pushed the words from her lips while she thought she was making a mistake. She was going to Hell for what she was doing. She was disgusted with herself.

“How long will you need, Stephanie?”

“I don’t know, sir. Maybe a week?”

“You two must have been close?”

“We were. The problem is, sir, he lived outside of town. It’ll take a day to get there.” Oh, God, please don’t burn me at the stake. Forgive me for this. Her hands trembled, shaking the phone.

“Okay. We can manage without you. Take a week off. Call me if you need more time.”

“Okay, thank you, Don.” Stephanie ended her call and dropped the phone on the bed. She looked at her trembling hands and sighed. “Mandy!”

Amanda ran into the room. “What’s going on?”

“He actually gave me a week off!”

“You’re serious.”

“Yep. Did you reach your boss?”

“I did. Since I have time coming to me, she’s giving me permission to take it now. It was a good thing, too, because if I didn’t use it, I would have lost it.”

“Why do they do that? I mean, other places allow vacation time to roll to the next month or season.”

“Not my boss. She said if they allowed that, people would accumulate too much time off.”

“Well, I can understand that, I guess.”

“Me too. So, when are we leaving?”

Stephanie opened the letter again and reread it. “The tickets are good for a few days. Would you like to leave in the morning?”

“All right. Let’s pack.”

Stephanie sat down and wrote a letter of acceptance. She knew she’d arrive before the letter, but she couldn’t resist writing it. After writing the last word, she picked it up and admired her handwriting. She folded the paper, sprayed it with her favorite perfume, and slid it into the envelope. She carried it downstairs and put it in the mailbox.

When Stephanie returned to her bedroom, she opened the closet door and surveyed her clothes. What would she bring? She was too excited to think. “Mandy!”

Amanda ran into the bedroom. “What is it?”

“I can’t choose.”

“Seriously? You screamed because of that?” Amanda shook her head. “Would you like me to help you pack?”

“Can you?”

“All right.” Amanda approached the closet and pushed the clothes down the bar. She checked each garment. “You look nice in this.” Amanda pulled out a pair of jeans and a floral-patterned blouse.

“I do love that blouse.”

“All right. Put this in the suitcase.”

“Okay.” An hour passed before Stephanie finished packing. The excitement grew with each garment she folded and placed in her suitcase. A smaller case was packed with anything she’d need for grooming. The shampoo bottle was small, so it would be approved by the airline if it was stored underneath. Stephanie changed her clothes three times before deciding on her travel outfit. “How do I look?” She twirled around in her short dress.

“Well, if he doesn’t trip over his tongue, it’ll be a miracle.”

They laughed.

“Okay, this is what I’m wearing on the trip. I’d better change so this doesn’t wrinkle. Are you packed?”

“No, but I’ll be ready before we head out.”

“You better.”

•   
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Chapter 2
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Stephanie and Amanda waited, tickets clutched in hand, by the large window facing the planes. “What do you think the castle will look like?” Stephanie mused, her voice laced with the dreamy anticipation of someone about to step into a fairy tale.

“I honestly don’t have a clue,” Amanda replied. “I know you read some of those letters to me, but I can’t picture Luke living in something old like a castle.”

"It could be something new—something modern," Stephanie mused, "though I can't imagine a castle with Wi-Fi and smart home tech. He mentioned it was ancient, but also a sanctuary. I just picture him in a grand, timeless place, perfectly suited to the kind of man who still writes letters with an inkwell."

"Or maybe it's less 'castle' and more 'palace,' like a historic estate that's been impeccably maintained," Amanda added, a hint of awe in her voice. "Either way, it sounds like something out of a period drama."

"Just imagine the gardens filled with vibrant flowers of all sorts," Stephanie sighed, her eyes distant, already picturing the beauty. "I bet there’s a lot of history contained within those walls too." She imagined him there, walking among ancient trees, his quiet strength belonging perfectly to such a place.

"Yeah. Now I'm getting jealous," Amanda grumbled, rolling her eyes. "All the guys I date are... Well, let's just say their emotional intelligence levels are still in beta testing."

"And whose fault is that, exactly?" Stephanie teased, a smirk playing on her lips.

Amanda sighed dramatically. "Mine, I suppose. I seem to have a magnetic attraction to men who think 'nuance' is a brand of car."

They both chuckled, the easy rhythm of their friendship a comforting presence in the bustling airport.

