
  
    [image: Bewitching the Alpha’s Son]
  


  
    
      BEWITCHING THE ALPHA’S SON

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        THE VAMPIRE KING’S FEEDER

        BOOK FOUR

      

    

    
      
        BELLA MOONDRAGON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rogue Wolf Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            THE PRINCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael

      

      Blood-red walls cloud my vision. I focus on the spiraling, floral velvet details of the wallpaper instead of the tall, dark-haired man pacing vigorously across the room, leaving tracks in the carpet.

      Roses. Mom has always loved roses, and this room is a testament to her love of daylight, sunshine, and those late summer flowers that bloom in such a rich, dark red it reminds everyone of blood.

      Fitting for a family of vampires, I surmise. Well, mostly vampires.

      I check my wristwatch and sigh as Cole continues to mumble curses under his breath and twist his fingers through his black, slightly wavy hair.

      “Shouldn’t it have started by now?” Cole’s ocean blue eyes meet mine. His normally handsome, chiseled features are blurred by stress as he pulls his hand over his face, pinching the bridge of his stately, regal nose.

      We don’t look alike, not at all. As cousins, we share the height passed down through our male line. Tall, with broad shoulders and muscular frames, we’re a physical match for each other, but where his skin is bright and fair, reminiscent of a polished opal, and his hair is raven black and glossy, I’m…

      Different.

      I run my fingers through my dark brown, curly hair and shake my head at him. “Your incessant pacing is stressing me out.”

      “I’m stressed out,” he echoes, throwing his hands up in emphasis. He moves with phantom grace in my direction–a vampire trait. As an adult who has known this man since we were born, essentially, I’m used to his ability to walk so quietly no one can tell he’s there until he opens his fat mouth, but to anyone else, this would be completely, utterly menacing. I’m used to vampires and their ways. Probably because I am one, in a strange, distorted way.

      “Don’t posture at me, Cole. It’s not my fault your betrothed is late to her own wedding.”

      “She’s more than late,” he growls. “She’s not even here yet.”

      “So… she’s running late. Are you telling me now that you’re suddenly excited for this? You’ve been moping around for weeks, acting like your world is collapsing.” In truth, Cole’s world is, in fact, imploding. Cole grew up spoiled rotten by his father, my uncle Lex, and the kind-hearted, sweet-tempered Ivy, who I believed for years to be his actual mother.

      At twenty-six, I’ve learned the family lore, however, and now understand Cole’s inability to act rationally in most situations, seeing as his birth mother was the deranged Opal, who died when he was young.

      Still, Cole grew up loved, spoiled by his parents, and has an infinity for women and feeders that can make even the most hardened commanders of my dad’s army blush. Being forced into a political marriage is Cole’s worst nightmare.

      But I wouldn’t mind, honestly, if I were in his shoes.

      With another long, drawn-out sigh, I turn toward the antique desk I’ve been leaning against for the last hour and pour myself a second dram of scotch, sans the blood. Cole scoffs, rolling his eyes to the ceiling as I turn to him, taking a sip.

      “Enjoying your apéritif?”

      “Jealous?” I grin around the rim.

      “I’m starving,” he growls, starting his pacing again. “It’s been ages.”

      “Didn’t you just come up from the feeders?”

      He throws me a hard look and turns to pace to the other side of the room, his black tux fitted perfectly to his frame and his black shoes polished so effectively they shine like obsidian. Cole mumbles something under his breath that sounds a lot like, “Stupid hybrid motherfucker,” but I ignore him and check my watch again.

      “Have you considered that maybe she’s not coming at all?” I ask.

      “It’s not up to her. This is an alliance between my kingdom and her father’s.”

      “But in the event King Mattias… changed his mind… you’d be off the hook.”

      “I’m not getting my hopes up.” Cole snarls, his fangs elongating.

      “Put those away,” I smirk, setting my glass down on the desk just as the door to the Rose Room opens and a male servant steps inside looking weary as he scans the room. “Prince Michael, your mother needs your assistance.”

      “Thank the gods,” I mutter as Cole gapes at the servant.

      “What about me?”

      “We’re still trying to locate the bride,” the servant replies nervously, his face going pale as Cole simmers with rage.

      “So I’m supposed to stay here by myself?”

      I cross the threshold into the hallway, murmuring to the servant in passing, “Will you please have a decanter of wine spiced with blood sent up for him, for all of our sakes? I really don’t want to deal with him biting maids again.”

      The servant swallows hard as he nods and quickly shuts the door behind me, guiding me to the ballroom.

      Mom is standing in the center of an elegantly decorated room. Candles that have been burning are now down to the wick, given that the ceremony was supposed to take place three hours ago. It’s nearly morning, and I watch as she and my dad dismiss the last of the guests who’d gathered to watch what was supposed to be a show of faith and unity between two precariously friendly kingdoms.

      “It’s off, then?” I ask, coming to a step beside them and bending to give Mom a quick kiss on her cheek.

      Dad narrows his eyes at the empty archways where the last guests have disappeared. “I knew this was going to happen.”

      Mom signs and grimaces. “No, you didn’t. There’s a good chance the poor girl is held up in one of the rural villages between our kingdoms in this storm, Kane.”

      Dad shakes his head, his blue eyes shining with displeasure. He’s so much taller than Mom, whose head barely brushes the top of his shoulder as she turns into him, laying a hand on his chest. “Kane, go find Lex and talk to Cole. I doubt he’ll be disappointed by the delay.”

