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      Emory

      I close my bedroom door gingerly, trying to make the least amount of noise possible. I do think it’s ridiculous that I have to sneak around the castle which I have come to see as my new home. Even when I was a prisoner here, I hadn’t had to be this careful with how I moved around. Much has changed since the first time I walked into this ancient and foreboding fortress.

      I look around to check if the coast is clear. There have been guards stationed at my door for my protection, but I have spent days learning their blind spots. There is a guard change that gave me two minutes to escape. I walk briskly down the hallway, trying not to make noise and hoping nobody sees me. There are always servants walking around, but if I keep my head down, I might be able to get away scot-free.

      This wing of the castle has many twists and turns like a labyrinth. Since this wing is connected to the wing where the royals are, it has been designed to be difficult to navigate for anyone who doesn’t know the castle layout. I spent all of yesterday studying the floor plan so I know where to go. After one last turn down a long hallway, there’s a door I know leads to the outside. From here, I’ll be able to get to the gardens and to sweet freedom.

      I reach the door and I grasp the handle when a familiar voice asks, “Where are you going, Emory?”

      I have to stifle a scream, putting a hand on my heart, which is beating faster from shock. I turn to see Kane’s handsome face with his sharp cheekbones, porcelain skin, dark hair, and those striking pale blue eyes.  I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to how attractive he is. He has a hypnotic beauty that makes me want to keep staring at him… which makes sense, as he’s a vampire.

      His species can hunt with their superior speed and strength as there is no other creature on earth that could match them, not even wolf shifters. And if they want, they can lure their prey with their deadly beauty. Most vampires nowadays are too impatient to bother tempting their victim, preferring to get blood from feeders. Still, looking at Kane reminds me that vampires are always dangerous even when they haven’t lifted a finger yet.

      “Emory,” he says my name almost in a purr. “Why did you leave your room?”

      I refuse to act like a child that has been caught sneaking out by my parents. I am a grown woman. I am almost twenty-one. I can leave my room if I want to.

      “I just wanted some fresh air,” I explain. “I can feel the cabin fever settling in.”

      He raises his eyebrows in disbelief. “It’s only been a week since the doctor put you on bed rest. Are you that bored already?”

      “I’m ready to claw at the walls, Kane.”

      A week in bed with nothing else to do has been frustrating and mind-numbingly dull. Kane has been away dealing with King Peter and trying his best to stave off a war with the other kingdom. His best friend Rainer has been helping him with that, so that leaves me with few visitors. My maids have tried their best to keep me entertained with card games and books, but I want to go outside.

      While I don’t mind being indoors, there is an intrinsic part of my being that craves to be in nature. I am a wolf shifter. I revel in the freedom of being surrounded by trees and feeling the earth underneath my feet. Feeling the sun on my skin and breathing in fresh air makes me feel the most alive. Every shifter has the same connection with nature, and any of us would start to get antsy if we are cooped up for too long.

      Kane looks exasperated. His blue eyes stare me down, and I refuse to back down. I tilt my chin up defiantly. I know Kane is the boss around here, as he is the literal king of the castle, but I am the new Alpha of the Moonraker pack.

      I have my own power.

      “Were you going to go outside alone?” he asks. “Where are Helga and Nellie?”

      “They’re busy, and they don’t know I snuck out.” I don’t want to get my maids into trouble so I add, “They wouldn’t have been able to stop me. I was ready to tie up the bed sheets into a rope and scale down the building through the window if I had to.”

      He smiles at the thought. “You could’ve fallen and broken your neck.”

      “Which is why I went with the safer option of just going out the door,” I tell him. I haven’t let go of the door handle, still intent on escaping even if I have to run screaming from the castle like a madwoman. “If you will excuse me…”

      “Emory.”

      I go still.

      Kane’s icy blue eyes don’t even blink as he moves forward. He carefully pushes me out of the way with the gentlest touch, forcing me to let go of the door handle. I glare at him, ready to give him a piece of my mind. I don’t care if he’s the fucking vampire king.

      “It’s locked,” he explains before reaching into the pocket of his pants and pulling out a large iron key. He unlocks the door and gestures for me to go outside. “Go on.”

      I didn’t even know the door was locked. That’s embarrassing. It would have  made my escape plan futile. I don’t know how to pick a lock.

      My anger dissipates like smoke. I’m too embarrassed and confused. “You’re just letting me go?”

      He gives me an amused smile. “If you must go outside, I’ll go with you. I want to be there just in case you feel faint.”

      “Oh.”

      He waits.

      Sheepish, I say, “Okay, then.”

      He offers his hand, and I take it. He laces our fingers together and leads us outside. It’s the later part of the day, and the sun will be setting soon. Sunlight can’t kill vampires. Kane won’t burst into flames, but the sunlight is uncomfortable on sensitive vampire eyes, and that’s what makes some of his kind prefer being nocturnal. He’s the king–not much can harm him.

      I don’t have that problem at all. When we reach the gardens, I let go of Kane’s hand to spread my arms as wide as I can. I close my eyes and breathe in the fresh air and the smell of earth and flowers. The sunlight warms my skin, and I soak it up like a deprived sunflower.

      It’s the golden hour, and the world is saturated and beautiful. Kane stands by a tree and watches me. He isn’t as ghostly pale in this lighting. He looks even more handsome. It’s a little bit annoying. Does he ever look terrible?

      “What are you thinking?” he questions.

      “Nothing.”

      I am not going to stroke his ego by complimenting his good looks. He already knows he’s hot. Even other vampires aren’t immune to his allure. Being a powerful king makes him irresistible to almost everyone.

      He moves closer, and I stay still as he reaches me. He tilts my chin up with a finger, and I close my eyes as he kisses me. His lips are soft and warm. I have always thought kissing a vampire would be like kissing a marble statue, cold and unpleasant, but the reality with Kane is different. He deepens the kiss, his tongue lightly touching mine, and I shiver from desire.

      I have missed how he tastes–like strawberries and cinnamon, and I want more. I’ve missed how he smells. I’ve missed how his skin feels in my hands. I’ve missed the weight of his body on top of mine.

