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​Chapter 1 
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🌙

It was a moonlit, crisp September night. The autumn leaves were crunching under Connor’s big paws as he made his way back to the northern parts of Crescent Moon City, the capital of the Werewolf Kingdom. 

Connor Moon had just turned twenty five and his pack had dragged him out to celebrate his birthday, once his daughter fell asleep. Shortly after turning into wolves at midnight, Connor and his cousin Nick Forest accompanied the youngest member of their pack, Taylor Wolfsbane, to his home in the southern parts of the capital.  

In hindsight, they shouldn’t have gone without Connor’s wife Luna and Nick’s twin sister Nicole. Even though they both knew the woods like the back of their hand and there had been peace in the Nightworld for twenty years, it felt ominous as if they were being watched since they said their goodnights to Taylor. The nocturnal animals were unusually quiet, and not even the wind made a sound. 

A swarm of bats startled Connor as they flew past him and the dark-brown wolf who was padding next to him. 

Come on, Con! Let’s take a shortcut! Nick suggested through their linked minds, nodding towards a brighter path. 

But they didn’t get far before something gained their attention. A curious pair of red eyes were glowing in the dark, hiding behind the trees and a thick layer of fog.

The crimson gaze made Connor’s heart beat faster. He knew the vampires were dangerous and had to be left alone, but he also had a secret fascination with them ever since a famous troublemaker crashed his wedding reception six years ago.

But Nick wasn’t intrigued. He let out a growl at the sight of the creature.

Don’t! Connor warned as the intruder took off, but his slightly older cousin ignored him, forcing Connor to rush after him into the forbidden part of the woods known as The Dark Forest. 

Despite his sharp night vision and the light from the full moon, he had a hard time keeping track of Nick and the vampire because of the increasing fog and the speed. The creature almost seemed to tease Connor and Nick by zipping around between the trees. 

Until it suddenly disappeared out of sight.

Damn it, where is it? Nick looked around, visibly annoyed once they came to a halt by a shimmering lake. 

What are you doing? Connor asked as he didn’t recognize the surroundings. They must’ve ended up near the Vampire Kingdom.

I was hoping to catch that bloodsucker until you made me lose sight of it. Nick sighed, scratching impatiently in the grass. 

Without backup? What would you have done if you had caught the intruder? Connor asked, filled with worry, since the pack wasn’t allowed to take part in any dangerous missions, not even as adults. Their only job was to protect and preserve their species.

It doesn’t matter. It’s long gone now anyway, Nick scoffed and turned around in the direction they came from while Connor stayed to make sure the creature was really gone. 

Despite being raised to avoid vampires, he knew what to look out for if he came across one due to the warnings from the Werewolf Council and his interest in the enemy species. So he closed his eyes to listen to the quiet forest, but there were no signs of a cold one nearby. No scent of blood in the air and no unusual chills swept over him. Once he opened his eyes again, even the fog had lifted.

The realization made him sigh and unclench his shoulders, though he also felt a sting of disappointment. A secret part of him wanted to meet the mysterious vampire from his wedding again.

But he quickly gathered his senses and was about to head home, only to feel a powerful gust of wind blow past him out of nowhere. The force behind it was strong enough to knock his large canine body off balance, and he crashed onto the ground.

As he tried to get up, he was filled with immense dread when he realized he couldn’t. His fur stood up, and he bared his teeth into a threatening growl as a blurry creature towered over him.

The panic increased at the thought of leaving five year old Tasha without a father, only to be replaced by a calming sensation as a sharp tranquilizer went into the back of his neck, causing his eyes to fall shut.

The last thing he heard before he blacked out was a soft, polished voice that whispered, “Forgive me, Your Highness.” 

––––––––
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Upon awakening, a dull ache was throbbing in Connor’s head as he slowly peeled his eyelids open.

The first thing he noticed was a scarce light coming from a candle on a nightstand, followed by the lack of windows, presumably on purpose to block out the full moon.

He carefully tried to straighten himself on the uncomfortable mattress, but the vertigo of being back in his human form stopped him. Thankfully, he was still fully dressed in the clothes he’d been wearing before the transformation.

The small room he found himself in only seemed to contain the twin bed he was lying on along with an old rocking chair in the right corner next to a closed door.

“Where am I?” Connor muttered while touching the back of his sore head to make sure his werewolf powers had healed the wound.

