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THE FOREST OF FANGS

They never tell you it’s the girls that are hardest to kill.

He would’ve liked nothing more than to forget every ball he’d ever been forced to attend, but the mind is a funny bastard, one he’d trained to retain information on the off chance it could save his life. And so he remembered. He remembered her.

First-year debutantes tended to flee from him once the introductions were over, which was only a shade politer than those in their second and third years, who needn’t bother speaking to him at all. But she was sixteen years old and a willowy little thing, all dolled up in pink lace; stammering and nervous at first, but braver than she let on. She’d stayed and smiled and talked to him like he wasn’t a pariah among the aristocracy, like she wasn’t risking her reputation over a conversation with him. She had lovely green eyes and smelled like jasmine.

She’d called him Armiger; not Lord or Lady, but a neutral title he felt was more in keeping with who he was. She hadn’t mocked him like so many others had.

The bar for empathy was on the ground as far as the nobility was concerned, but when you were used to eating dirt, being thrown a bone felt like kindness.

And so it had hurt, in an unexpected, bewildering way, when he’d received the order to execute her.

Like most of the damned, she was beautiful. She’d always been breathtaking, but death had a curious way of remolding her features, shaping them into an artificial perfection that mere mortals could never reach. He was reminded of his old school lessons; of chameleons who changed their colors for camouflage, of butterflies that mimicked flowers for their own protection.

But Lady Daneira’s preternatural beauty was not for her protection. Lady Daneira’s beauty was bait.

She stood in the small clearing with moonlight threading through the dark tresses of her hair, braiding it in softer shades of light. Her small, white fingers trembled as she undid the laces of her gown, deliberate in their clumsiness.

“Come to me,” she crooned.

He approached her. His eyes were not on her face, nor were they on her now-exposed bodice. They were on her lips, which were stained in a scarlet hue darker than any rouge could achieve. She smiled at him then, and he could almost—almost—see traces of the girl she once was, even as her arms wound themselves around his neck, her breath light against the base of his throat.

“Please,” she whispered, and her mouth opened—wide.

She was quick, but he was quicker.

She shoved him away with a screech and stumbled back as blood pooled down her chin. He’d stabbed a wooden stake right through the flesh, exiting at the back of her head. She wrenched the weapon free, leaving an ugly, gaping hole between her upper cheek and lower jaw, injuries she ignored as she flung away the stake and focused on his face, her lips twisting and fangs protruding farther when she realized what he was.

“Reaper,” she snarled, and leaped.

She blurred from view, reappeared behind him, then disappeared again as he spun around until she was surrounding him from all sides simultaneously. A neat trick for someone only two weeks dead. He drew out Breaker from where it lay strapped across his back, the thick handle a bludgeon all on its own. His thumb moved across a hidden switch, and concealed twin scythe blades snapped outward at the farthest end like ram horns, curved downward and sharp.

She was too fast, though, and he was still mortal. The problem with carrying something that was essentially five weapons in one was that it weighed the sum of its parts.

Gauging a vampire’s movements with human eyes was pointless and often fatal. So he concentrated on his sixteen years of training—sixteen years of getting bled out and stabbed and maimed so badly that his sharpened senses could pinpoint exactly where she was about to attack based on which part of his body was already phantom-aching.

His left side throbbed. He turned to deflect, the steel slamming against fingernails that could tear through bark. She flickered away and came after him from a different direction, only to be frustrated once again.

“Why won’t you let me kill you?” she cried out as petulantly as a child. A vessel had been severed somewhere behind her right iris, and from that eye, blood cried down, hardened, and clotted.

He had no energy to spare for talking, and when she came at him a third time, he deflected the blow and mounted his first real offensive. She drew back to avoid the downward slash, Breaker’s edge missing her neck by a precious inch. Her wounds were ugly, buttered in a permanent splotch across her face, half of which was drenched in sticky, already congealing blood, but even confronted with this proof of her true nature, he hesitated.