When the boarding call announced over the loudspeaker, they approached the line. Their destination lay across the ocean, requiring them to land in Great Britain and take a shuttle bus the rest of the way to Luke's estate. Despite it being an eight-hour flight, Stephanie was surprisingly eager to try the airplane food. It would be a first for her, and she approached it with the wide-eyed curiosity of a child, despite her years. Luke had paid for first class, an even better treat. This showed Stephanie that Luke knew how to treat a lady, always showering her in comfort and class—another sign of his maturity and old-class, two things she was attracted to. As she sipped a glass of champagne, watching the clouds drift by—or was it the other way around—she savored the moment, imagining classy dinners where everyone dressed up in their finest. When dinner arrived, she ordered the fish. Though she'd had it countless times, this particular fillet, served amidst the hum of the engines, tasted inexplicably better, infused perhaps with the sheer novelty of her journey. She didn't question it, simply relished the unexpected culinary upgrade.

When they arrived in Great Britain, Stephanie pulled out her cell phone and captured a ton of pictures. She knew she looked like a tourist, but she didn’t care. This was the first time she had ever left the States, and she felt a quiet pride in it. “What time is the shuttle arriving?”

“Let me look at the tickets. Hang on. Why didn’t you check before we got here?” Amanda asked.

“Too nervous. I can’t think.”

“I know. You were dancing in your seat the whole time on the plane. I think that lady behind us got upset by it.”

“You think so?”

“Yep.” Amanda looked at her ticket. “Looks like it should be here any time now.”

“Good.”

“Steph, you need to take a few deep breaths. If he sees you so wound up, he may think you’re still a teenager.” Amanda gently squeezed her arm.

Stephanie chewed on her lip, a flicker of genuine fear in her eyes. “Oh, God, I hope not. What if I trip? What if I say something idiotic or out of context? What if he finds me as... ordinary as I feel right now, after all his amazing stories?"

“You’re going to make a great first impression,” Amanda reassured her, a soft smile.

Stephanie managed a weak smile. “I’m trying. My brain feels like it’s running a marathon.”

***
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“CARL, WHAT TIME IS it?” The words, laced with an unfamiliar tremor, felt alien on his tongue. The great chamber, usually a sanctuary of controlled quiet between social gatherings, seemed to press in on him now. Its vastness amplified the deafening beat of his own pulse. He continued his relentless pacing, his gaze drawn to the grandfather clock for the fifth time in as many minutes. Could time possibly move any slower? His smile, when he offered it to Carl, felt like a practiced mask, a thin veneer over the unfamiliar sensation coiling in his gut – a blend of profound anticipation and raw vulnerability.

“I’ve never seen you nervous before, sir. Is there anything I could do for you?” Carl watched Luke pace the center of the great chamber. The sitting room was vast, with several intimate areas for private conversations. Luke had hosted countless parties within these very walls.

Luke knew his hunger would be a problem. He had to address it, and quickly, before she arrived. The thought of meeting Stephanie, this vibrant, unknown woman who already occupied so much of his thoughts, while in the throes of a base thirst was unbearable. He wanted clarity, absolute control, the sharp edge of his usual intellect unclouded by primal instinct. “Could you get me something to drink? I don’t want to be hungry when she arrives.”

“Yes, sir.” Carl approached the entrance to the room and stopped. “Do you want it warm?”

“Yes.” Since it was the middle of the day, Luke couldn’t leave the castle. His hunger, a constant, low thrum, was becoming a sharp demand. As he mentally cataloged all the things that could go wrong with this meeting, Carl returned with a young woman. She was more than happy to give Luke what he wanted, still under the gentle trance from the night before. Animal blood was his usual sustenance, a grim necessity, but occasionally, he’d allow himself the measured indulgence of human blood, a controlled sip to keep his sanity from fraying. This was one of those urgent occasions. The last couple of days, the need had intensified, a gnawing void that even the thought of Stephanie couldn't completely fill. “That will be all, Carl. I know you can’t stand the sight of my feeding.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

“Come closer, young lady.”

The woman stared into his eyes as she casually approached him, drawn by the subtle compulsion of his will. The blood in her veins called out to him, a vibrant, taunting symphony. He couldn’t bear to look at her face, knowing what he was about to do. He turned her around, pulled her long blonde hair to the side, and took in the sight of her neck. The blood vessel pulsed, moving with each beat of her heart, a tiny, fragile drum. He sighed, a sound of both resignation and relief, and bit into her neck from behind. He was meticulously careful not to take too much, just enough to soothe the savage edge of his thirst without harming her. He felt her muscles loosen, a deep relaxation, and then he stopped. She fell back into his arms, and he carried her gently to the sofa by the window. The heavy curtains were closed, but a treacherous hint of light shone through at the top, a slender, golden dagger.