      I reach for the collar of his shirt, wanting to unbutton it, but his hand stops me. He pulls away from my mouth to kiss the inside of my wrist.

      “The doctor said no sex,” he reminds me, apologetically.

      “He also said bed rest, and yet, here I am,” I reply. “We’re already breaking the rules. We might as well keep going.”

      He kisses my other wrist. “Emory, think of the baby.”

      I sigh, knowing I’m beaten. He has to use the baby card. I have only known I’m pregnant for a little over a week, and I’m already being treated with kid gloves. Ever since I told Kane I was carrying his child, he has been acting like I’m as delicate as a china teacup.

      I pull my hands away from him. “I’m strong. I can handle it.”

      “I know just how strong you are, but vampire pregnancies are notoriously difficult,” he says. “My mother had a few miscarriages after I was born. She was unable to have any more children after she had Lex.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      Most vampires are unable to have children naturally. They usually grow their numbers by turning humans into vampires. There are a few royal bloodlines that are able to birth children like Kane’s family, and no one quite knows how this is possible. Even more unfathomable is Kane getting me pregnant.

      I have never heard of a vampire and wolf shifter creating a child before. Wolf shifters can’t be turned into vampires. For centuries, we have been told that our two species are completely incompatible. We have managed to defy everything we’ve been told for generations by falling in love.

      “Pregnancies amongst wolf shifters are risky, too,” I explain, a hand touching my abdomen in concern. “Women can’t shift while pregnant as they could miscarry or induce labor too early. If they get sick during pregnancy, their bodies don’t heal as quickly, so it can lead to complications.”

      I watched Mother help deliver babies for years. So many things can go wrong during labor.

      Kane must sense my distress. He cups my face in his warm hands. “Look at me.”

      I look up into his blue eyes and feel some of my worry melt away. I’m reminded who I’m with. This is a king that has ruled for a long, long time. He doesn’t balk at difficult situations.

      “We’ll talk to the doctor,” he says. “If it is a risky pregnancy, we’ll take every precaution to make sure you and the baby are safe.”

      “Will the doctor even know what to do? This baby is going to be part-vampire and part-wolf shifter. Does anyone know what we’re dealing with?”

      “We can consult with a wolf shifter healer as well. I’ll move one into the castle immediately.”

      “What is the baby going to be?” I ask, trying to picture something unimaginable. “A vampire? A wolf? Something else entirely?”

      “It’s our baby,” he reassures me, his conviction unwavering. “No matter what he or she is, they’re ours.”

      “Ours,” I echo.

      Our baby.

      Ours.

      It doesn’t matter if the baby comes out with fangs and six arms, I will love them anyway. I have always wanted kids, and now I am getting my dream. And I get to share this with the man I loved. What else matters?

      Kane strokes my cheek, his gaze soft and adoring. No one has ever looked at me that way. When I was a child wondering about my mate, I wondered what he would be like. I thought it would be Darius, the son of my father’s Beta, but I hadn’t and could never love him. Darius is nothing like Kane.

      Kane is something I could have never seen coming. I haven’t even told him, afraid of what it would mean for both of us. He deserves to know. A part of me aches to tell him and to put into words what I know deep in my bones.

      I open my mouth to speak, but he beats me to it.

      “Marry me.”
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      Kane

      This isn’t how I imagined proposing to Emory. I have been thinking about the right way and the right time to ask her. This past week, she has been miserable, stuck on bed rest, and I had to run off and deal with an impending war with Scarlett Thunder. I haven’t had the time to compose what I want to say in a proposal, but as the two words came out of my mouth, they sum up everything that I want.

      “Marry me.”

      Emory’s green eyes widen as she takes in the words. They are the prettiest shade of green I have ever seen, emerald, and framed by long, dark lashes. Her red hair is a deep burgundy in the golden hour. The sight of her makes something in me ache, but I can’t put a name to it.

      “What?” Her voice is small, unsure. “Did you just…?”

      I bury my fingers in her red hair, needing to ground myself. My pulse quickens as doubt makes me consider if she’s about to reject me. She has told me she loves me. Does that not guarantee that she will say yes?

      “Marry me,” I repeat, trying to hide my growing anxiety. “I want you to marry me.”

      “But…” She blinks, her brows furrowing. “Now?”

      I nod. “Yes. Now.”

      “You’re about to go to war with Scarlett Thunder,” she points out. “I’ve just become the Alpha. And then there’s the baby…”

      “I know.”

      I want to tell her how I don’t fear what is to come when I have her by my side. Nothing feels unmanageable knowing that she will always be there with me. I have never dared to dream of having a marriage with someone I could have a true partnership with. My own parents had an affectionate marriage, but they hadn’t been equal. I had resigned myself to a loveless marriage with King Peter’s daughter, Opal, before I met Emory and my life changed.

      “There’s too much.” Emory’s face crumbles. “I can’t deal with everything and add a wedding on top of that. I can’t. I don’t know how.”

      Her face has gone pale. Her eyes are wet with unshed tears. Even though I’m disappointed, I don’t like to see her in distress. I wipe away her tears with my thumbs.

      “It’s okay,” I murmur. “Everything will be all right.”

      She sniffs and tries to turn away. I pull her back, needing her in my arms. She buries her face in my shirt, her tears wetting the fabric and neither of us care.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbles into my chest. “It’s not that I don’t want you. I want you so much. I love you. I really do, but everything is just…”

      “Messy?” I offer. “Overwhelming?”

      “Both.” She pulls back to look at me, her green eyes taking me in like she’s afraid I’ll disappear. “You’re not messy or overwhelming. You’re the best, actually. I had just been thinking the same thing, that we should get married, but when you said the words, it all came crashing in on me.”

      I smile, feeling some of that disappointment abate. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      That makes her smile back. She wipes away the last of her tears. She says, “I’m not saying no.”

      “But you’re not saying yes.”

      “I’m saying not now.”

      I have to ask as the doubt would gnaw at me. “This is just a question. Do you want to marry me?”

      “Yes, I do,” she replies, quickly. “I would love to marry you, but now is not the right time.”

