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      I flip the page in my book but don't really pay attention to the words written there. I'm not entirely sure what's gotten into me, but I feel as if something bad is coming my way.

      Maybe I just haven't drunk enough blood today. That can make anyone a bit jittery, and is thankfully something I can easily fix.

      I set down my book and get to my feet, intending to go find one of the servants so I can ask them to fetch me some. There's every chance that isn't the problem, but it isn't exactly going to hurt for me to have some.

      Before I can get to it, the door swings open and my lady's maid steps inside.

      "Your Highness," she says with a curtsy. "His Majesty, the King, is here to see you."

      I nod, trying my best to cover the brief panic within me. I have no idea what my father wants, but I can count on one hand the number of times he's come to my rooms in the four years I've lived in the palace. If he's here, then it's not for a social visit.

      "Would you ask him if he wishes for refreshments, Maude?" Is that the right thing to do when the King visits? Despite being a princess, no one has given me any instruction on the way this part works.

      "Of course, Your Highness," she responds without skipping a beat. Either she's expecting my instructions, or she's very good at pretending.

      "I'd like a goblet of blood for myself. If the King doesn't wish for anything, I'll take it after he's gone."

      Maude nods and curtsies again before disappearing to do as I've asked.

      I look around my sitting room and try to decide where it's best to be when Father arrives, but can't decide. I wish all of this came easier to me, but it seems that I'm lacking somewhat in that department.

      I straighten my skirts and try to make sure everything is in place. If I can't work out where to put myself in the room, the least I can do is try and make sure I look presentable, and like a proper princess.

      Father sweeps into the room, wearing all black and cutting a striking figure while not looking a day over thirty. It's strange to think I look about the same age as my father, but that's just how vampire ageing works.

      "Your Majesty," I say, dipping into a deep curtsy.

      "Daughter," he responds in a cool collected tone, but I don't expect anything different from him. Despite the rumours saying that he loved my mother, I never saw much fatherly affection for him on his visits to the human town. And even less since I came here, though that could be due to the fact his queen hates me as a reminder of his affair. Most vampires just have their dhampir children with whatever human women crosses their path, they don't keep a mistress and have multiple children with her over the years. So while it's perfectly normal for me and my brother to have been brought to court and given full status as children of the king, I can understand why she doesn't want me around.

      I push my thoughts aside and try to focus on the situation at hand. "Did my maid ask if you wished for any refreshments?"

      "She did, but I won't be here long enough for that. I came to speak with you."

      I nod, but stay silent. With my father, it's always better to listen first, especially when there's no knowing what mood he's in.

      "I'm assigning a sworn shield to you," he says.

      I stare at him. "Why?" The question slips out before I can think better of it.

      He sighs and gives me a look that I'm reasonably sure means he'd rather I didn't question him quite so bluntly. "Because there are rumblings amongst the nobility."

      "Aren't there always?" I murmur.

      "Agnes," he says firmly, reminding me of my place with little more than my name. "The rumblings are stronger than normal and seem to be birthing some plots. It seems as if there's a faction at court that wish to depose me, and they may use you to do it."

      "With two brothers ahead of me in the succession, I doubt it."

      Father sighs. "I should have had you educated at court."

      If he had, I'd probably be dead already. The Queen would have found it far easier to rid herself of an unwanted dhampir as opposed to the fully turned vampire I am now.

      "They will marry you," Father says when I don't respond. "And in doing so, they can decide your brothers are in the way and have them killed, along with me."

      "Oh." I grimace, hating the thought of anything happening to either of my brothers.

      "So you are to keep your sworn guard with you at all times, no matter where you are. He goes with you to eat, he watches while you entertain guests, and he sleeps at your door. Do you understand?"

      "Yes, Father," I respond through my desire to protest. "How long will the security measures be in place?"

      "That depends on how long it takes to get the threat under control. And how long will it take for me to arrange a marriage that benefits House Soveguine for you."

      I blink a couple of times. "You wish to marry me off?"