Luke felt the searing kiss of the sun and shrieked, a sound more animal than man. He moved swiftly, dodging the light, but not before a wisp of smoke lifted from his arm, a painful warning. “Rest, child. When you awake, you won’t remember a thing.” He pulled a blanket over her legs and backed away, putting as much distance as possible between himself and the sun-drenched window.

As Luke glanced at the clock, its chimes sang, a pleasant, almost mocking sound that did little to calm the unusual churning within him. His friend from the airport had confirmed Stephanie was on her way, due any moment. And then? A tremor, subtle but undeniable, ran through him. Of all the women he’d known across centuries, all the grand passions and fleeting affections, this one, unseen and known only through ink on paper, had him more nervous than all of them combined.

It wasn't just anticipation; it was a profound, almost terrifying vulnerability. Her letters, devoid of any physical descriptions, had bypassed his usual defenses. She saw him, or a version of him, with an unclouded clarity, a recognition of his true self that both drew him in and left him utterly exposed. He wasn't sure what it was about her that tied his insides into such complex knots. He poured a glass of Sherry and lifted it to his lips, his usual choice for alcohol, but the familiar warmth did little to soothe the unfamiliar jitters.

Luke’s hearing, far more advanced than Carl’s, alerted him to their arrival the moment the shuttle pulled onto the gravel drive. Before the formal knock at the door announcing Stephanie’s arrival, Luke shouted to Carl. “Carl, she’s here!” His gaze was fixed on the grand entrance from where he stood by the fireplace, his hand clenching the glass, threatening to shatter it. He stood like a statue of composed power, but inside, a knot tightened in his chest, a sensation he hadn’t truly felt since his human days. He didn't want to appear nervous, a colossal breach in his centuries-perfect facade.

“Afternoon. You must be Stephanie Williams.”

“Yes, this is my friend, Amanda. Are you Luke?”

Carl chuckled, a polite, knowing sound. “No, ma’am, I’m his servant. Lord Welch is waiting for you in the great chamber.”

“Great chamber?” Stephanie’s voice held a note of awe.

“Yes, ma’am... I apologize, that is what we call the living room. I forgot you were an American.”

“Sounds fancy.”

“You may call it fancy. Follow me.” Carl gestured gracefully. “You may leave your luggage here. Someone will take it to your rooms.” He snapped his fingers, and two other servants appeared as if from the shadows, already moving toward the bags.

“Wow,” Stephanie whispered, her eyes wide as she surveyed the sprawling, ornate room.

Luke smiled at her reaction, a purely involuntary response that broke through his carefully constructed composure. Then he turned, and the practiced control he'd been fighting for shattered completely. From what he'd read in her letters, he knew her spirit, her wit, her earnest heart—things he found attractive in a woman, human or otherwise. But he had not expected this. Her small frame was, indeed, perfect, a delicate strength, but it was the unblemished vitality radiating from her—a stark contrast to his own ancient existence—that stole his breath. Her skin was soft and pale, just as his was, but hers possessed an inner glow, a life force so much finer and more delicate. He found himself mesmerized by the single, perfectly symmetrical freckle on her nose, her blue eyes wide with innocent wonder, and her glorious blonde hair that seemed to bounce with a life of its own with her every movement. Was this the same woman he’d come to love through ink and paper? This truly precious creature, so profoundly alive, so perfectly human, gazing at his dark world with such innocent awe. His entire being pulsed with an overwhelming urge to protect, to cherish, and to simply exist in the light of her vibrant presence.

“Sir, your guests have arrived.” Carl’s voice, a gentle reminder, shook Luke from his trance.

Luke placed his glass down on the small silver stand next to his chair, the clink almost imperceptible to human ears, and stepped away from the fireplace. He cleared his throat, forcing a semblance of his usual command. “My apologies, but I was taken aback by your beauty, Stephanie. I was not expecting that.”

Stephanie’s cheeks turned a deeper shade of red, a flush that sent a delicious pulse of blood through her veins, a tantalizing aroma that, thankfully, he now had the control to ignore. He was profoundly glad he’d fed. Luke bowed, a deep, formal gesture, welcoming the two ladies to his home.

“And what is your friend’s name?”

“Amanda.”

Luke approached them, his movements smooth, predatory grace barely contained. He took Stephanie’s hand, lifting it to his lips for a soft, lingering kiss, then performed the same courteous gesture for Amanda. “It is nice to meet you, Amanda. Shall I show the two of you around my home?”
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