“You’re in an attic in the vampire castle, and it’s still September 30, 2025 if you need to know the exact date.” The voice from the woods caused Connor to jolt up in a sitting position as he realized he wasn’t alone.

A vampire with pitch-black hair was gazing at him in fascination from the foot of the bed. The pale creature was impossible to forget with his dark eyebrows, distinctive cheekbones and glowing red eyes.

“You’re the vampire king’s heir, Kieran Vorrigan,” Connor said as he recalled their brief first meeting at his wedding. They had only seen each other outside the ballroom and shared one conversation before Kieran was thrown out by Connor’s father. Yet the mysterious stranger still popped into his thoughts every now and then because the notorious playboy was often featured in the magazines they had access to in the Werewolf Kingdom.  

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet the handsome last werewolf prince again.” Kieran stood up to do a theatrical bow. 

The excitement from reuniting with the dashing vampire clashed with the horror stories Connor had grown up with, sending him flying off the bed. 

“Stay away from me,” he snapped while pressing himself against the nearest wall, which only seemed to amuse the approaching vampire. 

“I’m not gonna hurt you. Sadly I’m not allowed.” Kieran smiled teasingly as he scanned Connor up and down, licking his sharp fangs in a way that should’ve been intimidating, but wasn’t. All Connor could think about was how attractive the vampire looked in his stylish white shirt and dark pants. He was a few inches taller than Connor and there wasn’t a single flaw on his face since he couldn’t age.

“I can only play with you.” The smooth British accent was oddly soothing as Kieran closed their distance by pinning Connor against the wall, making him swallow quietly. The chilly breath against his skin sent a shiver through him and made his pulse rise.

Surprisingly, his nose caught a whiff of the scents of dandelions and deer. There was no iron smell of blood or stinking, rotten corpses like he’d been told his entire life. 

“You see, you’re just the bait to force your parents to give up the legendary moonstone and make Lazarus the sole king,” Kieran said, glancing at the royal family crest Connor always wore around his neck. The golden pendant of a wolf paw inside a full moon was a known symbol for the Moon family.

“They would never...” Connor snarled, but was cut off when a cool hand cupped his cheek. The sudden contrast to his warm skin felt unusual and new, but not repulsive.  

“It would be such a waste for you to die when you just turned twenty-five and leave Princess Luna and your daughter Natasha all alone.” Kieran smiled through the threat as he traced Connor’s jawline. 

“Don’t touch me, bloodsucker!” Connor snarled as he jerked his face away. “And don’t you ever mention my wife and daughter again!” 

The anger didn’t seem to bother Kieran at all. Crimson eyes stared back at Connor with amusement and... something else that could’ve been hunger or lust. The tension in the air and the close proximity to a creature he was supposed to fear made Connor’s blood flow to unspeakable places.

“Oh, it appears I hit a nerve. Does your wife know you’re gay?” Kieran’s casual tone and amused smirk made Connor’s jaw drop. 

“I-I’m not; I love Luna,” he stuttered in a futile attempt to deny the truth while Kieran placed a hand on his waist, and the other returned to cup his flustered, stubbled cheek. 

“Yet you remembered me, darling, from six years ago... Does your beautiful wife know you’ve been thinking about me since I crashed your party?” The words  rendered Connor frozen and mortified as he felt everything at once: shame, fear, anger and lust.

“Are you even attracted to her?” Kieran asked, playfully tugging at Connor’s messy hair, resulting in a breathless sigh escaping from his lips. 

“How would we have a child together if I wasn’t attracted to her?” Connor said between gritted teeth, only to be met with a wide smirk. 

“Out of duty, of course. The whole Nightworld knows your marriage was arranged, love.” Kieran casually drove his fingers further into Connor’s dirty blond locks.

“I bet your wife can’t make your heart skip a beat with a single touch like this.” The teasing continued as the hand that had been resting on Connor’s hip slid past the dark blazer and up underneath his blue shirt.

Despite knowing how wrong it was, Connor closed his eyes and relished in the touch of Kieran’s cold hands on his warm body. 

“Do you want her? Do you crave her?” Kieran asked, practically grinding his crotch against Connor’s thigh, sending a hot rush through him. “Can the lovely Princess satisfy your needs and leave you breathless?” The voice was low and seductive, just a few inches from Connor’s ear, followed by a peck on his neck.