      "You're a princess, Agnes. It is your job to further our family's goals by marrying well. And the next Golden Moon is barely a year away, it's time you found you your first husband."

      "My first husband," I repeat.

      "It is likely you will have more over the long span of your life," he says offhandedly. "Each time a marriage ends, you'll return to my care and I'll make the most advantageous match possible for you."

      In other words, each time a husband of mine dies, he'll marry me off to the next highest bidder, on and on until he's gone and Marcus is on the throne. Then I'll just be the sister of a king instead of the daughter of one.

      I force a smile, knowing there's no point arguing and that if I'm going to find a way out of this situation, then it means not drawing Father's attention. "Of course, Father." I dip into a curtsy.

      "I'm glad you agree."

      Hardly. But I've also come to realise that most vampires view their children as expendable, and I want to live too much to risk that.

      Father clicks his fingers and a guard walks in. His armour shines in the torchlight, but it's his face that draws my attention.

      My eyes widen and it's all I can do not to gasp as I recognise the curly brown hair and the dark green eyes that have featured in many of my dreams, both before I became a vampire and after. Thoughts of what used to be drift through my mind. Of summer days by the river, and winters huddled next to the fire. Though they're not the most dangerous of the memories. Lips whispering against skin and fingers brushing against one another fill my mind.

      I can almost taste his name on the tip of my tongue but I refrain from saying it.

      His gaze meets mine and I can tell I'm not the only one in shock from the meeting. He didn't realise it would be me he was serving either. He gets down on one knee and dips his head. "Princess."

      I clear my throat. "Rise, sir," I say, at a loss for what else to say. My voice cracks and I don't look at my father for fear he'll realise there's a past between me and the man who is now sworn to protect me.

      "I am not a knight, Your Highness," he responds as he does as I commanded.

      "Then what should I call you?" I ask, meeting his gaze and seeing all kinds of things there that I don't know what to do with.

      "Hector."

      "Very well, Hector."

      He reacts visibly to me saying his name, no doubt thinking of all the other times I said it.

      Back when we both thought we were human.

      Father clears his throat. "I'll leave you to it. I expect you at the banquet tomorrow evening."

      "Of course, Father," I respond with a curtsy.

      Hector bows deeply as Father leaves. I follow him to the double doors and look around to make sure no one is around before slamming them shut.

      I turn around and lean against them, staring at the man in front of me and barely believing my eyes. "You're supposed to follow me?" I ask.

      "Yes, Princess."

      "Please don't call me that." My voice cracks as I say the words and I take a step forward. "Not when we're alone, I can't bear it."

      He wavers. "It's the proper way to address you."

      "Not for you, it isn't."

      He swallows hard. "Very well, Agnes."

      My breath catches in my throat at the sound of my name on his lips once more. I never thought I'd hear it again, and now he's here, standing in my room.

      "How are you here?" I ask.

      "Much the same way you are, I suspect," Hector responds. "I was brought up to the castle on the Golden Moon, given blood, and woke up a vampire."

      I wet my lips and his gaze instantly drops to them, making me think of the dozens of kisses we shared before.

      "I didn't know you were the princess when I was assigned the position," he says. "I didn't know you were here at all."

      "I didn't find out until the night of the Golden Moon," I respond, my heart racing as I get to give the explanation I've thought about countless times before but never seriously thought I'd be able to give him. "Mama sat me and Lincoln down and told us that the man who visited us sometimes was our father and that he was a vampire. She still omitted the royalty part."

      "I guess it made some of the lessons she was giving you make more sense."

      Without meaning to, a small smile lifts at my lips. "It did. Now I know why she spent hours teaching me the proper manners of addressing various nobles. I never thought it would be useful."

      "I remember you complaining about them. And the history lessons." He seems to have relaxed a little now the two of us are alone.

      "So many history lessons. Lincoln loved them."

      "I know. When we were ten, he used to follow you around reciting them all." He steps forward, then thinks better of it. "How is he?"

      "He's Lincoln," I respond. Though that's not entirely true. He's been struggling with what he is more than I have, though I suspect that's partly because I've been lucky to be more sheltered since coming to the palace than he has.