If he’d been smart and staked her through the heart right from the beginning, as he’d done countless times to countless creatures of the night for countless other bounties, the fight would have already been over. Short, quick, brutal was the basic tenet of Reaper training.

But he’d never been known for his intelligence. The three days spent hunting down Lady Daneira had been three days of hoping not to find her. That the witnesses were mistaken. That it was some other corpse they’d seen haunting Tennyfair lands. That it wasn’t someone he’d known, however brief the acquaintance and however light her jasmine scent.

He could almost hear his father now. You’ve always been a soft-hearted fool, Son. You got that from your mother.

Lady Daneira was freshly turned, but still a freshly turned novice, even if that made her a thousand times deadlier than the average fighter. She wasn’t used to her food fighting back so early in her undead life, and her untethered rage at his rejection left her open to reprisal. In that moment, staring down at her mad, lovely eyes, he accepted that she was lost. Drawing out the battle would be the cruelest thing he could do.

So when she came after him again, he’d steeled his resolve, asked her quietly for forgiveness, and struck from below, altering the angle of his slash to catch her unaware.

He kept Breaker nice and sharp. As far as beheadings went, it was a clean one.

He dropped to his knees afterward, holding her. Her eyes were wide and staring, mouth slightly parted in shock. Her gaze fluttered to his, and in their depths he saw stray bits of humanity returning.

“Armiger Remy,” she whispered in newfound recognition. And then, one final time: “Please.”

Still cradling her head carefully against his arm, he reached over and picked up the discarded stake. Her eyes followed his movements as he crouched over her fallen body.

“I’m sorry.” The words always felt hollow, but he said them every time. She was lucid—they sometimes were, near the end, but never for long.

Now her smile was exactly as he remembered it. “Send me to heaven, Armiger.”

And this time, Remy didn’t hesitate.

He sat with her awhile. He’d never understood the point of administering final rites, mainly because he was shit at it. But undead or not, the Duke of Tennyfair had been adamant Remy bring his daughter’s body back intact so they could inter her on family grounds. Reaper law demanded that he cremate her, but his father had told him to make an exception this time.

Gently, he placed her head against the crook of her arm and breathed a small prayer over the body, as he’d always done and was expected to do, though the words brought him little comfort and even less peace.

Then he rose to his feet.

“I really do not have the bloody time for this,” Remy said.

He only had a second to feel a pinch of warning in his right arm, because this attack was swift, more calculated and precise than any of Lady Daneira’s attempts. He countered it all the same and blocked another pair of hands right before they could shove through his back and exit his chest with a fistful of vertebrae. His attacker snarled, fangs bared and fingers satisfactorily mangled by the abruptness of Breaker’s steel, before retreating when Remy swung his weapon again.

Eight vampires surrounded him; ethereal and inhuman, dressed in dark, albeit expensive, linens and silks—all an unnecessary, ridiculous show of intimidation that would surely impress the owls and squirrels who’d come to watch. More glaring than the suits was the condescending, mocking insufferability radiating off them like cheap cologne.

“You got one lucky shot in, Hunter,” one of them jeered—a boy who looked no older than he was, with carefully primped hair and a cold smile. He wore his arrogance like a second coat. Remy wanted to punch him. “You won’t get another.”

“Which of you turned her?” There were no coincidences when vampires were involved. His stomach churned at what they must have done, at what her final hours had been like at their hands, and his blood was up, exhilarated, ready to let. He hadn’t wanted to kill Lady Daneira, but now he was itching for a massacre.

“Do you always take that tone with your betters, fresh blood?”

“Only with the ones that piss me off.”

The vampire laughed. “And what will you do about it? Who would they believe—a noble, or some commoner who’s just slayed a duke’s daughter in the woods?”

Remy said nothing. The vampire glided closer, emboldened by his silence and their numbers. “What’s one more dead, then? Who’s to say that we didn’t stumble upon a depraved hunter assaulting a sweet young girl out here and took justice into our own hands? The Summer Lords and the humans are on the verge of an alliance now, aren’t they? We’ve got a moral obligation to report crimes, don’t we? And you did kill her. Where’s the lie in that?”