      Dad shakes his head, his eyes sliding over mine on his way to Mom’s face. “King Mattias has been mum on every detail about the wedding he demanded of us–decades ago. He had no plans to actually send his daughter to my kingdom, despite months of back and forth and his insistence the wedding happen here, in our home, regardless of the fact Cole is the heir to Scarlett Thunder. You have to see that, Em. This is not a delay.” His voice dips to something soft and warm as he says her name, her nickname, something he’s only allowed to call her. It warms my chest as I watch them, in love after almost three decades together–a vampire and a wolf shifter.

      But Dad isn’t looking too happy right now as he continues. “He did this to try to embarrass us, to put us through the show of unity and togetherness with no plans to make good on his end of the bargain, that fucking bastard.”

      “Kane!” Mom hisses, her eyes sliding in my direction apologetically, as if I’m still a curious three-year-old who just learned a new word that I’ll repeat consistently and out of context, possibly naming my imaginary friend “Bastard” and insisting he joins us for dinner. That did happen once, in her defense.

      I clear my throat, coming to my father’s aid. “Dad’s right. King Mattias ignored several attempts to introduce Cole to his daughter before the wedding and hasn’t even sent us a picture of the girl.”

      “We don’t even know her name,” Dad adds, giving me a ghost of a smile in thanks for having his back on this.

      Mom, ever the optimist, tilts her chin in defiance. “Send a few guards out on the road, anyway, just in case her car is in a ditch, and she’s stranded in the rain.” With that, Mom turns, her crimson gown and cloak trailing behind her.

      Dad and I watch her go in the glare of dozens of candles and red velvet.

      “Have you given any thought to what we talked about recently?” I ask into the silence. I glance at Dad, noticing his jaw tightening as he tucks his hands in the pockets of his pants.

      “You know how your mom feels about it, Michael.”

      I take a breath. “The odds of me finding a mate are slim; you know that. I’m more vampire than wolf.”

      “I know, but she’s holding onto hope that you can marry for love.”

      “And what do you think is more likely?”

      He swallows, shaking his head. “I agree with you. We need to find you a wife, a vampire, for the good of the kingdom. It’ll break her heart, though.”

      I nod, hating the sinking feeling tightening my chest, but turn for the exit. “I’m going to make sure Cole stays away from the feeders. He’s a bit of a mess. I think he was secretly looking forward to this.”
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      Michael

      

      It’s early morning when I finally leave the castle for home, shifting into my wolf form and splitting the fog as I race across the castle grounds. I made sure my cousin was tucked into bed before making the rounds a final time, talking to my uncle Lex and Aunt Ivy, who were remarkably upset about the failed wedding.

      Lex, I don’t think he could have cared less about the idea of Cole marrying, but Ivy was excited about the prospect of bringing what she called, “the daughter I always needed” into the family, given that she and Lex only have Cole, the eldest, and James, their nineteen-year-old son. Ivy had been so excited for the wedding and Mom had turned my family’s home into a testament to all three vampire kingdoms in anticipation for the nuptials.

      I can’t imagine what they’re all thinking right now.

      I skirt along the boundary of the castle grounds in the fog. The first glimpses of sunlight dust my dark-brown fur. I’m not going to get my hopes up for a sunny day. Those never happen here. But the vampire half of me loves the thick fog and late summer rain that are already moving back in after the storm last night washed out several roads and flooded a few creeks, based on the sheer amount of guests who decided to stay at the castle today to get some rest before moving on.

      I leap over an old stone wall and rush through the forest between the castle and the sleepy vampire village of Ravenfell Hollow. It’s very, very old, and it was something passed down to me when I came of age and got my first titles. Royal Prince Michael of Crimson Peak, Duke of Ravenfell Hollow, General of the Crimson Peak Army, so on, and so forth.

      To some, I’m His Highness, Your Grace, Prince. To others, I’m Michael. Mike. Cole calls me Mikey to grind my gears.

      To most, even my own people, I’m the halfling prince. The hybrid. The monstrosity.

      My manor rests on a hilltop overlooking the fogged-soaked village. Its pitched black roof casts a shadow over the village, where the slate rooftops are just visible through the silver mist. Dark storm clouds back over the abnormally blue sky, casting the village in gray. It’s another beautiful day in Crimson Peak.

      I run along the outskirts of the village toward the manor, avoiding the inner circle of stone buildings and homes. When I reach the house, the front door swings open for me before I even reach the front step, and a robe is thrust through the crack in the door before I’ve ever shifted back to my… hybrid form.

      “Thanks.” I watch the pale, thin arm slide back behind the door as I take the robe and shrug it on, tying it loosely over my waist. “May I enter my own house now, Emelda?”

      The door swings open, and my housekeeper, a pretty vampire who might be thirty, or two-hundred, fades into view. Her black hair is twisted in a bun at the nape of her neck as she folds her thin arms around over her chest and follows me with ocean blue eyes as I step into the foyer and slide my bare feet into the house slippers she leaves out for me.

      I might be the heir to my father’s kingdom, and the owner of this house, but she is the boss.

      “So, how did it go?” she croons, following me on silent feet as I walk toward the kitchen, which is newer than the rest of the ancient, heavily haunted and bloodstained manor because I can eat.

      But I pull a carafe of blood out of the fridge and pour myself a glass.

      Sure, I could eat breakfast like a wolf, but I do need blood to survive. Don’t ask me why, or how, this works because none of us are sure.

      “It went horribly,” I say after a swallow and a sigh, feeling my strength returning. Shifting really takes it out of me, and blood is the only thing I want after being in my wolf form, even for a short period of time.

      “Cole was that misbehaved? Shocking.” Emelda smirks as she flutters around the spotless, seldom used kitchen.