      Hector nods, looking like he wants to say so much more than that. I do too, but it's been four years, and I'm not entirely sure what to say either.

      "I'm glad to see you," I whisper.

      "Likewise, Agnes."

      The door behind me opens before I can respond and I do my best to straighten my dress even though nothing about it has changed, it just feels as if an intimate moment has been interrupted.

      "Your blood, Your Highness," Maude says, holding out a golden cup to me.

      "Thank you," I say, taking it from her with a shaky hand. "This is my new sword shield," I say, gesturing to Hector.

      She gives him what seems to be an approving look. A hint of jealousy rears up within me even though I know it's misplaced. It's been four years, Hector has probably moved on, and I wouldn't blame him considering that I just disappeared after the Golden Moon.

      "Would you see that a bed is set up for him outside my chambers?" I ask the maid. "And that Hector has everything he desires? My father's orders are strict."

      "Of course, Your Highness." She dips into a curtsy and disappears out of the room, leaving us alone once more.

      Hector studies me intently. "You command people well."

      "I always worry that if I don't act like a princess, someone will report it back to my father."

      "And you're not worried I'll do the same?"

      I meet his gaze, seeing our history written between us and I know my answer. "No."

      Pride crosses his face and he makes no attempt to hide it.

      If I have to have a guard following me around all the time, then at least it's him, someone I know, and someone I can trust.

      Even if it's already hard to shake the memories of what we once were to one another.
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      The banquet hall is full of chatter, but none of it is directed at me. If anything, the people in the room are talking over me and ignoring me completely.

      I look across the table to where Lincoln is supposed to be sitting, but he's not there. Either Father didn't command him to come, or my brother has decided it's best to ignore the formal dinner. I don't really blame him, these events aren't exactly fun.

      "You look positively bored, sister," Marcus says as he takes the empty seat beside me.

      "That's because everyone seems to have forgotten I'm not just a pretty ornament," I respond to my half-brother, picking up my wine glass and swilling it around. "No one even considers that I might have opinions of my own, so assumes I'm not worthy of conversation."

      "I'm sure you have many interesting insights you could offer the court," my half-brother says.

      "Right now my insight is that your mother is looking at me as if she wants to kill me just because you're speaking to me," I point out, raising my glass to the queen.

      She scowls and looks away.

      I sigh. "She really doesn't like me, does she?"

      "She doesn't know you," Marcus responds, reaching over to pick up a grape and popping it into his mouth. "To her, you're the symbol that our father loved another woman."

      "He just did what every other man here is expected to do and found a human lover to create dhampirs for when there aren't enough true-born vampire children."

      "Except me," Marcus mutters.

      "Are you really trying to tell me you're sad about that?" I take a sip of my wine.

      He sighs. "Not really. I don't have much interest in seducing anyone. But a cage is a cage no matter what it looks like."

      I raise an eyebrow. "You're really going to talk to me of cages?"

      "We're all in one, sister. My mother included. And here you are, a reminder that Father kept going to your mother. It isn't just you, but Lincoln too. Most men choose to only have one child with each human lover."

      "Maybe it was just easier for him to return. I can't say I've thought to ask about it." And neither am I going to. It sounds like the kind of question I don't actually want an answer to.

      "None of it matters, you're at court now, and there's nothing my dear mother can do about it but glare at you from across the table."

      I snort. "I wouldn't count on that. I've been here long enough to know that court is ruthless. Wasn't it just last week that House Forbane lost their heir because of a feud with his brother?"

      "That's different, that's a matter of him becoming an heir."

      "And you think your mother killing me wouldn't be? I didn't take you for a fool, Marcus."

      My brother chuckles. "I'm not a fool, I just understand how things work around here. Neither you or Lincoln are a threat to my position."

      "Depends who father marries me off to," I mutter. "Any idea who he's considering?" I'm assuming Marcus will know, as the crown prince, he seems to be involved with decisions I'm not party to. Including who I'm going to marry.

      "You're not going to like the answer."