      Relief makes it easier to swallow my disappointment. I have asked at the wrong time, and that’s not a failure. I do see her point with my kingdom on the verge of a crisis and her dealing with her own with the Moonraker pack. Add in the pregnancy, and it would overwhelm anyone.

      I take her hand, needing to be connected to her. “All right, Emory. I can wait.”
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      Emory

      I don’t know who to talk to about Kane’s proposal. Anyone in Crimson Peak would say I’m a fool for not immediately jumping to say yes to their king’s proposal. I’m thinking I might be a fool for not running off to the altar with Kane at the first opportunity, no matter what is currently happening. Considering the nature of our positions in life, there will always be something we have to deal with, so does making Kane wait even make sense?

      I’m conflicted, and I have to bite my tongue from saying a word as Helga and Nellie help me get dressed for the day. They don’t even know about the pregnancy. Kane and I both agreed not to tell anyone else until I’m past the first trimester. According to the doctor, I won’t even be showing until then, so neither of my maids should notice anything.

      If they do notice, I will make them swear to secrecy. I trust them to keep the news to themselves until Kane and I are ready to tell the world. It feels nice to have a secret that only belongs to us. This baby is going to be of two worlds, and there are going to be people from both of those worlds that would have something negative to say about the child’s existence.

      The thought always makes a swell of fierce protectiveness take me over. I won’t be meeting this baby for a long time, but I already want to shield them from the world. I’ve seen how cruel it can be to children. There are parents that don’t deserve children, my own father being one of them, and I cannot understand how they can be so heartless toward something so innocent.

      I remember that Lola is coming to Castle Graystone that day and smile. She will be moving into the castle to be with me. While Colt is leading the pack in my absence, I still cannot trust anyone not to hurt Lola or use her in any way to get to me. My half-sister Lola holds a part of my heart, and I will do anything for her.

      Once I’m ready for the day, we leave my rooms. I stand outside the front of the castle with my maids as a car parks near the castle steps. Darius, the current Beta of the Moonraker pack, is driving. He steps out of the vehicle as his mother, Margaret, helps Lola out of the back. Lola runs to me as soon as her feet hit the ground. My arms envelop her in a hug, and I nearly burst into tears at being able to hold her again.

      There had been a time I thought I would never see my sister again. When I took her place as a feeder for King Kane, I thought I wouldn’t live long, but it would have been worth it to protect Lola. How my own father treated her was unfathomable to me. Her mother died shortly after she was born, and I have been the one to raise her. I’m the only mother Lola has ever known. She lived her entire life in our family home, but my father had tried to sell her off to King Kane to repay his debts.

      I could never imagine trying to sell my own child in that way. I took Lola’s place to spare her what I had thought would be a terrible fate. Our father’s betrayal had started the ripple effect that would lead to his eventual downfall. Instead of being the respected Alpha Bernard of the Moonraker pack, he sits in a cell in the castle dungeons. My sternum still stings in the place where he tried to tear me apart when I was giving him one last chance for mercy before Kane’s armies destroyed him.

      “I missed you, Emory,” Lola says

      “I missed you too, Lola.” I pull away to look over at her, checking if she’s healthy and find that she looks physically unharmed. “How have you been? Did the Kincaids treat you well?”

      “Margaret is very nice. And Darius helped me with my homework.”

      I look toward Darius and his mother who have been waiting for me to acknowledge them. “Darius, Margaret, thank you for bringing Lola here. And for taking care of her while I was gone.”

      “Alpha Emory, it wasn’t difficult to take care of Lola. She’s a precious child,” Margaret replies with a smile. “She was better behaved than my own children.”

      “Ouch,” Darius remarks with a laugh. He nods to Emory. “I am glad to be under your command, Alpha Emory.”

      Darius was the boy I thought would be my mate someday. It had made sense logically as his father had been my father’s Beta. Looking at him now, I feel nothing for him except gratitude for his treatment of Lola. He is definitely not my mate, but he would be a good mate for some other girl.

      “How are things with the pack?” I ask.

      “Colt is doing his best, and I’m helping him as much as I can,” Darius answers. “Rebuilding our relationships with the packs around us is going to be a difficult road ahead but not impossible.”

      “We can’t blame them for being cautious after what my father did, starting pointless wars with them for territory. Forgiveness might come in time, but we should focus on rebuilding our pack from within.”

      “Now that we’re no longer having to fund a senseless war, we should be on our way to rebuilding.”

      “If you don’t mind me saying, Alpha Emory, your father ruled the pack as a tyrant. He didn’t care for any of us unless it served his own agenda,” Margaret remarks. “The fact that you want to focus on rebuilding rather than conquering means you are already doing better than him. Not that the bar was raised that high.”

      “Thank you, Margaret,” I tell her, sincerely. “But I can’t do any of it without you. We are and have always been stronger together.”

      “The lone wolf dies,” Margaret starts.

      “But the pack survives,” Darius concludes.

      It’s a mantra wolf shifters live by. We are stronger as a community, working together to create and restore our kingdom. A lone wolf hunting on its own is formidable, but a whole pack of us? We can take down large prey more than twice our size if we work together. My father tried to destroy all of that.

      Kane has left what punishment I want to bestow upon my father in my hands. Despite everything my father has done, I can’t bring myself to make a decision. I can’t give the order to have him executed, but I can’t let him go free to wreak havoc again. He has been the cause of so much death and strife amongst wolf shifters and vampires. His inflated ego is too dangerous to let loose again.

      I won’t kill him. No one will feed on him. He might have to rot in the dungeons for the rest of his life. I don’t know which fate he would rather have.

      Darius and Margaret leave as I bring Lola into the castle. The last time she was in Castle Graystone hadn’t been a pleasant experience. I try to make it up to her by telling her about the secret passageways and the ghost stories I’ve heard from the servants. Lola has always shared Colt’s love of horror stories and delights in the spooky tales of grieving dead queens and headless knights. Lola is no longer afraid by the time we reach what will be her bedroom.

      I open the door and let her in. Her green eyes widen in surprise as she takes in the large room. It is smaller than mine but still as opulent, with plush rose carpeting and a four-poster bed with a pink canopy. There is also a desk and bookshelves. All the furniture is heavy cherry wood with flowers carved in it. The walls are painted with a variety of white flowers.