      “Cole was actually very well behaved because he was cloistered away in a sitting room all night. The wedding didn’t happen.”

      Emelda raises her perfectly shaped dark brows. “How come?”

      “The bride never showed up. My parents had to dismiss all the guests. Dad believes this was King Mattias’s plan all along–string us along, force our hand when it came to holding the wedding in Crimson Peak instead of Cole’s own territory in Scarlett Thunder, hold this massive, ornate party and look like complete idiots when the bride didn’t show up.” I lean against the counter and pour a second glass of blood. I hate it cold. I like it from the source, but I’ve learned my wolf side makes biting people…tricky. Tricky emotionally. Wolves have strange traditions and beliefs around the act of sinking teeth into someone's flesh that goes beyond survival. For them, it’s an act of love.

      “Do you want me to warm that up for you?” Emelda asks, noticing my wince as I sip again.

      I shake my head. “No, it’s fine. I’m going to try to sleep for a while. I just needed… something.”

      “Well, you missed quite an evening here in Ravenfell.” She takes a second glass from one of the cabinets along the wall and proceeds to pour herself some blood. She likes it cold. She’s a strange woman but runs my house and staff like a general.

      “What happened?”

      “There was a small skirmish a town over, in Hidesmith. Some wolf marauders attacked a vampire inn. A few villagers here went to aid in breaking it up. I was at my sister’s house when it happened. It was quite a commotion.”

      I stand up a little straighter. She arches a brow, smiling like this news is the most entertaining thing that’s happened in Ravenfell lately, which it definitely is. Just because there’s a wolf Queen of Crimson Peak doesn’t mean the two kinds are at peace. If anything, wolf versus vampire violence, and vice versa, has been on the uptick in recent years.

      “Some poor young woman staying at the inn showed up here, in the village, last night. She’s injured pretty badly, honestly.”

      “Do I need to squeeze the rest of the story out of you, or are you going to tell me the details?”

      She rolls her eyes at the edge in my voice. “She’s a young thing, a vampire. Likely twenty years old at the very most. An infant, by all accounts. She was apparently traveling alone, if you can believe it. I can’t.” She smooths a rogue lock of hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “She’s at the infirmary in town. Healing, I assume.”

      “How long ago was this?”

      “A villager found her face down in a ditch about a mile outside the village roughly four hours ago. I was on my way to my sister’s house when I heard the news, and shortly thereafter, the news of the attack at the inn in Hidesmith. I figure they must be connected, but the girl isn’t talking.”

      I leave my glass behind and go upstairs to change, draping my body in a white shirt and matching trousers. It’s pouring rain when I leave my manor and walk steadily down to the village. The infirmary is rarely used, so coming upon it to find people hovering just outside the entrance is a strange sight. They dip their heads and move out of my way as I approach, throwing the doors open and letting them slam shut behind me.

      In a room along the far wall, light spills from a cracked door where several voices are lifted in an argument.

      But a flash of pale gold catches my attention.

      “Your Highness,” the vampire healer croaks in surprise, jumping out of the way of the door as I push it open, but my eyes land on the young, beautiful mouse of a woman in the bed in the center of the room, the sheets pulled up to her chest.

      Her eyes are the palest blue I’ve ever seen, edging on gray, a strange color given that most vampires have pure, crystal blue eyes, like the ocean. Her fair skin pales as she takes me in. She sinks against the flimsy pillow at her back, pale fingers gripping the sheets.

      Is she the princess who failed to show up at her own wedding last night?

      My heart thuds once, then twice, as I hold her gaze.
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      He’s tall and handsome, with eyes the color of polished jade. His eyes sparkle as he steps into the overhead light, but his expression is dire–serious with a hint of concern, maybe even skepticism, as he keeps his gaze honed to my face.

      I’m trembling from pain and also the feeling like this man is very important in some way and I should be weary. The healer, whose rough hands have been doing nothing to help ease the pain in my body, bows his head and steps back to allow the stranger a better view of what’s left of me, and I feel myself trying to shrink away, to disappear completely into the homespun sheets and goose down pillow that smells like whoever used it last.

      “Who are you?” he asks.

      My lips part and quiver. Who am I? Why can’t I remember? My head hurts so bad. I close my eyes and reach up to cup the left side of my face, hoping my cold hands will ease the pain.

      “She hasn’t said a word. I believe she might have been hit over the head with something. No gaping wounds, but bruises, for sure. Whoever did this to her wanted it to hurt, wanted to kill her.”

      “It’s impossibly hard to kill a vampire,” the stranger says under his breath. I keep my eyes closed as his heavy footsteps edge closer until I can sense him standing at the foot of the bed. The bed squeaks as he presses his hands to the mattress on either side of my feet.

      “Do you speak?” he asks roughly.

      I open one eye. My stomach is hollow and tight. I need blood. I need to lie down. I need…

      I lick my dry lips, opening my eyes to slits. He sighs heavily and rises, giving me his back as he faces the healer. “What happened to her?”

      “We don’t know exactly. The reports from Hidesmith make it sound like she might have been caught up in the attack there early last night, but her injuries seem… personal. She was found in a ditch between Ravenfell and Hidesmith” The healer's voice tapers off. I watch with blurred vision as the healer leans in to whisper, “The head injury is alarming, Your Grace. But her chest–she was beaten so badly several ribs are broken, and I believe… I believe someone might have tried to….” He hisses, whispering something under his breath before continuing, “Someone might have been trying to drive a stake, or a knife, through her heart, based on the pattern of bruising.”

      The stranger is quiet for what feels like an entirety. “Any claw marks?”