      I sit up in my chair. "So you do know."

      "Yes, it's been the subject of the last couple of council meetings."

      I stare at him. "Father only told me yesterday. Am I not supposed to have a say in this?"

      Marcus grimaces, and I have my answer. I should count myself lucky that he's willing to tell me what's going on so I'm not taken completely by surprise.

      "All right, just tell me who he's considering." It must be bad if Marcus is reluctant to tell me.

      "House Forbane's new heir."

      "Right, so at least one person who is capable of murder. That's great for me."

      "They'll all be capable of murder, Agnes. This is court. The other options are Lord Drewforth..."

      "He's older than Father," I protest.

      "The younger brother of Lord Hexamble," Marcus continues as if I haven't protested.

      "He's not too objectionable, I suppose." Though the thought of having to end up with someone just because my father wants it doesn't sit well within me.

      "And Lord Falgrove."

      I stare at him. "You can't be serious?"

      Marcus nods.

      "I've heard what he does to his wives, and he's still married. Please tell me there's at least another option. Preferably close to my age and doesn't have a reputation for beating his wives."

      "The only other option that was talked about was the heir to House Rothorne. Mother is against it and says there's no need for it when our Houses are already united by her marriage to Father. But Father isn't convinced that the bond is as secure as it could be, and she can hardly argue about that."

      "I didn't think House Rothorne had an heir currently?" I look over to where Lord Fallmartin is, almost as if I expect an heir to have appeared beside him.

      "They don't, but Lord Fallmartin has assured us that he'll have one on the next Golden Moon."

      "So my current best-case scenario is that if I wait a year, I'll marry some newly turned eighteen-year-old vampire, become your mother's niece-in-law, and potentially end up with someone who might be nice, but could also be worse than all of the rest of them put together?"

      "More likely, Father will marry you off to one of the others long before the year is out," Marcus responds. "But he sees it as just your first husband. Maybe you'll have better luck with your second?"

      "Ha! And that's what I should hope for, is it? That my second husband is better than my first?"

      Marcus grimaces. "Pretty much."

      "I wish you were king," I mutter, flopping back into my seat.

      "Don't say that," he hisses under his breath. "Have you any idea how much trouble you could get us both into if the wrong person heard that?"

      "Doesn't stop it being true," I respond. "You wouldn't marry me off to someone just for the political clout."

      "It's how things are done, Agnes."

      "Oh, and where's your wife? Where's Lincoln's? Lord Fallmartin wants me to marry the heir to House Rothorne, well isn't one of his nieces unmarried? They could have you."

      "They're my cousins," Marcus reminds me.

      "All right, then why not Linc?" I look over to the empty chair where my other brother should be. He's not required to come to the banquets the same way as I am. He doesn't get paraded around to be shown off as something pretty and nothing else.

      "Would you really want Lincoln to be married off like that?"

      I sigh. "Of course not. I don't want any of us to be."

      Marcus gives me a pitying look that makes me feel worse than anything else he could say.

      "I'm not feeling well, I'm going to retire."

      "You're a vampire, you can't get sick," he reminds me.

      "Then you're going to have to make up an excuse for me." I rise to my feet and dust off my dress. "Good night, brother."

      "I'm sorry if I upset you."

      I reach out and put a hand on his shoulder. "You just told me the truth. And I love you for it. Enjoy the rest of the banquet."

      His forced smile suggests that might not be possible. "Good night."

      I nod and turn to make my exit. Hector moves away from the wall and falls into step behind me without saying a single word. I hate that we can't talk during these events, his presence would make things much more palatable.

      It isn't until we're back in my rooms with the door firmly shut behind me that I let out a sigh of relief. "I'm glad that's over," I murmur.

      "Who was that you were talking to?"

      My lips quirk up into a smile. "Jealous?"

      He chuckles uneasily. "I have nothing to be jealous of."

      I turn around to face him, bringing the two of us a lot closer together than it's safe for us to be. "Nothing to be jealous of because you don't think anyone can live up to you? Or because you're over me?"

      "That's not a question I should answer," he murmurs, his voice low and inviting.