This isn’t happening. I can’t be attracted to a vampire, Connor repeated to himself before he finally snapped his eyes open and pushed the flirtatious vampire away.

“No! Is that what you want to hear?” His voice was filled with frustration. “That my obligations as a werewolf prince go far beyond my own selfish needs? All because of bloodsuckers like you who want to drive us to extinction. Even my own sister-in-law, Lovette, was killed by a vampire three years ago.” Connor snarled and pulled a hand across his flustered face. His feelings swirled in an overwhelming mix of anger, confusion, and revulsion.

“Of course, you don’t know the whole story.” Kieran took a few steps backwards to sit down on the bedside, as if he suddenly remembered a painful memory. But that couldn’t be right, because vampires don’t feel real emotions. At least, that's what Connor had been raised to believe. 

“My best friend Rose didn’t mean to kill Princess Lovette. It was a stupid overdose of vampire poison,” Kieran said, resulting in Connor’s eyes widening in surprise. Lovette’s death had been an accident? The Werewolf Council was convinced it had been murder, and a war almost broke out. 

“In order to maintain the peace between our species, Lazarus executed her in cold blood.” Kieran said, gaining a sorrowful look in his eyes. “Now, here we are, a mere three years later, and he suddenly wants to be the sole king, which means that my best friend died for nothing.” 

Kieran pulled at his dark hair in exasperation as he spoke. The raw venom in his voice and the mournful demeanor hit Connor with compassion. Maybe not all vampires are monsters?

“No offense, but I didn’t think vampires had friends,” Connor said as he carefully sat down next to Kieran. “Or emotions for that matter.”

A sly smirk spread across the vampire's face, which made Connor avert his gaze to the hardwood floor.

“We usually don’t because Lazarus sees humanity as a sign of weakness, but I don’t want to be a monster like him,” Kieran sighed. “Ever since he killed Rose, I’ve been pretending to be loyal, and he’s been testing me. So, you see why I have to do what he tells me to, like capturing the gorgeous werewolf prince.” 

A cold hand reached for Connor’s while Kieran flashed him a smirk. The contrast between their opposite body temperatures sent tingles through Connor, making him recoil and pull his hand away.

“Stop flirting with me and tell me why you brought me to some attic if Lazarus wants the moonstone.” The vampire made him flustered and horrified at the same time.

“It was actually his idea, in order for me to use vampire control on you. But I won’t do it because I’m sick and tired of being treated like a servant.” The salty tone in Kieran’s voice made Connor feel a sting of guilt over how sheltered he’d been his whole life. 

“Besides, I have my own reasons for capturing you since I want to escape”, Kieran added. “You can ask Princess Esmeralda in the morning if you don’t believe me. She’s another royal hostage that I’m just trying to protect.” 

The magnetic creature winked and licked his lips seductively, making Connor avert his gaze once again.

“How can I trust you when you knocked me out and kidnapped me?” 

“I couldn’t exactly go to you wolves for help right after Rose was executed, now could I?” Kieran snorted. “The stuck-up Werewolf Council would never believe that Lazarus' promising heir would betray his own king.” 

Connor couldn’t imagine that his parents and the other elders would put their prejudices aside to help a vampire either. Especially not one who had spent decades on Lazarus' side. 

“So, how do you plan on fooling him now that you’ve captured me?” Connor frowned, unsure if he wanted to know the answer.

“You must pretend to be my hostage when you meet Lazarus tomorrow at midnight, because if he doesn’t see any bite marks on you, he will kill us both.” Kieran shyly looked down at the floor as he proceeded. “I would never force myself on you.” 

Connor shook his head. Great! If I don’t let this oddly moral and ridiculously attractive vampire drink from me, I’ll get killed by a tyrant. 

“I can’t let a vampire feed on me.” His eyes were glued to the scarlet carpet as he tried to remain calm, despite the slight rush of excitement he felt even though vampire poison had destroyed Luna’s family.

“It’s the only way I can assure your safety and that of your family. Besides, if you let me bite you, you’ll be able to feel that I’m not lying because our poison creates... a special bond.” Kieran’s tone shifted and he slumped into a shy demeanor, almost as if he was blushing despite vampires' inability to do so, which Connor found unexpectedly cute. 

“Fine. Do what you must, but if you betray me, just know that my pack will avenge my death by making yours very slow and painful.” Connor growled to make the threat clear. 