      “No.” The healer is suddenly at my side. I squeeze my eyes shut as he gently takes the sheets and pushes them down to reveal what’s left of the cream-colored shift I’m still wearing.

      The silence is deafening.

      Fingers brush over my chest above the bodice of my shift, landing on the twin bite marks on my neck, and crook of my shoulder. The fingers disappear, and the sheets are righted, but I feel a sense of being watched.

      “A vampire did this to her.” The stranger isn’t asking a question. He’s deciding. He knows what happened to me even though I can’t really remember. “Was she… assaulted otherwise?” he asks in a low growl.

      “I think she may have been fighting off something like that, yes. Her fingernails are broken, but there was no sign of–”

      “I’m taking her up to the Ravenfell Manor for her recovery. This is a matter I must take to the king.”

      “I understand. I can spare a nurse to stay with her.”

      “Don’t bother; I have plenty of staff to help care for her.”

      More heavy footsteps and then I’m being lifted and I… panic. Pure, unfiltered fear grips me. I scream, sinking my cracked nails into the neck of the stranger. He groans, hissing through gritted teeth as he cradles me like an infant, carrying me out of the room like I weigh no more than a feather.

      “If you bite me,” he growls, low in his throat, “I won’t hesitate to drop you on the ground. Do you understand? I will not hurt you if you don’t hurt me.”

      He pins my arms against my chest with one strong, calloused hand. My head swims with pain. I blink up at him, my vision going black around the edges, but I can… smell him. I can smell his blood, and I am so, so hungry, and he doesn’t smell like a vampire. My fangs elongate as he stands in the entrance of the building I’d been carried into hours ago. It’s still raining. Maybe it never stopped. I don’t remember.

      He’s looking down at me as others rush around, looking for a blanket to shield me from the rain. He turns his head as the healer reappears. “When did she last feed?”

      “Not since she was brought here, so I’m not sure. She’ll need a feeder, though. Cold blood will be hard on her stomach in her condition.”

      The stranger grinds his teeth. “I’ll call on you tomorrow, Thomas. Thank you.”

      “Your Grace.” The healer bows his head, and it’s the last thing I see clearly before the stranger carries me out into the rain, into the blanket of thick fog.

      The next few minutes are cold and damp. He adjusts me several times, mumbling and cursing under his breath. “You’re heavier than you look,” he says without the growl or gravel in his voice like before.

      I’m losing consciousness and trembling wildly when warmth bursts toward me, making my skin tingle, followed by a feminine shriek.

      “Get a fire going in the guest room and extra blankets, now,” the stranger shouts at the female standing near my head. She scurries away, and I open my eyes to warm, dimmed lights and the smell of the man everywhere. Overwhelming and delicious in a way that makes me want to… sink… my… teeth…

      “Do not bite me,” he reminds me.

      I look up at him through hooded eyes, unable to break fully out of the hungry haze gripping my body. He’s looking down at me in awe, confusion lining those strange, jade eyes.

      “Who are you?” I croak, my voice raspy from lack of use.

      “I’m Prince Michael. Who are you?”

      “I don’t remember.”
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      Michael

      

      I carry her upstairs, my manor passing by in a blur of stone and dark finishes. Emelda hurries behind me, followed by a handful of maids who peek their heads out of the various rooms off the main second-floor hallway. It’s such a large house for one person, but right now, it feels crowded and suffocating as several pitched female voices call after me in alarm.

      Emelda does her best to calm the fray as I slip into a bedroom–the blue room, I like to call it–and quickly lay the trembling little vampire woman on the bed. She looks like death itself. Her skin is so pale, she’s nearly silver in the gray daylight pouring through a break in the navy blue curtains.

      Emelda rushes out a breath as she slides into the room, shutting the door with a snap. “You brought her here? Why?”

      “She was attacked.”

      “Well, I told you that already–”

      “I don’t think it had anything to do with whatever happened at the inn.” I glance over my shoulder at Emelda, who has her back pinned to the door and her upper lip twisted in confusion. “I believe this might be Cole’s fiancée. The missing princess.”

      Emelda arches her brows and steps forward. “I’ll call for someone from the castle to fetch her–”

      “Yes, of course, but she’s practically withering away. She needs to feed–now.”

      “I have blood downstairs–”

      “A feeder,” I rasp as the girl starts to moan in pain. Vampires can go a while without feeding, but this… this seems like it’s been more than a while. Longer than a day. Maybe a few days. My mind races as I throw a quilt over her body and stand back, running my fingers through my hair.

      “Oh,” Emelda hums, her hands planted firmly on her hips. “My sister’s companion, the shifter, we could use him.”

      I shake my head. I’m not sure why, but something about this entire situation doesn’t sit well with me. Vampires are impossibly hard to kill and rarely ever get sick. Tainted blood can cause stupors like this. Ash wood, hawthorn, silver… all things that could cause an otherwise healthy, young, and likely blood-born, vampire to go into such a state as this.

      “She’s very ill,” Emelda notes. “So pale. What exactly happened to her?”

      “I don’t think we have time to debate that. Go call at the castle.”

      “But–”

      “I’ll handle this.”

      “You should have left her in the village at the infirmary,” Emelda says as she steps toward me, a hand outstretched.

      “Her attacker is still out there for all we know. If she is, in fact, the princess like I believe, it’s my duty to make sure she’s protected. So please, call at the castle. She’ll need to be moved there immediately.”

      Emelda hesitates before leaving the room, her tone growing sharp as she hisses at the maids eavesdropping in the hallway. My eyes drop back to the girl, taking her in. Her hair is pale gold but lackluster, and her skin is a soft gray as her eyelids flutter open, pale blue-gray eyes holding mine.