      “Is this your room?” Lola asks. “It’s so pretty.”

      I smile at her. “My room is next door. This is your room.”

      Lola smiles widely. “Really?”

      “Really.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “This is going to be your home now, Lola. I want you to be happy here.”

      “I’m just happy I’m with you,” she tells me. “Margaret was nice, but she’s not you.”

      I swallow back my tears. The pregnancy hormones make me want to weep at every little thing. I give Lola a conspiring smile. “You want to see how soft that bed is?”

      “Can I jump on it?”

      “I don’t see anyone here stopping you.”

      Lola doesn’t need to be told twice. She takes off her shoes and tosses them aside before running and jumping on the bed, testing out the softness of it gingerly at first before bouncing on it until the canopy is shaking. I laugh before climbing up to jump with her– being cautious of my condition. Soon, we are hugging and laughing.

      I have my sister back.
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      Kane

      There are times I wonder if I remember a time before I wasn’t constantly at war with a neighbor. I spent over ten years in conflict with Bernard Moonraker for his inability to repay his debts. Now that he is locked up in the dungeon of my castle, I’m dealing with King Peter of Scarlett Thunder because of his unhinged offspring. Bernard had been a nuisance, much like a cockroach that refused to die. King Peter is a whole different kind of asshole, with enough power and resources to actually be a problem for me.

      Neither of us has withdrawn our troops from the battlefield. Our men are waiting for word for them to battle to the death. We send messengers back and forth, switching from veiled threats to half-assed attempts at compromising. We are at a stalemate, neither of us willing to back down or be the one to make the first move. Unstoppable force meets immovable objects.

      I stare outside the castle window at the gray skies. It looks like it is about to rain. The smell in the air makes me certain of it. If I were to go to the north tower of the castle, I could see the lightning hit the grounds of Scarlett Thunder. Crimson Peak is on higher ground, and we loom over the other kingdom. We have the geographical advantage of being able to see the enemy coming first.

      “There’s been a new letter from King Peter’s messenger,” Rainer says. “Shall we see what demands he has for you today?”

      I don’t turn away from the window. “Open it.”

      I wait as Rainer does as I say and begins reading the letter. It’s the same demands as before. King Peter  is willing to overlook all transgressions if I release his son Jacob and marry his daughter Opal. He refuses to believe that I’m not the father of her unborn baby. I have never touched Opal as her personality repulses me.

      I turn to look at where Lex is sitting at the table. Slender and blond, he doesn’t resemble me at first glance. Lex inherited his coloring from our maternal grandfather, King Alexander, while I took after our father. No one would think we are brothers until you see us beside each other. Only then can you see the slight resemblance in our sharp jawlines and cheekbones.

      “He refuses to think Opal isn’t anything but the purest of snow,” Lex remarks. “Even though anyone who’s met her knows there’s nothing pure and virginal about her.”

      “You would know better than anyone,” Rainer quips.

      Lex gives him a mocking smile. “Of course. I’m the whore, after all.”

      “You said it, not me.”

      “Or are you just bitter we never invited you to any of our parties?”

      Rainer grimaces. “I would rather not have attended your disgusting orgies. No thank you.”

      Lex shrugs. “I don’t know, Rainer. You might have enjoyed it.”

      I have to assume my brother is joking or just trying to get under Rainer’s skin. Either way, it’s working. Not wanting to focus on the topic of what Lex gets up to in the dark of night, I join them at the table. I take the letter from Rainer and shake my head over King Peter’s stubbornness.

      I look to Lex and nod for him to begin writing a letter down for me. For all his complaints that he doesn’t enjoy working, Lex makes a half-decent secretary. He writes fast and has nice handwriting. My response to King Peter is quick and to the point: no.

      “He’s not going to like that,” Rainer says. “Perhaps we could offer him something besides you being trapped in unhappy matrimony with his awful daughter?”

      “He only wants blood and gold,” I reply. “Neither of which do we have an infinite supply of.”

      Even if the war with the Moonraker pack hadn’t cost me so much, I wouldn’t be willing to give him so much money. If this war with King Peter had come a decade or two later, I might have been willing to pay him off, but at the moment, I am in no mood to spend the money I do have on the likes of that tyrant. I have loans with other kingdoms and packs I could come collect early but that might just entice them to join my enemy’s side to get rid of me. No one ever said ruling is an easy job.

      “We could release Jacob,” Lex suggests.

      “Absolutely not,” Rainer counters. “He’s the only bargaining chip we have.”

      This is true, and I cannot stand Jacob after what he did to Emory. He almost killed her in the library. I came so close to losing her over his terrible sister’s jealousy. Jacob will not leave my dungeons unless I have no other choice.

      Lex sighs. “What do you want to do, then?”

      “We can’t give in to King Peter’s demands,” Rainer says. “He could go back on his word as soon as Jacob is back in his custody. He could still choose to attack us.”

      “He could still attack us even if we have Jacob,” Lex points out. “He already has once. Let’s be honest here. King Peter has been looking for a reason to conquer Crimson Peak even before any of us were born.”

      King Peter has an infamous mutual dislike of my father, King Michael. The details of their rivalry vary with who is asked, but there was a general consensus it might have had to do with my mother, Queen Agatha. The rumor is that King Peter wanted her hand in marriage, but King Michael had beaten him to it. My mother’s native kingdom of Cerise Port had been a wealthy land due to their several ports that made them a central trading hub. Whoever she married stood to gain a lot of money, and my father had won that privilege.

      “All of this because of spices,” Lex mutters. “That old bat would have been at odds with Uncle Cyrus and gone to war with him too.”

      Our uncle, King Cyrus, is not known for his prowess in battle. Cerise Port is wealthy but not particularly robust with their military. Crimson Peak has been sending down men to help them with that problem for generations. I doubt King Peter would have done anything but suck the kingdom dry of its wealth like a leech.

      “Speaking of your uncle, have you talked to King Cyrus about helping with the war? Financially, at least?” Rainer asks.

      “I was going to go see him in a few days.”

      Lex’s eyes light up. “Can I come? I love going to visit Cerise Port.”