“Tell me who turned her.”

“Does it matter?” another of the vampires asked—an older one with rougher features at odds with his primped clothes, and a full beard. “You make for better entertainment than she ever did. Kill him. Leave his body as a present for the humans. Let them believe the poor little girl eviscerated him as her final act of spite.”

A compartment from within the base of Breaker’s handle slid free, a thick chain springing out. A straight blade no longer than his forearm but equally as sharp as the scythes’ had been soldered onto the end, and Remy swung it in a wide arc. It caught two of the vampires in their stomachs. They hit the ground flailing, hands grasping at suddenly exposed entrails.

The chain made a second pass. Blood sprayed, and they stopped twitching.

“Witch’s teats, Naji,” one of the others gasped. “Look at that thing! He’s not just a hunter, he’s the damned Butcher’s get!”

That revelation did not cause an immediate retreat, as one might expect. Remy could smell their desperation. There were more problems to be had with the son of the infamous Reaper than an unknown hunter trying to make his bones off bounties. Better credibility and a more plausible testimony, for starters.

They leaped for him.

Remy bisected the bearded vampire first, then sank one of his scythe blades straight through his heart for good measure. His opponent crumbled immediately, nothing of him left but ash sweeping through the wind.

He took out one more with the double blades while he jerked at his chain, the knife attached to it gutting a second creature behind him. He used its swinging, looping momentum to slice up a third across their kneecaps, then across their lungs when they dove at him from above. The group’s bratty ringleader snarled and persisted despite their losses, avoiding the deadly combination of Reaper blades even as his last companion made a fatal mistake, jerking into the chain’s path while he struggled to evade the scythe. The knifechain shucked his skull open, exposing brain and bone shards.

To his credit, the snot-faced kindred was a better fighter than the rest of his stooges. The arrogant boy kept clear of Breaker, but his mounting frustrations were evident at his inability to draw near enough for a fatal strike.

The vampire doubled his speed until he was nearly a blur, invisible to most other humans. Remy switched to a more staggered defense, using his oversized pipe of a weapon like a shield to batter the lightning-quick slashes away, eschewing his own quickness for an economy of movement. Finally, the undead youth leaned harder into his upswing than was needed, and Remy promptly relaxed his arms like he’d given up. At the same time, his fingers dug into the faint, barely discernible grooves on either side of Breaker where twin daggers lay hidden, so perfectly carved into the steel that they might have been part of its design. He yanked them free. Before the vampire could crow about his victory, he had already driven one into his pale white throat.

The youth gargled, blood pouring out of his mouth like a bubbling, stuttering waterfall. He tried to back away, but Remy dogged his steps and trapped him against the nearest tree with the blade.

“Who turned her?” Remy’s voice was a snarl. He pressed the second dagger against the vampire’s chest. He needed to know. He could do little for Lady Daneira now. But he could pry the confession out of this fuck-arsed dumbwit, even if Remy had to reach past his overstarched suit and into his chest to yank out the truth.

The smug, malicious confidence the boy had once strapped on like armor had dissolved. He could only jerk his head slightly, garble something incoherently from around the blade still wedged through his vocal cords.

“Who turned her, you deceased little prick?”

“We didn’t turn her,” the boy warbled through a mouthful of red. “We didn’t!”

“That’s enough bloodshed for today, Reaper.”

Remy took his second dagger from the vampire’s chest, but kept his first buried in the youth’s throat out of principle. Breaker was still a few feet away; too far for a successful lunge. He took a step toward it anyway as he braced for an incoming attack, then added another when none was immediately forthcoming.

He was expecting the newcomer to be yet another dramatic brat. He was only partially correct. The stranger had dramatic stapled to him, but it was the kind of dramatic that attached itself, unwanted, like a very glamorous leech, and demanded attention on behalf of its owner whether it was warranted or not.