      “Prince,” she mouths.

      “Yes?”

      “Where am I?”

      “Ravenfell. It’s a small village in Crimson Peak, a few miles from Castle Graystone.” My voice is thick and gravelly as I look down at her. Her dress is a mangled mess of silken fabric that does nothing to cover the slope of her breasts and the twin bite marks marring her skin. To think one vampire could do this to another, especially one so young, is hard to fathom. “Where are you from?”

      “My head hurts,” she admits, her tongue pressing against her lower lip. Her fangs are sharp and elongated, glinting in the dim light. “The curtains–please–”

      I move to the window and draw the curtains closed. She sighs, but a pinched sob escapes her throat as I turn back to her.

      “Were you poisoned?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t feel well–” She starts to shake again, arching her back like she’s in terrible pain, and I… fold.

      I sit on the side of the bed, rolling up the sleeve covering my left wrist. She blinks into the darkness as I reach for her and haul her into a seated position, clutching the back of her neck and guiding her mouth to my wrist.

      She acts on instinct, letting out a soft moan as her teeth graze my skin. I’m warm, like a wolf. She’ll know what to do. Her mouth trembles as she slowly, carefully, bites down.

      I close my eyes at the tingling sensation of my blood rushing toward the wound she just inflicted and the way those tingles settle in my lower spine. No one has ever bitten me before. Why would they? Vampires don’t feed on other vampires, but I’m not really one of them, am I? Not totally.

      Hopefully this doesn’t make matters worse, but without a feeder here, in my own home, and only cold blood downstairs in the kitchen, this is all I have to offer.

      I keep my free hand closed around the back of her neck, guiding her through each shallow swallow. It doesn’t hurt, but it doesn’t feel like I thought it would. A rush makes my heartbeat quicken. It feels nice, actually. No wonder some feeders like it.

      She starts to pull away. I hadn’t even realized I'd kept my eyes closed until I open them to look at her, guiding her back to the fang mark she left. “Take more.”

      “You’re–you’re not a vampire.”

      “Take what you need. I’ll answer your questions later.”

      Her eyes hold mine as she bites down again, and it’s… overwhelming, especially as she curls her hands around my forearm and holds me there, her brow relaxing, her eyes growing hazy, her cheeks flushed pink with pleasure.

      She’s beautiful–like a yellow rose. Her soft, plump lips brush over my skin, sending tingles of sensation traveling up my arm. I watch her in awe as she swallows deeply, her eyes fluttering closed again as she sighs against my skin, slumping with relief.

      When she pulls away this time, I don’t stop her. I feel dizzy, and I’m not sure if it’s from the amount of blood she drank, which didn’t seem like that much, or something else. Her head lulls, her hair falling over her face like she’s dipping into unconsciousness once more, so I carefully lay her down against the pillows and cover her up with a thick quilt.

      I’ve barely rolled my sleeve down when Emelda walks through the door without knocking. She pales as she looks from the girl, to me, and the blood soaking my white shirt sleeve.

      “I called the castle and they’re… unable to tend to this right now.”

      I blink at her. “What? Did you tell them I have the missing princess?”

      “I did, and I was told that it’s impossible.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The princess is no longer… missing.”
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      There’s a hum of excitement in the castle as I pass through the main entrance, rain sliding off my black leather jacket and onto the dark stone floor. The bridge behind me is socked-in by fog as the doors close, and a couple of guards step back in place, standing stoically at attention while I walk with determination toward the throne room.

      The entire court is here right now. Vampires of varying rank and importance roam the hallways, sending a hushed murmur of conversation through the arching corridors that overlap my footsteps as I round another corner and walk into the throne room, shrugging out of my jacket at the same moment my mom turns and spots me.

      Her smile shifts from rehearsed to genuine as she excuses herself from whatever conversation she’d been having with three tall, female vampires and hurries in my direction. “Michael, I didn’t think we’d see you today. Your dad mentioned there’d been an incident in Ravenfell–”

      “The princess is here?” I ask, cutting her off. “She showed up?”

      Mom tries to look pleased, but her expressive shifter eyes give away her nerves and downright confusion as she nods, glancing around to make sure we’re not overheard. She ropes an arm in mine and guides the throne room, leaning in to whisper, “She arrived this morning with a small entourage of nobles from Red River. Apparently, they got caught in the storm and had to seek shelter overnight and were unable to send word to us about the delay.” Her eyes, a match to mine, hold my gaze as she draws out the word delay like she doesn’t believe it for a second.

      But my head is spinning, my thoughts drifting back to the mystery woman recovering in my home, her fang marks burning back to life on my wrist. I run my tongue along my lower teeth as Mom guides me through the teeming castle. Some wedding guests from faraway villages and towns chose to stay overnight rather than risk a drive through the hellish late summer thunderstorm. The more I think about it, the more King Mattias’ demand that the wedding be held here, in Crimson Peak, makes sense. So many kingdoms in one place. So many kings. So many nobles. What exactly was he planning to do in their absence?

      “Were there any other attacks last night, other than the small skirmish near my village?”

      “Not that we’re aware of. Why?” she asks.

      I grind my teeth as she turns us into my dad’s office, which is a sprawling space with several rooms branching off the main drawing room where a group of familiar vampires are currently standing in a circle that parts as we enter.

      My Uncle Lex slowly nods to me in acknowledgment. Ivy stands beside him with her hand gripping his upper arm a little too tightly to look comfortable.

      And Cole is standing beside his bride.