      I stare at my brother, exasperated. “Does it have anything to do with Cerise’s red light district? I think you’ve done enough damage in that regard, haven’t you?”

      Lex coughs uncomfortably. “I should go.”

      My brother scurries off, and I don’t bother asking where he is going. Instead, I reach for the letter Lex has written and hand it to Rainer.

      “Have this sent to King Peter,” I say. “And don’t bother waiting for a response.”

      I get to my feet. Rainer stands up and follows me. We walk out of the room and down the hallway.

      “Do you think your uncle can help?” he asks. “Didn’t he already send you money?”

      “Hopefully, he’ll be willing to send me a little more until I can think of a way to get King Peter off my back.”

      “Do you think King Peter’s planning something terrible?”

      “What else would he be doing?”

      Rainer leaves to go send the letter, and I continue on to my destination. I largely avoid this wing of the castle. The nobles live here, and I already have to deal with their simpering at dinner every night. The person I want to speak to also stays here, so I can’t avoid it.

      A guard standing by nods before he opens a door for me. It leads to a suite of rooms with antique dark furniture. I have never been in these rooms, and they are simpler than I expected. Clark sits at a chair with a book in his lap. He looks up from his book, his spectacles gleaming under the light.

      Clark was turned later in life, and his hair is mostly gray. Even vampirism hadn’t managed to fix his terrible vision completely, and he still needs spectacles to see. As a human, he worked as my father’s advisor before finally being given the gift of prolonged life. When I was a child, I used to see Clark as a foreboding, serious character with no sense of humor and no patience for little children.

      Still, my father trusted him and sought his counsel for many matters, especially when our kingdom was at war. As much of an asshole as I think Clark is, he has something valuable. Knowledge. It’s the only reason I didn’t have him executed after I saw how he had been mistreating the feeders and letting the guards debase and abuse them.

      He puts his book down on a table and gets to his feet slowly. He gives a shallow, mocking bow. “Your Majesty. To what do I owe the honor?”

      “Don’t be clever with me, Clark. I’m not here to play games.”

      “I would never dare to suggest a thing, sir.”

      I resist rolling my eyes and take the seat across from him without a word. He sits down and waits for me to speak. I have vague memories of my father’s war council, a select group of a dozen men he had implicitly trusted to help him win wars. I have a war council of only two men I can trust.

      “I need a war council.”

      “About time,” Clark states. “I would have advised you to put together one before rallying the troops.”

      “I would have asked for your advice if you hadn’t done what you did to the feeders.” I think of what almost happened to Emory because of him.

      “Are we really going to go over the rights of feeders, again? You always were more soft-hearted than you needed to be. Your father always worried about you and how you would fare–”

      “Enough,” I snap. “I didn’t come here for a lecture.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Clark amends, glibly. “How may I help you?”

      As much as Clark annoys me, he has been my advisor since I became king. It’s easy for me to tell him my concerns with the war and how I am at a stalemate with an egotistical king. As I speak, I think of my father who would have already thrown everything he had at Peter. He acted quickly, sometimes too quickly, and I didn’t want to find myself backed into a corner as he sometimes did.

      Clark removes his spectacles and wipes at the lenses with a handkerchief. “I would think the solution is obvious, sir.”

      Frustrated, I demand, “And what is that?”

      “Give him back his son and marry his daughter. Prevent bloodshed for your people and save your kingdom.”

      “I can’t marry Opal. She’s carrying Lex’s child.”

      “Why does it matter?” Clark replies. “As long as it’s the same bloodline, your legacy lives on.”

      “She’s awful, a total raging bitch. We would never be happy together.”

      “You already knew that before, and you were still willing to marry her.”

      “That was different.”

      “Before you had your little she-wolf by your side?”

      “Careful, Clark,” I warn. “You say one bad thing about Emory, and you will spend the next hundred years in the dungeons instead of your comfortable suite.”

      Clark put on his glasses, his expression grim. “Do you want to know what makes you inherently different from your father?”

      “What?”

      “Like most royals, he understood that duty comes first. Love is a privilege you are not afforded when you already possess so much power.”

      I swallow hard. I’ve known this truth my entire life. My parents didn’t hide the facts of this life from me, and I had accepted it for the longest time. That was before I met Emory. I could no more give her up now than I could live without blood. I needed her.

      “I won’t lose her,” I confess in a whisper. “I don’t know what I would be without her.”

      “Better off,” Clark concludes. “After all, Kane, she’ll age and die like all of her kind. And you’ll be alone once again, but this time with a broken heart. And if you’re not careful, no kingdom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            SHOCKED, RELIEVED, OVERJOYED

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Emory

      Lola wants to see the gardens, so we leave Helga and Nellie to unpack Lola’s things and we make our way outside. Kane insists I have guards with me at all times so we have two guards following behind us, far enough to give us some privacy but always in sight. I bring Lola to the rose garden. I haven’t avoided the place even after that time Opal and her friends tried to attack me there.

      I refuse to let Opal and her ilk drive me away from things I enjoy. The rose garden is a truly beautiful place, and I will continue to visit it. I warn Lola not to touch the rose bushes so she won’t hurt herself on the thorns. Lola gives the roses a minute of her attention before proceeding to try and climb a tree.

      “Be careful,” I warn her. “You could fall.”

      “I’m fine!” she calls out as she climbs up a branch. “I climb trees all the time.”

      That I can believe. I spent my childhood climbing trees around our family home, and so did my brother Colt. We used to make our mother angry when we would come home covered in mud and with green stains on our clothes. Lola isn’t nearly half as messy as we were.

      I continue to watch Lola climb the tree, worrying she’ll fall and break an arm if I look away for one second. The scent of roses and vanilla makes me turn to see a familiar woman approaching. I have never spoken to Queen Agatha directly and only see her from a distance at dinner time. She is a beautiful woman with gray-streaked dark hair pulled up in an elegant bun and pale blue eyes. I can see where Lex inherited his delicate beauty from.

      I expect Queen Agatha would walk past me, not acknowledging my existence except for a nod, but she surprises me by stopping in front of where I sit. I stand and curtsy quickly, looking less elegant than I want.