“They won’t have to.” Kieran raised his hands in defeat. “I just didn’t want to reveal my defection against Lazarus right away when I saw how scared you were.” His lips curled upwards in a mischievous grin.

“I wasn’t scared,” Connor murmured, flushing a deep shade of red as he was met by melodious laughter. “I’m the future king of the werewolves; a flirtatious little vampire doesn’t scare me.” He clarified with a sharp tone before he moved up on the bed to sit back against the pillows and the headboard.

Despite the confidence he tried to muster, Kieran’s scarlet eyes made Connor’s heart pound against his ribs, not just out of fear, but because he found the prospect of having a beautiful vampire drink from him thrilling. 

“You’re not supposed to enjoy this, love.” Kieran smiled at the sight of a growing bulge in Connor’s pants before straddling him.

The amused voice, the captivating look, and the musky perfume sent electrifying tingles through Connor’s body, along with the intimate position.

“I’m not,” he said, but his hoarse voice gave him away. Shallow breaths came out in small gasps as he refused to look at Kieran. His fists gripped the sheets, unsure of where to place his hands.

Goosebumps crawled on Connor’s skin, and his shoulders were tense in anticipation as Kieran leaned in to breathe on his neck. Then, he felt a soft pair of lips brushing against his rough jaw in a calm, reassuring manner.

“Close your eyes. I can’t have you looking at me like that.” The low, sultry voice sent a shiver down Connor’s spine as he squeezed his eyes shut. 

A moment later, Kieran’s fangs pierced Connor’s skin like a needle, but the sting was quickly replaced by the calm rush of vampire venom. 

The dangerous toxin made Connor lose his rationality, and he threw his arms around Kieran’s neck to pull him closer. The intense high from the poison clouded his mind, and it made the bulge in his pants strain painfully against the dark fabric. 

As the venom spread throughout his system, Connor felt the connection grow stronger between them, and it was as if they had known each other forever. 

He even felt a sting of disappointment as Kieran’s sharp fangs retracted from his neck.  

“Your blood is delicious. It might be the best blood I’ve ever tasted.” Kieran chuckled as he pulled back while Connor opened his eyes. 

A blissful sigh escaped his throat. “Wow, now I know why we’re supposed to avoid your kind.” 

His primal impulses were heightened by the poison and the sight of Kieran licking his lips clean.

Before he knew it, Connor had captured Kieran’s mouth in a kiss that awakened butterflies in his stomach. Compared to the rest of Kieran’s cold, porcelain skin, his lips were full and warm from the blood. 

The realization of where the coppery taste came from finally made Connor pull back.

“Sorry, I don’t know what came over me.” He covered his face in embarrassment. I can’t believe I just kissed a vampire. 

“It’s okay.” Kieran chuckled as he lowered Connor’s hands, still holding them gently. “Vampire poison tends to make our victims rather horny, but I don't want to take advantage of that.” 

The sudden rejection somehow made Kieran even more irresistible. “You’re not. If I could die tomorrow, I want to do something for myself for once.” 

Connor wasn’t sure if he was driven by the forbidden desires or the poison as he struggled out of the jacket and t-shirt to reveal his bare shoulders, chest, and well-carved abs.

“As hot as you are, I might die tonight.” Kieran scanned Connor’s half-naked body with carnal desire before claiming his lips.

No one had ever kissed him with so much hunger before. The metallic taste and the way Kieran smelled like the forest gave Connor a more powerful rush than the venom flowing in his veins. Everything else drifted away. 

Without breaking the kiss, they removed their clothes. One item after the other was tossed on the floor, or the bed, or wherever. They didn’t care to look. 

Not until Connor had to pull back to breathe, and he realized they were both down to their underwear, sporting clearly sizable erections, which made his mouth go dry. 

“Have you changed your mind?” Kieran asked carefully, resting a hand over a moon shaped birthmark near Connor’s racing heart. “This can only happen once anyway.” 

The sudden insecurity made Connor raise his eyebrows. “What? No, I don’t want to stop, but I’ve never been with another guy before, and I never thought the first would be a vampire.” 

A wave of embarrassment washed over Connor as he uttered the words, but Kieran simply flashed him a smile. “I won’t bite.”

Connor groaned at the joke before claiming Kieran’s mouth again to throw him off guard before swapping their positions. 

As some sort of revenge for being knocked out and captured, Connor pinned Kieran down and suffocated his surprised laugh with a deep kiss. 