And the stranger was made to be looked at. He was exceedingly handsome, even by vampiric standards. He was darker than those in the band Remy had just annihilated, with suggestions of kohl about the eyes, and had a strong chin covered by a five-o’clock shadow that would have hinted at a three-day drunken binge on Remy but gave the intruder the respectability of a warlord fresh from battle sitting down for a portrait to commemorate his misdeeds. His hair was long, tied carelessly about the nape of his neck, and somehow still looked impeccably groomed.

Remy hated him already. By contrast, he was bloody. He was dirty. He stank of several days’ worth of back roads and petrichor. He smelled like the farthest thing from flowers.

And there was something about the noble—because there was no bloody way in hell that he wasn’t one—that set off warning bells in Remy’s head the way Lady Daneira and the vampire youths had not.

Had the stranger attacked, Remy would have been dead on the ground by now. Should have been.

The man took in the bodies with neither anger nor surprise. They could have been livestock for all the interest he gave them; he looked bored more than anything else. “I am here to collect my foolish brother,” he said, clearly offering no apology. “You can be certain that he will be punished for his role in this.”

The youth still impaled against the trunk winced.

“By whom?” Remy was still raw, still seeking an outlet for his rage. Lady Daneira’s blood was still on him, still seeping into his clothes. “You? And what punishment will you deem worthy, milord? A slap on the wrist? A temporary limit on his monthly allowances?”

“That is no concern of yours.”

“It is every concern of mine!” Remy shouted. “Your brother was responsible for a girl’s murder! For no reason other than his own entertainment!”

“My brother made no such confession. In fact, he protested his innocence quite vehemently.” The vampire plucked the dagger out from his sibling’s throat, as graceful as such an action could ever be, and tossed it back at Remy, who caught it by the handle. “Come, Naji.”

Clutching his neck, the other boy shot an angry, if slightly fearful, look back at Remy, then scrambled to the lord’s side.

“You have my word that my brother shall never harm the people of Tennyfair ever again, and my word is—”

Remy dropped his daggers, snatched up Breaker in three quick steps, and charged at him.

The noble avoided his blows, exerting the least possible energy to deflect and keep out of range, and Remy knew mockery when he saw it. He redoubled his efforts, but always seemed half a second too slow, the vampire lord no longer where he expected him to be when his scythe blades swooped down to slash. Remy wished he’d made the time to gulp down another fresh vial of bloodwaker; one dose would not be enough for this fight.

He spun the knifechain, sending it into a deadly, whirring arc above his head.

The vampire grabbed at the links and snapped them with a deft twist. With nothing else to keep it moored, the knife flew on, disappearing swiftly into the darkness.

And then the noble was on him. They hurtled into another tree, Remy taking the full brunt as he slammed hard into the trunk, breath leaving him in one long, drawn-out gasp, blooms of pain popping up everywhere. Thorns and rough bark clawed at his back, but he was in no position to shift free. The man kept him trapped, with nothing but Breaker between them.

The lord’s hand was wrapped around one of the scythes’ blades. Remy knew it was digging into the man’s skin, judging by the flow of blood gushing down his wrist. He knew it must have hurt like hell, because he wore at least one whetstone out on Breaker every month for easier stabbage, had nicked himself on it enough times.

The stranger seemed incapable of pain, but he was more than capable of fury. The dark eyes on him promised a thousand cutting deaths more excruciating than any Remy’s scythes could deliver.

This was, quite frankly, a common reflex among vampires whenever Remy was within murdering range. Vampires threatened all sorts of atrocities on him with alarming frequency. But the noble was also looking at him with more than just that—there was a spark of sudden interest in that coal-black gaze, the amber highlights within it making him look all the more arresting. He was staring at Remy like he’d only just realized he was there.

And then the lord smiled with a rapacious, predatory hunger that had nothing to do with Remy’s attempt to kill him, and that made Remy’s hands dampen with sweat.

“I understand that you had to do what was necessary to restrain my brother, even if it meant delivering him serious injury,” the lord said, the words whisper-soft and low. “That fight has been settled, with you the victor. But if you wish to continue, it is I you shall be facing next. And this battle, my pet, you will not win.”