      I meet the young vampire’s eyes. She’s… lovely, in a vampire way. Tall and lithe, with pin-straight dark blonde hair that brushes her hips as she turns ever so slightly to face us, her ocean-blue eyes searching my mom’s face with curiosity and a hint of disgust she can’t quite keep hidden. I recognize the disgust temporarily blurring her vampirically pretty features. Those vampires who know my mother love her. Those who don’t know her tend to think of her as nothing more than a wolf wearing a crown that doesn’t belong to her.

      One would think times would change. I’m reminded every day that that’s not necessarily true.

      This vampire, however, looks like she’s making the decision not to even breathe in the presence of a shifter in the event she’d pick up her scent, which makes my fingers twitch with the need to curl my hands into fists. I hold my position at Mom’s side, folding my hand over hers in the crook of my elbow, and stare the princess down.

      She has a long, dainty neck. A straight spine. A practiced, regal posture. The only thing we knew about the princess from Red River is that she is beautiful, but we didn’t know exactly what she looks like. Her fair skin is flushed a soft pink like she’s recently been fed and fed well. I’m sure if I touched her, she’d be warm.

      Uncle Lex is the first to speak. “This is Princess Matilda of Red River.”

      “I assumed so,” I grind out, giving her a smile as fake as the smiles she’s likely been giving my mother, and her own betrothed’s mother, who is not a vampire, but a full-blooded witch. “How nice of you to finally join us. You’ve missed your wedding, I’m afraid.”

      The vampiress frowns at me.

      “Michael,” Mom growls under her breath.

      I catch Cole’s eyes, however, and they glimmer with amusement.

      “We were held up,” Matilda replies in a low, sensuous drawl that betrays her looks. I would have assumed her voice would be pitched and sharp. She’s very thin and hard–all bone and muscle. Most vampire females are like that, I suppose, with some exceptions. One being the woman curled up in a guest room in my manor, who was soft and supple in my arms while she fed from me.

      That tingling sensation prickles to life in my lower spine again, jolting me back to awareness. I turn to Mom, ignoring Matilda’s cold, questioning eyes. “Where’s Dad? I need to speak with him immediately.”

      “He’s meeting with Princess Matilda’s escorts. Highburton, one of the emissaries to Red River, brought her here himself.” Mom motions to the only closed door nearby.

      My gaze flicks back to Matilda. Why hadn’t her own father escorted her here? Her mother? Any family at all? Did no one care that she was getting married? Questions dance in my mind as I meet Cole’s gaze again. Through telepathy, he says into my mind, and my mind only, “She’s not that bad, huh? Could be worse. I think I would have preferred someone with bigger tits, though.”

      I grit my teeth, feigning a smile around the room, at the faces turned in my direction. I’m just about to say I’ll return later to speak with my father and kiss my mom goodbye when Lex says, “It’s been decided that Matilda will stay here for a few weeks while we negotiate new wedding plans, preferably in Scarlett Thunder.” There’s an obvious edge to his voice he doesn’t bother hiding. “Matilda will be able to assimilate to court life here, under the direction of Queen Emory, until a decision about the nuptials is made.”

      I turn my attention to Matilda, who’s smiling kindly at Lex, nodding in agreement. “Why?” I ask sharply.

      “Michael, what’s gotten into you?” Mom asks quietly.

      I ignore her for the moment. “I just find it odd that the wedding had to be held here in the first place. Why stay when she wouldn’t be ruling Crimson Peak? She should be in Scarlett Thunder, assimilating to that court, not ours.”

      Lex holds my gaze, but it's Cole who clears his throat like he’s going to speak. Matilda beats him to it. “I missed my own wedding, and you’re giving me grief for wanting a few moments of peace to recuperate?”

      I look back at her, not liking the teasing, slightly malicious glint in her voice, especially as she laughs, “Do you not think it’s inappropriate that I shack up with my fiancé before new wedding plans are made? I’m a princess, not a lowly feeder brought here for his entertainment.”

      Silence grips the room. An uncomfortable beat of tension passes between the group, and all eyes are on me.

      “Excuse me,” I say by way of an apology, and give her a short bob of my head. “I’m needed in my territory at the moment. Mom, I’ll call on Dad later.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” she says, eyeing the group before following me out of the room. Then, she pinches my arm. “What the hell is the matter with you? I didn’t raise you to be so rude.”

      “Something’s off, Mom. I know you feel it too.”

      “These are vampires. This is vampire business. Your father is handling it in the way he knows best.”

      “You’re still the queen. You have a say in who gets admittance to your court, and that woman made it pretty damn obvious how she felt about standing so near to a shifter.” I halt and turn to her, taking her by the shoulders. “I don’t trust this situation at all.”

      “Trust your father, then. And me. I wouldn’t let anything happen to any of us. Matilda is just… different. Red River is a cold, hard place, from what I understand.”

      My nostrils flare with impatience, but Mom smiles up at me and continues, “Plus, you sound like you have your hands full. Emelda sent word to the castle and said you have an injured vampire staying in your home. What’s the story there?”

      I sigh, unsure where to begin. “I’m not sure what the story is yet, but I should go home and check on things.”

      I leave her standing in the corridor and find my way out of the castle, back into the dreary late afternoon rainstorm. I pause halfway across the bridge, realizing I probably should have asked to bring a feeder back to my manor with me, but flex my hand instead, feeling the slowly healing bite mark burn back to life.

      It wasn’t so bad. I could do it again. I think I will do it again.
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      It’s raining. I watch a raindrop roll down the window, absorbing its companions. The rest of the world is a dark blur as I press my fingertips to the window, finding the glass cold. Someone touches my thigh in the darkness, murmuring something under their breath. Soon, the world comes into view again, a dark forest expanding on either side of the… the car. “Why are we stopping?” I ask into the dark interior. Headlights flash ahead.