––––––––
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After the night with the vampire, Connor fell asleep under the covers, wearing nothing but boxer shorts. Despite being in captivity, he was completely satisfied. For once in his life, he felt free from all the duties and obligations. 

He didn’t wake up until he heard hissing and meowing, followed by a slight pressure on his chest.

When he opened his eyes, a pair of angry black cats with yellow eyes were staring at him. 

“Sorry about these two. Merlin and Ron aren’t very fond of dogs,” a female voice said while shooing the felines away from Connor. 

As he looked up, a beautiful black woman with long, dark curls was standing next to the bed. Her emerald, velvet dress gently swayed as her glimmering, green eyes shifted back to brown.
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​Chapter 2
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🌙

Connor immediately sat up to lean against the headboard. As a closeted gay werewolf, he wasn’t self-conscious about being half-naked in front of a stranger. 

“You must be Princess Esmeralda. Kieran told me you’d keep me company during the day.” The casual mention of the dashing vampire brought back memories of their passionate night, and it sent a rush through him. 

“Yes, I’m Esmeralda Caveden, and I know who you are. The famous last werewolf prince, Connor Moon.” The witch curtsied and offered her hand. “Sorry about the magical tranquilizer last night. I had to help the vampires capture you.”

Connor’s lips twitched as he politely shook Esmeralda’s hand. “I’m fine, and there’s no need for you to curtsy like that when we’re both hostages here.” For some reason, he wasn’t worried about his safety. It felt more like he was an important guest rather than a captive. 

A feeling that increased when Esmeralda returned the smile and released his hand. “I've just been looking forward to meeting you. My dad used to be a friend and ally of your father’s before the war changed everything.” 

“Of course. King Zadok attended my wedding.” Connor recalled the warlock king to be intimidating, yet polite.

“Unfortunately, I wasn’t allowed to come with him, because I hadn’t even turned fifteen yet. I could only perform simple spells like this one.” She snapped her fingers, and suddenly there was a tray with a cup of freshly brewed coffee, perfectly baked waffles and fruit on the nightstand. The magical sight and the sweet smell made Connor’s mouth water as he reached for the plate.

“Wow,” he said with a mouth full of waffles and strawberries.  

“I see you’ve also been enchanted by the dazzling Kieran Vorrigan.” Esmeralda glanced at Connor’s scattered clothes on the floor as she sat down on the foot of the bed with one cat in her lap and the other next to her. The comment had Connor blushing heavily. 

“Don’t worry, your secret's safe with me. He tends to have that effect on people.” She shyly averted her gaze. 

“Including you?” Connor raised an eyebrow, which made Esmeralda giggle. 

“I guess I like him because he looks out for me by pretending that we’re together, but we’re just friends. I’m not exactly his type.” Her eyes glimmered green as she petted the cat on her lap to avoid looking at Connor, who let out a breath of relief. Things were already complicated with Luna. He didn’t want to add a onenightstand with someone else’s boyfriend. 

“Based on the look on your face, he didn’t tell you that.” A smile crossed her face as Connor reached for the mug to take a large sip. The dark-roasted coffee had a hint of chocolate. 

“He didn’t tell me why Lazarus suddenly wants to have the throne all to himself either. Do you know what he’s planning?” he asked, shoving another delicious waffle into his mouth.

“Sadly not, but he’s always been a power hungry monster without a heart,” Esmeralda sighed in frustration. “Twenty years ago, shortly after I was born, he captured my mother, Princess Elizabeth, and killed her. At least that’s what he made our kingdom believe.” Her eyes glistened with tears, and her voice burned with contempt as she recounted the story.

“On my eighteenth birthday, Lazarus allowed her to send me a letter, where she explained that she’d been turned into a vampire who could still practice magic, but she simply lost her powers, along with her will to live.” Esmeralda tilted her head to the ceiling, trying to blink tears away, which made Connor’s heart ache at how gutted he would feel if he was no longer a werewolf. He could imagine it would be just as unnatural for a witch to lose their connection to nature and their people. 

“Even though his plan failed, Lazarus didn’t let her leave or die. He married her anyway and kept her in isolation in this rotten castle the whole time. Just because he had a grudge against my father.” The way her voice was shaking had Connor reaching for her hand.

“I’m sorry to hear that. No one should have to live like that.” He gave Esmeralda’s hand a comforting squeeze before letting go. 