      “The girl is your sister, am I correct?” she asks. “I remember seeing her in the castle that day you arrived.”

      I don’t remember seeing her in the throne room when my father had come to bargain with Kane in what felt like a lifetime ago. I might not have noticed if she was there as I had been preoccupied with trying to keep Lola safe from my father’s selfishness, but it’s more likely she had a vantage point I hadn’t been privy to.

      “She is,” I answer. “Her name’s Lola.”

      “Half-sister?”

      I hesitate, wondering how pack gossip has managed to reach Crimson Peak. I wonder who has been blabbing about my family’s business. I will have to reprimand them. Lola has never deserved being treated as less than. The circumstances of her birth were beyond her control. My father had an affair with a scullery maid who passed away. I try my best to make Lola know that she is wanted and a part of the family, but people can be so unreasonably cruel to children for things that aren’t even their fault.

      “I only ask because you don’t look alike,” she adds. “I didn’t mean to imply anything.”

      That is true. I have red hair and green eyes from my mother’s side of the family. Lola’s hair is a dark blonde, and her eyes are a silver gray. Ironically, despite being the child our father values the least, Lola is the only one who inherited his eyes.

      “Her mother passed away during childbirth,” I explain. “I have taken care of her since.”

      “Poor thing. It’s not easy to grow up without a mother,” she muses, watching Lola contemplatively. “I tried my best to keep my boys from being unruly as children with mixed results.”

      I can’t help but ask, “What was Kane like as a child?”

      She smiles, and I see where Kane inherited his smile. “He was a sweet boy. He would take in every wounded animal he could find and try to nurse them back to health. My husband worried he’d be too soft, but I saw Kane’s caring heart as an asset. Kane was always made aware of his future responsibilities. He wants to take care of his people, and he has done so ever since the crown was placed on his head.”

      “That does sound like him,” I muse. “What was Lex like?”

      “Believe it or not, he was quite shy as a boy.”

      I stifle a laugh of disbelief. “Lex was shy?”

      “He was. He would hide behind my skirts instead of having to go play with the other children. He idolized his older brother, wanted to be just like Kane, but he always fell short. It crushed him over time, always being compared to his brother and found lacking.”

      “Is that why he’s the way he is now?”

      “That poor boy doesn’t know who he is. No one has ever expected anything from him, so he’s never had to really try. I had hoped he’d find purpose as a general or a politician, but neither path interested him. Now, he just wanders around, seeking temporary entertainment to pass the time.”

      The picture the queen paints about her son makes me feel sorry for him. I have wondered growing up what Colt had felt being second to me. My father raised me in the belief that I would take over as Alpha someday, which later turned out to be another one of his lies, but he never publicly declared Colt as his heir until the day I arrived at the castle. If things had gone differently, would Colt have ended up like Lex?

      “Have you talked to Lex about this?” I ask.

      “He’s long past the age of confiding in his mother,” she answers. “And I could imagine how embarrassing it would be to admit that you still feel lost even after all these years, perpetually stuck in an in-between place.”

      “Maybe we could help him,” I suggest, genuinely wanting to make a change. “Surely there’s something out there that could give him purpose.”

      I understand having a purpose. I had grown up believing I would be an Alpha, and now I am. I have been like a mother to Lola all these years. Surely, it wouldn’t be such a chore to help a vampire find their purpose in life.

      “Perhaps. You are welcome to try.” Queen Agatha looks thoughtful. “I had been pressuring Kane into giving me a grandchild for years. From what I’ve been hearing about Opal, I’ll be getting my wish even though I’m not sure Peter would let that child ever leave Scarlett Thunder.”

      “You don’t think Opal’s child is Kane’s, do you?”

      She purses her lips in disgust. “No, I heard she had been warming the bed of my other son. Either way, I’m going to be a grandmother.”

      Kane hasn’t told his mother about my pregnancy, which is what we agreed on. I don’t know how the queen will react to the news of me carrying her other grandchild. She doesn’t seem that terrible. She’s actually being nice. Maybe she’ll be pleased?

      “How would you feel if Kane was a father one day?”

      “Shocked. Relieved. Overjoyed,” she replies. “Babies are a gift, and Kane does need an heir. Should something happen to him, the throne would go to Lex, and he doesn’t have the right temperament to rule a kingdom.”

      It couldn’t hurt to tell one person, could it? Queen Agatha is Kane’s mom. She deserves to know. I haven’t had the chance to tell my own mother, but I haven’t been able to get her on the phone anyway. I’m not sure how she feels about my father being in prison.

      “How would you feel if Kane was having a child…with me?”

      Queen Agatha goes still. Her pale complexion makes her look almost like a statue. Slowly, she turns to me, her pale blue eyes overanalyzing my face before dropping down to my abdomen. She doesn’t say anything, her eyes narrowing as if she’s concentrating hard. She seems to find whatever it is she’s looking for, and she looks me in the eye again.

      “It’s very faint, but I can hear a heartbeat.”

      “You can?”

      She nods, smiling softly. “I remember what to watch for from when I was pregnant with the boys.”

      I put a hand against my abdomen as if I can feel the heartbeat. “Does the baby sound healthy?”

      “I believe so,” she replies. “Have you had the ultrasound yet?”

      “Not yet. We were going to have it next week.”

      She takes my hand in hers, her skin soft like silk. “Would you tell me how it goes? Please?”

      “You’re not upset?”

      “Why would I be upset, child?”

      “Well, because Kane’s having a baby with me, and I’m not a vampire.”

      “Stranger things have happened,” she says. “Where I grew up in Cerise Port, you would hear all sorts of stories. I don’t know how true those stories are, but I used to hear a folktale about a wolf shifter that had a child with a vampire.”

      “What happened in the story?”

      She blinks. “I don’t actually remember. I was very young when my governess would tell me these stories to get me to behave.”

      That doesn’t sound promising. It sounds like the kind of stories my mother would tell my brother and I to scare us into being good.

      “Were they scary stories?”

      “I’m sure they were greatly exaggerated,” she amends, seeing the concern on my face. “You could go check the castle library to see if there’s any mention of these folktales, but I would advise you to take them with a grain of salt.”