      

      “Good evening,” an unfamiliar voice echoes, pulling me out of a dream. “Wake up. Come on, you’ve been asleep for an entire day. You’re probably starving.”

      I try to sit up, waving a hand wildly as a figure comes into view just a few feet away. I grasp thin air as fear prickles over my skin.

      “Okay, never mind. Lie back down–just like that. Good.” The woman gently presses me back to the… bed. I’m in a bed. The walls are painted a rich blue that matches the curtains and bedspread. I remember where I am. That strange man’s house. The prince's house.

      I blink several times to clear my vision, and the woman comes into full view, her clear blue eyes creased as she smiles kindly down at me. I jerk away from her, crushing myself against the pillows.

      “You’re a fretful little thing, aren’t you?” She sits on the side of the bed, ignoring the fact that I’m actively scooching away from her.

      “Who are you? Where am I?”

      “Ravenfell, remember? You’re in Prince Michael’s house.” She waves a hand around the room but keeps her eyes locked on mine. She has a kind, pretty face. Her skin is fair and flawless, and she’s dressed in a thick robe over what looks like a satin nightdress.

      Memories come rushing back to me. Prince Michael erupts in the forefront of my mind. His dark brown hair, damp from the rain, just starting to curl again. His sparkling pale green eyes. The way his wide, full lips parted as he sighed around the sensation of me drinking from his wrist….

      This must be his wife. Obviously.

      My skin flushes as I lower my eyes from her face, dipping my chin to my chest in a show of submission.

      She clicks her tongue. “What’s wrong now?”

      I steal a glance at her through my lashes. “I’m–I’m grateful for your–your hospitality, Your Highness.”

      She gasps then erupts in a cackling laugh that sends a shock dancing down my spine. “Your Highness! Oh, that’s hilarious.” Her laugh turns to a muted giggle. “No, girl. My name is Emelda. I’m the head housekeeper. Although, I don’t mind being called Highness. It has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?” Her eyes sparkle with amusement. “What’s your name, love?”

      “I–I–” I stammer, trying to form a word. Any word. My name, preferably.

      She pinches her lips together in what I can only describe as sympathy. “No bother. Someone hit you over the head, you know. Probably knocked your brain around a bit. You’ll be good as new in a few days, I’m sure.” She rises and motions to my chest before turning toward a dresser resting along the wall beneath the windows. “I’d like to get you cleaned up, if you don’t mind. That shift is lovely, but it’s filthy and torn-up. Can you stand?”

      “W-why?” I clutch the bedspread like it’s my only lifeline in this storm, but Emelda gives me an odd look.

      “Because you’re going to take a nice, long, hot bath. While you do that, I’m going to change your sheets, make your bed, and lay out some new clothes. Come on. Let’s test out those legs.”

      I reluctantly let her help me out of bed. My legs ache, but they work, and she holds my arm as I pad across plush, warm carpet the color of fresh cream. She opens a door and ushers me into an ensuite bathroom where a clawfoot tub made of black marble is the centerpiece of the room. I stand, shivering, as Emelda runs a bath, pouring jars of rose scented oil and vanilla soap into the steaming water.

      She wordlessly motions for me to strip out of what’s left of my dress, but I hesitate for a moment before pulling the straps over my shoulders and letting it fall to the floor. She keeps her eyes on the wall as she helps me into the tub, but just as my body breaches the water, I hear her take a sharp breath. Her eyes are on my back, then my ribs, which are so brutally bruised it startles me as much as it must have just startled her.

      I whimper in shock, my eyes watering as I try to wrap my arms around my chest, but she shushes me like a mother would calm an infant and gently guides me into the water.

      “Don’t worry about it now,” she says, but her voice is heavy. She swallows hard, keeping her eyes on my hair as she pours water over my head and works vanilla scented shampoo through my tresses. I shiver despite the warmth of the water, a few tears sliding free from my lashes. “What happened to me?”

      She sighs. “We don’t really know yet.”

      “We?”

      “The prince is investigating the situation as we speak. He’s been gone all day. I’ll speak to him when he returns. You must be hungry again.” She rinses my hair and softly pushes me down so I’m soaked to the neck. “He’s going to bring you a feeder, but I do have blood here. It’s pretty good. I spice it up myself. I prefer it sweet.”

      I nod because it’s all I can do. My mind is in as bad a state as my body. I stare at my reflection in the facet, seeing the bruises on my cheekbones and the gray flush to my skin. My eyes are round and bright but full of tears.

      “If you remember anything at all, please let me know,” she says in just above a whisper. “We’d love to reunite you with your–” she pauses and sighs, then rises from the bathroom floor. “I’m going to go lay out some clothes. There are warm towels and a robe for you right here.” She motions to a stack of fabric on the bathroom vanity. “I’ll come check on you in a little while.”

      She leaves the room. I sink underwater to hide my tears.
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      Michael

      

      It’s the middle of the night when I walk up to my doorstep. Thunder rumbles in the distance, but Ravenfell is foggy, cool, and only slightly damp tonight. I open the door to quiet darkness. A light switches on upstairs, illuminating the second floor landing as I step into the foyer, holding the door open for the figure stepping inside behind me.

      Deacon removes his hood and runs his fingers through his short black hair, sniffling from the cold as he removes his jacket. “Fuck, man. It’s freezing.”

      I nod as Emelda walks into view in her usual robe and house slippers, glaring down at me from the top step. “Well, well, well, it's so nice of you to finally come home. It’s only the middle of the night.”