“That’s why I decided I’d try to save her without telling my overprotective father. I only brought my best friend Nora with me, but we got lost in the woods and had a fight that made her teleport home before it got dark,” she recalled, leaving Connor intrigued enough to forget about the tasty breakfast. 

“Looking back, I wish I had done the same, because I was almost assaulted by two violent vampires as soon as she left. Thankfully, Kieran came to my rescue and made them leave me alone.” A tiny smile cut through Esmeralda’s somber expression. “Ever since that day, he’s been protecting me from his cruel sire and the other vampires.” 

He’s certainly not the messy playboy and troublemaker everyone thinks he is. Connor quickly finished the coffee and got out of bed to gather his clothes.

“How come your father couldn’t save you when you went missing?” he asked while getting dressed. He knew his own parents had to be worried sick about him by now. 

“Believe me, he tried.” Esmeralda sighed as Connor turned towards her again. “But he lost most of his army during the war, and he couldn’t ask your parents for help because Lazarus threatened to kill me,” she explained with a shaky voice. “During the rescue attempt, the soldiers he brought got killed, and three other witches were captured. Then, we had to put a magical shield around the entire Vampire Kingdom, which neither my kind nor yours can cross.” 

A wrinkle formed between Connor’s eyebrows as he crossed his arms over his chest. “So, how did Kieran even bring me here last night?” 

“Once he had captured you, we lowered the wall to the Werewolf Kingdom under strict supervision, but we obviously can’t do that whenever we want,” Esmeralda said. “We can’t even send letters home to our families without being punished if anyone finds out, and we can only use simple spells around here.”

The more she revealed, the more Connor’s curiosity grew. After all, it was the first time he was away from the Werewolf Kingdom on his own, and it felt exciting to learn more about the vampires and magic users. 

“If we tried to lift the shield during the day, a counter spell would make us pass out from exhaustion like the vampires do in the sun, and at night we’re always heavily guarded,” Esmeralda explained.

”Not only by Kieran, I imagine.” Connor scratched his stubbled jaw and was reminded of the fading bite marks and hickeys on his neck. 

“He couldn’t even help me leave the same night I ended up here because there’s always other vampires around.” Esmeralda nervously twirled some hair curls. “The only reason you haven’t seen any guards is because Lazarus put Kieran in charge to test his loyalty.” 

“Maybe that’s why he wants the moonstone that has been in my father’s family for centuries?” Connor glanced at his necklace the same way Kieran had done, as if the family crest was a symbol for freedom when it had always felt more like a burden to Connor.

“So, it actually exists?” Esmeralda’s eyes widened. 

“I haven’t seen it myself, because my father isn’t allowed to use it, but I know it’s real.” Connor looked up to meet curious, brown eyes. “According to our former Werewolf Chief, Gerry, it has been known to grant extraordinary power to the one who uses it.” 

The mention of the mythical stone awoke the cats, and they looked at Connor as if they knew how dangerous it would be in the wrong hands. 

“Lazarus can never have it. He would destroy the entire Nightworld.” Esmeralda’s voice was filled with anxiety and disgust as she stood. 

“We won’t let that happen,” Connor reassured her by placing both hands on her shoulders. “I just have to get out of here, then I’ll convince my pack and my parents to help you stop Lazarus.” 

Esmeralda snorted and took a step back. “It has to be done very discreetly. Lazarus wouldn’t hesitate to kill us. Didn’t Kieran tell you about his best friend, Rose?” 

“He said that she didn’t mean to kill my sister-in-law, but was executed anyway.” Connor released a heavy sigh as he recalled how many times Luna had blamed herself for her sister’s death and addiction. “Now, if that’s true, I have to help, because it’s my duty to protect my people and the ones I care about. And we can’t let Lazarus become more powerful than he already is.” He spoke with determination, despite the unease he felt about the looming threat. 

“Thank you.” Esmeralda smiled softly, and her cats jumped down from the bed and purred around Connor’s legs as if they had accepted him. 

“You’re very kind. No wonder you and Kieran got on so well last night. You’re both loyal and protective.” Her brown eyes lit up with gratitude, causing a shy smile to cross Connor’s face as he averted his gaze to the floor. 

“So, you don’t think I’m affected by the poison?” He looked up to find Esmeralda shaking her head.  