      I will take everything with a pound of salt. If the only stories I can hear that relate to my situation only end with blood and tragedy, I might rethink actually looking for these stories. Unfortunately, they might be my only lead to finding out more about my pregnancy. I will have to choose between being armed with knowledge and living in blissful ignorance.

      “Thank you for your help,” I tell the queen. “Only Kane, the doctor, and I know about the pregnancy besides you, and I’ve been worried about how risky this will all be.”

      The queen listens intently as I continue. “I don’t know what they would be. A vampire? A wolf? Something in between?”

      “A hybrid. I remember that one word from the folktales.”

      Hybrid. A creature that is a combination of two other types of creatures.

      “I’m scared I’ll lose the baby. I heard how risky vampire pregnancies are, and I have no idea whether it’ll be even more difficult because I’m a wolf shifter,” I confess. “I don’t want to lose my child. Just the thought of it…”

      Queen Agatha squeezes my hand reassuringly. “Babies will come when they want to whether there’s war or bad weather. You cannot stress as it will affect your health. You must focus on what you can control, which is taking everything a day at a time.”

      “I’m trying.” I take a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “How do you stay so composed?”

      “My child, I have been around a very long time. I’ve learned the art of appearing unaffected when I want to. It will come with practice. You are young, and you have time to learn.”

      I nod, feeling better from the queen’s wisdom and calm reassurance. She loops our arms together and asks, “Have you had lunch, my dear? We could have a meal in the gazebo.”

      “There’s a gazebo?”

      No one has ever told me there was a gazebo in the gardens. Helga and Nellie never mention it.

      “Not far from here. My husband had it built for me after our hundredth anniversary.”

      Hundredth? I forget sometimes how long vampires can live. I can’t imagine staying married to someone for that long. It also sounds wildly romantic.

      “How long were you and your husband married?”

      “Almost two hundred and fifty years.”

      “Wow,” I say. “Were you happy together?”

      “Happiness is a fleeting emotion. One can hardly be happy all the time, but Michael and I found contentment with each other. We were quite lucky as arranged marriages went.”

      “You didn’t marry for love?”

      “That is not often a luxury for somebody in my position. I was raised to marry a king and bear him heirs. And that’s exactly what I did.”

      It’s very different from what I’m used to, with fated mates and the Moon Goddess choosing for us. Yet, my own parents, while they were mates, that didn’t signify they would be happy together, only that they couldn’t leave each other. I want to ask Queen Agatha how she would feel about Kane proposing to me, but I decide to hold off on that. The queen has many stories to tell me in the meantime, and I am eager to listen and learn. I wave at Lola, and she comes with us to the gazebo for lunch and the start of a new friendship.
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      Kane

      I’m not in the best mood after talking with Clark. As much as I dislike him, he is right about some things. Delivering awful truths has always been something he relishes in. Clark practically snickered as I left his suite, enjoying how his words affected me. I needed to go to my office afterward to get some work done and think about everything he told me. Hours pass by, and I haven’t gotten much work done. I’m worried about the war, the baby–everything.

      It’s time for dinner, and the thought of being surrounded by the nobles exhausts me. I could make an excuse and not show up, but Emory’s sister, Lola, is having her first dinner in the castle, and I can’t leave them alone with the pit of vipers. Even with Opal and her terrible friends gone, the other nobles aren’t much more accepting of anybody they deem beneath them. I just have to suck it up and get through the meal.

      I’m late, but nobody will say a word about it. There are perks to being the king. The meal starts when I arrive. They’re all seated when I enter the dining room, but they rise from their chairs and bow. It’s not until I take my seat at the head of the table that they sit down.

      Emory is usually seated to my right. I have insisted on it, wanting to make sure she is close to me and away from the venomous whispers around her. It would be impractical for me to cut out the tongue of every person that says something mean about her, but the urge is there. My bad mood only makes the bloodlust worse.

      To my surprise, Emory isn’t seated at my right. She’s seated at the end of the table next to my mother. Lola is there at Emory’s side. The twelve-year-old eyes the room from the large chandelier to the snooty faces of the nobles.

      I catch her gaze, and her silver eyes widen in recognition before she turns away. The last time I saw the girl was when her own father tried to sell her off as a feeder to pay his debts. I can’t blame her if she associates me with a bad memory. I still remember how she begged not to be taken away, and how she cried when Emory volunteered to take her place.

      The two sisters clearly love each other. I am unfamiliar with the feeling as my relationship with my brother has always been complicated. Lex vacillates between being a nuisance and a rival. I have never been able to get myself to count on him like I would Rainer. He has always been too volatile to be fully trusted.

      I look to where Lex is seated in the middle of the long table surrounded by nobles he ignores in favor of his meal. I can still picture in my mind him being friends with Opal and her sycophants. All of them brought out the worst in each other by being petty and self-involved. And Lex fit right in, never bothering to ask himself if he could be better than that.

      My brother looks almost lonely without his old friends around him. He’s not part of the nobility around him but not excluded either. Across the table, our mother is talking to Emory almost warmly.

      I gesture for Rainer to move closer so he can hear me ask, “Why is Emory seated next to Mother?”

      “Apparently, they ran into each other in the rose garden, and they spent the day together. They had lunch at the gazebo. And Queen Agatha insisted Emory and Lola sit on her end of the table.”

      “All of this happened today?”

      “That’s what I’ve heard from the guards and servants.”

      I eye my mother warily. I never had to doubt her motives before. She was a formidable figure during my father’s reign, helping him keep his power through her own machinations. She took a backseat in court politics after I ascended to the throne, preferring to give me advice when I ask for it.

      What is she doing with Emory? Surely, she isn’t going to try and hurt the woman I love. My mother might not be the biggest fan of wolf shifters, but she helps maintain diplomatic relations with the wolf packs. And she hadn’t been happy with me when the war started with the Moonraker pack.

      “Keep an eye on Emory,” I tell Rainer. “And have somebody taste her food before she does from now on.”

      “You don’t think the queen would poison her, do you?”

      “I wouldn’t underestimate her. Her mother, Queen Nerissa, gifted a poisoned hat pin to an enemy once.”