      “Emelda,” I say by way of greeting, smirking at her.

      “I thought I took out the trash tonight. I guess I missed some.” She glares at Deacon, who postures and bats his eyelashes at her.

      “Always a pleasure to see the most beautiful vampiress in all the land,” he croons, wiggling his eyebrows as she taps her foot impatiently on the top step.

      “Why is he here?” she pointedly asks me.

      I glance at Deacon, who’s grinning from ear to ear up at the love of his life, even if the feelings aren’t reciprocated. This dynamic has been going on for years. Deacon is like me–blood-born and from a royal line. He’s a fellow general in my father’s army and barely a month older than me. We grew up together, and he’s always looked past the differences between us, although he occasionally makes jokes about my wolfish nature, like the one time I went over to his house, and he served me blood in what he called a dog bowl. Emelda is… Emelda.

      One day, the two of them will fuck and get over this, but for now, Deacon takes great pleasure in pushing all of Emelda’s buttons.

      “He was helping me with some stuff in the village,” I say as I shrug out of my jacket and hang it on the coat rack. “I invited him over for a drink.”

      “You should join us, darling,” Deacon says as he steps past me and walks through the dark toward my formal drawing room.

      “I’m not your darling, you stupid ingrate.”

      “Here we go,” I murmur under my breath as the swishing of her robe alerts us both to her impending arrival at our side. I follow Deacon, running a hand over my face as Emelda rushes up behind me.

      “Emelda, you should make those blood cocktails again. I’ve been thinking about them for weeks.” Deacon turns on a light, glancing around at the empty, cold room. “Why are all the fires out?”

      “I excused the staff for the next few days,” Emelda says with annoyance lacing every word. She throws me a frustrated look as Deacon makes himself right at home, plopping down on an antique couch while crossing his ankles over an ottoman.

      “Oh, because of your guest?”

      “Yes, and she’s been running hot all evening. I wanted to keep the house cool for a while, for her comfort.” Emelda begins, her lips parted to continue, but I grab her arm as she makes a move for the built-in bookshelf housing my bottles of liquor.

      “How is she?” I whisper under my breath.

      “She’s fine, sleeping.” She yanks her arm out of my grasp and fetches a bottle of whiskey. “I’ll make cocktails but only if you bring in some firewood, Deacon.”

      Deacon groans dramatically and rises from the couch. “Fine. I wouldn’t want your pretty little fingers getting splinters.”

      She glares at him as he walks out of the room and disappears into the dark recesses of the house, then turns her glare on me.

      “What?” I ask, pinching the bridge of my nose as I crouch by the dormant fireplace and start stacking kindling into its basin.

      “You know how I feel about him being around,” she hisses, baring her fangs at me in emphasis.

      “I think you secretly find him entertaining.” I motion to the bottle of whiskey, which she quickly stows behind her back, and frowns. “I needed his help today. He has connections in Hidesmith.”

      “He has connections at the bars and inns,” she corrects.

      “You were a witch once,” I remind her. “Put a spell on him. Turn him into a toad.”

      “I’d turn him into roadkill if I still had those abilities.” She watches me build a fire, hovering behind me like a shadow.

      Most noble vampires would balk at the idea of having a conversation like this with a member of their staff, but Emelda isn’t just my head housekeeper. She’s one of my best friends, a member of the little “pack” I’ve created for myself. I’ve known her for years now, ever since I came to live in Ravenfell seven years ago. She literally showed up on my doorstep one day and told me rather bluntly that I didn’t know what the hell I was doing in terms of taking care of this ancient manor and moved in an hour later, hired a dozen maids, and has been running my life ever since.

      We’re bonded. She’s the older sister I never had.

      “I know you let her feed from you.”

      I close my eyes against the glow of the fire. “She needed it.”

      “Don’t do it again.”

      “It’s not like she’s feeding on a vamp–”

      She clutches my shoulder, squeezing. “You’re half wolf, Michael. Biting is not the same for you as it is for us.”

      I shrug her off. “I did what I had to do.” I rise, dusting my hands off on my thighs.

      “But you’re going to do it again. That’s why you didn’t bring home a feeder for her.”

      “It helped, didn’t it? You said she’s sleeping–”

      “I wouldn’t call it sleep.” She crosses her arms under her chest as she looks up at me.

      “Then what would you call it?”

      “Have you seen her–her body? She looks like she went through a meat grinder. She’s fucking exhausted.”

      “That’s why I brought Deacon into the mix, Emelda. We’re going to find out who did this to her. He knows everyone, and someone has to know something.”

      “I think she was either poisoned or recently turned.”

      I turn back to the fire, closing my eyes.

      She continues when I don’t reply, “I served her some blood tonight. I warmed it up, spiced it with vanilla and sugar, thinking she might have been turned against her will… like I was. You know how new vampires struggle with adjusting to the taste of blood… but she barely took a sip and then passed out cold again.”

      I tuck my hands in my pockets, mulling over her words.

      She continues, “The bruising, the bite marks… It's horrific. It reminds me a lot of what happened to me and my sister, but the fact that she fed from… you… being what you are, so easily… it makes me believe she’s blood-born. She’s been a vampire for a long time. Her whole life.”

      “And if she’s blood-born, she’s likely a noble. Someone of high rank.”

      She nods, passing the bottle of whiskey between her hands. “Yeah.”

      I thought she might have been the missing princess at first, but now that Matilda is here….

      “Where the hell did she come from?” I say, mostly to myself.

      “And who the hell is going to come looking for her?” Emelda adds.
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