“The venom only heightens your existing emotions and makes you feel more connected to the vampire who fed on you until the poison is out of your system.” Her words made Connor’s shoulders relax a little. “Kieran wouldn’t use that to control you. He even gave me permission to show you to the witches' common room, if you want to be a little adventurous before the vampires wake up.” The comment made him raise his eyebrows in amusement. 

“Of course, he did. Shouldn’t he be more careful when he’s stuck with a tyrant like Lazarus?” Connor asked, his mind wandering to the previous night and how reckless they had been. Every single detail was imprinted in his memory. The addictive kisses, the eager hands, and the piercing scarlet gaze. 

“Lazarus is cruel and heartless, but in a very twisted way, I think he views Kieran as his son.” Esmeralda’s voice brought Connor back to the present.

Yet he treats him like a servant and wouldn’t hesitate to kill him. The thought made him grit his teeth as Esmeralda opened the door for them to head into a long, windowless hallway. 

––––––––
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The dark, desolate castle was reeking of decaying corpses as Connor, Esmeralda, and her cats made their way to the witches' common room. 

The warmth from a fireplace washed over him when Esmeralda pushed the heavy door open. The crisp scent of sage was welcomed after the foul stench in the corridors. 

There was an old wooden table between two armchairs, and the marble floor was covered by an ancient, scarlet carpet. Paintings made by famous artists from the Humanworld hung on the brick walls except for the left side of the room, where the sage was burning on a small desk in front of a grand bookshelf. 

Once they dropped down on the armchairs, one of Esmeralda’s cats placed himself on her lap, and the other jumped into Connor’s, which made him frown as he wasn’t a big fan of felines. 

“Looks like Ron finally trusts you now.” Esmeralda smiled when Connor carefully touched the pitch black creature with yellow eyes.

The fur was soft, and the animal started purring at once. “It must be nice to have some sort of company here.” 

“There’s the other witches too, of course. Sybil, Jade, and Ruby. They just have less rights to roam the castle.” Esmeralda gestured at the wide open door.

“I’m practically engaged to Kieran, since Lazarus hopes to see us married one day.” Her eyes glimmered green again as she refused to look at Connor.

“Doesn’t Lazarus know about Kieran’s... nature?” He raised an eyebrow, since Kieran seemed to be very confident in himself and his sexuality. 

“Marriage is just about political power to him since vampires aren’t allowed to show any human emotions.” 

Connor lowered his head. “I see.” 

“We should eat while we wait. I didn’t even have breakfast today because I’ve been worried about tonight,” Esmeralda said to change the subject. 

With a snap of her fingers, the table between them was suddenly filled with two glasses of wine, a chicken dish, and fruit for dessert. Food for the cats also appeared on the floor and they eagerly jumped down to eat. 

“Wow, magic really comes in handy.” Connor smiled as he reached for his plate. After all the stairs they had climbed between the top floors of the vampire castle, he found himself hungry again.

There was a magical smoothness to the fancy red wine, and the rich flavors in the spicy chicken dish seemed to be heightened by Esmeralda’s powers. 

The exquisite meal accompanied with the dimmed light in the room gave off a somewhat romantic atmosphere. 

“This food is amazing, and the location is cozy. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to seduce me.” His words had Esmeralda choking on her wine, and she let out a cough before she broke into laughter.

“No offence, but I’m not really into married princes. I prefer tall, dark men.” She averted her gaze to her plate, while Connor had a few more bites of food.  

“That explains why you have a crush on Kieran.” His face broke into a teasing smile as he took another sip of wine, despite not being smug in general.

“Hey, who said I did? Does your wife know you’re... you know?” Esmeralda’s question made Connor’s amusement fade.

“Luna actually figured it out before I did,” he said quietly while poking around in his chicken dish. “She fell in love with my cousin Nicole when we were teenagers, and they’ve had a secret relationship for several years now.”

Even though he’d only just met Esmeralda, a weight was lifted upon revealing the truth to someone for the first time. The kindness in her eyes made Connor trust her. In a strange way, it felt like they were old friends already. 

“Luna and I were betrothed since childhood because her father Luke got furious when he lost his throne during the war, but my father agreed to let Luna keep her title if she married me when she turned eighteen.” Connor paused to take a large sip of wine. ”Out of fear of being disowned, we agreed to keep her feelings for Nicole a secret from everyone outside our little pack, and we got married for the sake of our people.”
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