The vampire was far too strong. Far too close. Remy’s daggers were on the ground, and he had little room to move his scythes. “There will be no justice until he is punished according to the law,” he found himself growling.

“The law? Whose laws, Reaper? Your human laws, which seek to kill my kind with extreme prejudice? What would your version of human punishment be? To have my brother while away his life in your gaols? Stake him? You will gain nothing but our ire, and your lords now do everything to prevent that. What is one woman worth, after all?”

“Her life is worth just as much as a man’s, vampire or otherwise.”

Their gazes locked. Remy was suddenly too aware of the stranger’s startling heat. There was no reason he should ever be this warm.

The vampire took the tip of his chin between his own thumb and forefinger like his face was a butterfly specimen he’d freshly plucked from air, and Remy froze.

“Was she your lover? Is that why her death causes you such anguish?” The fresh intensity in the lord’s eyes had only increased, and it made Remy feel . . . uncomfortable. Vulnerable.

“No,” he managed through gritted teeth. “But she didn’t deserve this.”

The man grinned, exposing long, elegant fangs, white as ivory in the dim light. Remy tensed, his mind seeking out other weapons, other alternatives. The vampire bastard knew this wasn’t a fair fight. He had the strength of thirty men, of at least five Remys. He looked capable of punching through the moon if he jumped high enough. All Remy had was a limited drug supply and a cylinder full of spent knives.

“An admirable trait, for a human—death wish notwithstand-ing.” His knuckles pressed deeper against the scythe’s edge, taunting. “I have fought this weapon before. I know who your father is. They say you are not completely human. A mooncalf. A cambion.”

Remy summoned up his last reserves and hurtled forward. It did shit-all, because he was slammed back again, and now his wrist was imprisoned above his head, a forceful hand pinning it down. The stranger bent toward him, mouth a hair’s breadth away from his own.

“There are many things we suffer through that we never deserve, and that is true whether you are dead or living. I will offer what compensation I can to her family, to the best of my ability. Seven deaths to pay for one woman’s is a generous offer. I suggest you take it.”

He let go, and in the blink of an eye vanished, reappearing on the other side of the forest and calmly straightening his collar. Only then did Remy notice the curved sword at his hip, at the sheer arrogance of the man not having used it at all.

The younger vampire, Naji, at least had the wisdom to remain where he was throughout the fight, though the faint smirk on his face faded when his elder brother shot a dark glance his way.

“This is not over!” Remy yelled after him, rather uselessly given the aftermath, suddenly aware of the cold the vampire had left in his wake.

The lord smiled. You could hammer at the diamonds of those dark eyes for years and never make a dent. “I very much hope not, Pendergast,” he said.

He turned and walked away without another look back. Naji scurried after him.

Remy waited until they were truly gone before succumbing to numbness. His legs buckled, and he landed hard on his rear as his feet skidded out underneath him. He’d made it through three consecutive fights and was somehow still breathing. It was understandable to feel weak now.

But he’d lost. He’d never lost before. On top of that, it had been quick.

His eyes flicked toward his scythe blades, still dripping with the vampire lord’s blood. Breaker was made almost completely of silver. It must have hurt the noble to touch it, stoic as he seemed. The man had all but opened his own vein, simply to teach him a lesson. Remy did not appreciate it.

But his father would appreciate the additional corpses. Remy had not brought enough sacks to stuff the lot in, though the wagon he’d left waiting near the side road should be enough to bring their bodies away along with Lady Daneira’s. One vampire had been ancient enough to be rendered into ashes. It explained the noble’s indifference at seeing seven of his own clan slaughtered. The rest had been new converts, not old enough to be ashed—small fry, according to their convoluted undead hierarchy.

Freshly turned vampire bodies sold well in the black markets of Aluria—a novelty item for the extremely wealthy and privileged, sources of experimentation and study for those who dabbled in the sciences. Remy didn’t like it, but his disapproval wasn’t worth bollocks in Aluria.