      My breathing hitches, his answer stirring something within me that I thought had been put away. "It was my brother," I respond. "Well, my half-brother. He was telling me unfortunate news."

      "Is everything all right?"

      "No." I step away. "Would you unlace me?"

      He blinks a couple of times. "Unlace you?"

      I nod. "I can't get out of my dress on my own, and I don't want to disturb Maude, the kitchens should be sending up some of the leftover food from the feast at any moment, and I don't want her to miss out."

      "You have food brought here for your staff?"

      "Of course. Please? Unlace me."

      He nods stiffly and steps towards me. I turn my back to him, only realising what a mistake this is when his fingers start to deftly untangle the laces on the back of my dress. I don't know if he does it on purpose, but it feels like he's going tantalisingly slowly.

      The only thing I'm able to think of is the touch of his hand and the brush of his fingers through the thin fabric of my undergarments.

      I'm caught in the moment, only able to focus on how close he is and nothing more.

      "We should keep more distance between us," he murmurs, his breath brushing against my ear and sending a delightful shiver down my spine.

      "No one knows," I respond, feeling his fingers get to the bottom of the laces holding my dress in place. The shoulder of my gown slips down, and I can feel the heat of his gaze on my bare skin, even if I know that's impossible.

      "You don't know that."

      "We're alone." I turn around, the movement causing more of my dress to slip off.

      "This could all be some kind of test." The desire in his eyes is almost impossible to ignore.

      I meet his gaze, trying to think clearly, but the only thing I'm aware of is the longing to be close to him again. To feel his hands against my skin and hear him say my name in the way only a lover would.

      I hold up my dress, trying not to let it slip down more for fear that it'll cause more temptation between us than it should.

      "I don't want to lose you again," I whisper, putting out the truth I know in my heart.

      "Then we can't give into this," he says firmly. "We're putting ourselves in danger by even entertaining the notion." He finally steps away, putting much needed, and much hated, space between us.

      I nod, aching deeper than I ever have before. I thought waking up the morning after the Golden Moon and realising I wasn't going to see him again was bad, but this is worse. He's going to be there all the time, close enough to touch but out of reach at the same time. We're going to be relegated to accidental touches and longing looks.

      And at the end of it all, I'm going to be married to someone I don't even know, or have a choice in, and he's going to be further away than ever.

      Fate has certainly been cruel to bring him back to me just to take him away once more.
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      I straighten my mask and make sure everything is in place before I approach the double doors. The servants throw them open and allow me to enter the ballroom.

      "Princess Agnes of House Soveguine," the herald calls.

      I roll my eyes. What's the point of having a masked ball if they're just going to announce who I am as I enter?

      Without giving any outward signal of my annoyance, I make my way down the steps, ignoring all of the people staring at me as I make the journey. I wish I didn't have to do this with so many eyes on me. But this is my lot in life. I'm a princess and it's my reality.

      The guests part as I get to the bottom, and I try to work out who is who. It's mostly possible from the colours they're wearing, vampires aren't exactly known for being subtle when it comes to the pride in their Houses.

      A man in a blue jacket and a matching mask steps forward, bowing deeply. "Might I have this dance, Princess?"

      "Of course, Lord Falgrove," I respond through gritted teeth. I'd rather not dance with a man older than Father, or one who has a reputation of hurting his wives, but I also know that turning him down isn't an option either. Not with so many people watching.

      He takes my hand in his, and I find myself grateful for my gloves so I don't have to touch his skin. Despite his handsome face and the fine figure he cuts in his expensive clothing, there's no escaping the revulsion I feel at being in his presence. This man is dangerous, and every part of me is screaming that I should get away from him.

      He leads me onto the dance floor just as the music starts to play. I shoot a glance at the throne to see Father watching me with a pleased expression, seemingly happy with the direction this is taking. While the masquerade is just a ball, I wouldn't be surprised to learn he's having all of my potential suitors dance with me tonight.