      Rainer nodded, grimly. “I’ll get the food tasters by tomorrow morning.”
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      Emory

      Queen Agatha never runs out of stories. One perk of living for so many years is having an interesting life. Her stories about her childhood in Cerise Port and her subsequent marriage to King Michael that brought her to Crimson Peak are fascinating. I’m so focused on listening to her that I don’t immediately notice Lola’s discomfort throughout the dinner.

      I glance at my sister and find her not eating, moving her food around on her plate. She keeps her head down, her dark blonde hair covering her face. I see the condescending looks from the nobles and know they’re the ones to blame. They haven’t treated me any better even after I defended the castle while Kane was away with his army. I almost died to keep their home safe, and they don’t care at all.

      They hide their insults in whispers and pretend I don’t exist unless Kane forces them to. Being treated as a ghost is better than being subjected to vicious insults. It’s easier for me to ignore, and I have thick skin. Lola is more vulnerable. My sweet sister doesn’t deserve their vitriol.

      I lean closer to her and tell her quietly, “Ignore them. They’re just bored and mean. They have to say bad things to other people to make themselves feel like they’re important.”

      Lola looks up at me and asks, “Why would they need to do that?”

      “Look around this room. The only person that has any real power is King Kane.” I nod toward where he’s seated and conversing with Rainer. “His best friend, Rainer, is the second most powerful because Kane listens to him and values his opinion.”

      “What about the queen?”

      “She’s his mother. Her opinion matters as well,” I explain, conspiringly. “Only King Kane gets to decide who is important. And he has told me himself that he doesn’t care for most of these snooty people.”

      “Does he value your opinion?”

      “I would hope so.”

      She looks hesitant as she voices out, “Is he nice? He did take you away from me before.”

      “That wasn’t his fault. That was our father’s doing. King Kane didn’t have to take me over you, but he agreed because he knew what our father tried to do to you was wrong.”

      “He still took you away.”

      “Only because I asked him to,” I reason. “If you had asked him not to take you, I promise you he would have listened.”

      “So he’s nice?”

      I smile. “He is, but that’s a secret. He doesn’t like it when other people know that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because some people need to be scared of him so they do what he says.”

      “Like how our dad was?”

      “He’s nothing like Bernard. Kane could never be like him.”

      Lola still looks unconvinced, but she is no longer trying to retreat into herself. I have a feeling it will take time to get my sister to warm up to Kane, but that is expected. After how we were raised to fear and distrust vampires, learning how they could be decent and kind will take time to sink in, but I am hopeful. If I could learn to see the goodness in vampires, my sister can too.
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        * * *

      

      Kane

      Dinner finally ends, much to my relief. I go to Emory as she and Lola are leaving the dining room. Lola still looks uncomfortable to see me, and she hides behind Emory as she watches me approach. I try to smile at her to show her I mean her no harm, but the girl holds tightly to her sister as if I am about to snatch Emory away from her. Again.

      Emory smiles when she sees me. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” A part of me uncoils at the sight of her, knowing I don’t have to use any masks around her. “How was your day?”

      “Lola is settling in. She really likes her room and the gardens.” Emory turns to her sister. “Right, Lo?”

      The little girl nods but still looks at me like she wants me to leave.

      “She’s not used to being around vampires,” Emory explains. “It’s going to take some time until she gets used to everything. Remember when I first arrived here?”

      “You had a terrible introduction to this world thanks to Clark. I don’t blame you for how scared you were.”

      “I wasn’t scared,” she argues.

      “I saw how you handled yourself with the guards, but you were not that good at hiding your fears around the other vampires. We could smell it on you.”

      “You could?”

      I nod. Seeing the distrust in the little girl’s eyes makes me want to leave, so I tell Emory I will see her in the morning. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      She smiles, knowingly. Memories of us in my room together, our naked bodies tangled up in my sheets would have gotten me hard, but I willed those thoughts away. Tonight won’t be the best time for such things. I wouldn’t be good company anyway.

      I move and kiss her lightly, still conscious of the gray eyes glaring at me like I am a perpetrator in my own home. “Goodnight.”

      Emory smiles, softly, melting from my touch. “Goodnight, Kane.” She pats Lola’s shoulder. “Say good night, Lola.”

      Lola murmurs a “Night” with no particular enthusiasm. I leave because I want to be back in my room and go to bed. I reach my bedroom door as Lex appears with a bottle of blood in hand. He holds it up like an offering.

      “You look like you need a drink.”

      I open my bedroom door and let him in. This is an old ritual going back to our long ago days of youth. Something would happen, and we would escape to somewhere in the castle to talk it out with a bottle of the best stock. Whatever walls we put up around each other would melt away, and we would talk freely with the silent agreement that what was said during these nights would never be repeated elsewhere.

      Lex takes a swig from the bottle and asks, “What crawled up your asshole and died?”

      “I talked to Clark today.” I accept the bottle from him and swallow a mouthful of blood. It’s a nice vintage. “He gave me some advice.”

      “Why the fuck would you do that? That fossil hasn’t had a good idea in a century.”

      “Like a broken clock, he is right at least twice a day. And all he said was that I was being selfish.”

      Lex snorts. “You? Selfish? You’re the most dutiful person I know. That's why I always look like a dickhead next to you.”

      “Most royals don’t get to marry for love. They marry for the benefit of the kingdom.”

      “You tried to do that, but Opal is insane. And her father is a colossal prick. Hitching your carriage to that crazy herd of horses wouldn’t have done you any good.”

      “I know, but Emory…”

      He gives me a look. “I thought you loved Emory.”

      “I do. I’ve never loved anyone like I love her.”

      “But?”

      I drink from the bottle, swallowing twice before handing it back to him. “I’ll have to lose her someday whether that’s old age or illness. She can’t be turned, so I have no way of prolonging her life.”

      Wolf shifters can’t be turned by vampires. Nature made sure that only humans can be turned into vampires. Wolf shifters can’t be created, only born. And even if I have the option to turn her, I know Emory won’t want to be a vampire.

      “So you think you have to give her up?” my brother asks.

      I stare at him for a long moment before I admit, “I don’t know.”
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