      Lord Falgrove begins the waltz, his body uncomfortably close to mine. Even though he doesn't look it, I can't get his age out of my head, or the fact that this is one of the prospects Father is considering for my husband.

      I look through the crowd, trying to find where Hector is. I was brought here by standard palace guards, but I have to believe he's here somewhere.

      "If you have a chance to speak to the King about the proposal I gave him, will you tell him that I'm willing to gift him my castle at the edge of the kingdom," Lord Falgrove says.

      "Your castle?" I echo.

      "Yes. It might be far away, but in midsummer, there is barely any sun, it is truly the perfect summer retreat. I would gift it to him in exchange for a positive outcome to my proposal." He moves us with ease through the dance while he speaks, which is just as well, because otherwise, I might have lost my step.

      "You're offering a bribe so he'll agree to let us marry?" I can't keep the surprise out of my voice. At least I'm not questioning him about his still-living wife.

      "Being the consort of a royal princess is no small matter," he responds. "And my son would be king."

      "My father still lives, and there are two brothers ahead of me in the succession," I remind him coolly. "Both of whom are young and likely to have a family. It is highly improbable that any son of mine would sit on the throne."

      "These things could be made to happen, Your Highness."

      "You speak of treason, My Lord."

      "I speak of furthering the cause of my future wife," he responds.

      The song comes to an end, saving me from answering. I dip into a curtsy, glad to be rid of the man and hoping that it's going to be the last I see of him, or hear about the prospect of marrying him. Though I fear that's not going to be the case.

      "Princess, may I have this dance?"

      I turn to find the younger brother of Lord Hexamble beside me.

      I force a smile to my face because I'd much rather take a rest, but at least I haven't heard anything bad about him. In this man's case, his worst offence is that my heart is already spoken for by my first love, and that's hardly his fault.

      "Of course, Lord..."

      "Stefan if you would wish," he says as he takes my hand and starts the next dance. He isn't as practised as Lord Drewsforth, but his nervousness would be almost endearing in other circumstances.

      "I'm not sure it's entirely proper, Lord Stefan."

      "Perhaps not, but I would rather be on friendly terms with my wife-to-be."

      I force a smile to my face. Why are they all so certain that they are the ones who will be chosen as my husband? "An admirable trait," I respond instead of voicing my question.

      "And one I hope you might share. Perhaps you could come to House Hexamble's apartment at some point this week for dinner so we might get to know one another better?"

      "I would have to see what my father, the King, thinks of such a proposition," I respond, not really knowing how else to.

      "I understand completely, Your Highness. Just know that I plan to do my utmost to convince you, and your father, that I would be the perfect candidate to be your prince consort," Lord Stefan replies.

      "Thank you, My Lord." The song comes to an end and I almost sigh with relief until I spot another of my potential suitors heading in my direction. Panic builds within me as I try to think of a reasonable way to escape without drawing too much attention.

      "May I have this dance?" a familiar voice says.

      I spin around, a genuine smile spreading over my face. "Of course, My Lord," I say loudly enough for anyone in the vicinity to hear so they can't tell me not to dance with him.

      Hector chuckles as he takes my hand in his, the touch sending tingles through me even through my gloves.

      "What are you doing here?" I ask.

      "How did you know it was me?"

      "I'd recognise your voice anywhere," I respond. "But that doesn't answer my question."

      He moves me through the dance with a firm hand on my waist, and I enjoy it far more than with any of the others. Probably because this is someone I want to touch me.

      "I've been briefed that your father expects a disturbance this evening, and have been instructed to cut in on any dance where I think you're exposed to danger. Though I will admit that I might have taken advantage of the vagueness of the request when I saw the expression on your face."

      "I was in danger of dancing with someone I did not wish to," I respond flatly.

      "You say that like it is nothing."

      "It is nothing. Perhaps I have postponed the dance for this turn around the floor, or even the next one, but clearly my father is expecting me to dance with all of my potential suitors tonight."

      He lets out a low growl unlike anything I've ever heard from him before. He clears his throat. "My apologies."

      "None necessary," I say softly. "You know I don't want to marry any of them, right?"
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