The man who had bested him was a Summer Lord. A Third Court vampire. His father was going to kill him.

Remy reached into his pocket for a small bloodwaker vial, unstoppering it and gulping down its contents gratefully, feeling his strength return. A much more intelligent Reaper would have taken the dose before running headlong into a fight.

A much more intelligent Reaper wouldn’t have attacked a vampire lord, either. “Why the hell don’t I think these things through?” he mumbled into the gloom.

He looked at the remains of the vampires strewn around, and then at the headless body of Lady Daneira, still as peaceful as when he had first laid her out, untouched by the carnage. The blood trickling out of her was darker than that of the other vampires, he noticed. More black than red, with hints of a darker blue to its sheen.

Lady Daneira had not smelled like anything in death. Vampires never do.

But this vampire noble had carried with him the very faintest of fragrances, as unnerving as it was unfamiliar. As keen as Remy’s nose was, it was unlike anything he’d ever smelled.

More likely it was a sliver of a scent of a memory, he surmised, of what the vampire lord had been like when he’d still been human.

And, irrationally, the thought pissed Remy off even more.
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AN AUDIENCE

Remy had never given the queen of Aluria much thought as a person, though he had spent the better part of his life fighting in her name. With the death of Lord High Steward Astonbury, the Reapers in her court had fallen into disarray, unsure which noble clamoring for the lord high steward’s position to obey.

Lord Feiron was the next highest-ranking official to assume the late duke’s duties, but Lord Feiron was not the type to inspire confidence or loyalty or any minimum standard of competence. Astonbury’s underlings had been handpicked not for meritocracy, but for their inability to scheme independently of the duke. As much as Remy had disliked Matthew Delacroix, the man had had a penchant for managing government secrets and dealing with court intrigues that very few could hope to master. His loss had been bad enough for the queen herself to summon Remy and the vampires to her court to try and make sense of the chaos Astonbury had left behind, preempting Xiaodan’s intentions of seeking an audience with her.

Queen Ophelia was not a young woman, and she was handsome rather than beautiful. Her hair had reddish highlights that spoke of some old Kerenai ancestry, but her high cheekbones and dark eyes were Ashrai hallmarks. She had no need for a crown to radiate power. Holding Aluria together was no easy task, but Remy was surprised to see Her Majesty in a fighting habit not unlike those worn by the kingdom’s Reapers. The queen usually favored elaborate gowns and heavy veils during her rare public appearances.

“I see that you’ve uncovered many things surrounding my lord high steward’s death, Zidan,” she remarked, and Remy was astonished by the familiarity with which she greeted the Summer Lord and the Fourth Court heiress as they approached her throne. “Couldn’t you have waited for an official summons from me, rather than intrude on royal business with such impunity?” Harsh as the words sounded, they were underscored by her warm, genial tone, a far cry from the stern one she adopted when holding court.

“It’s good to see you again, Ophelia,” Malekh murmured.

Xiaodan was far more brazen, rushing forward to catch the older woman in a joyful embrace. The queen laughed and returned the favor, while Remy continued to stare in amazement. Granted, he knew deucedly little of politics, concerning himself with the threat of rogue vampires and little else. He’d seen the political maneuvering his father had to do to maintain his waning influence and had decided that life was too short for such headaches. This did explain how the Alurian-kindred alliance was flourishing even with vocal opposition from some in Her Majesty’s court.

He wasn’t the only one caught off guard by their friendship. The throne room had been cleared of its courtiers and regular hangers-on, leaving only her trusted officials: Gaspard Lopes, the minister of the interior; Montgomery Bellinger, the queen’s general-at-arms; and a dozen of his best soldiers, all tacit enough not to make their own surprise evident beyond a slight, uneasy shift in their stance. Bellinger went so far as to allow a faint curl of a sneer to adorn his upper lip.

None of the queen’s men liked the vampires. It showed in their silent stares, the way their fingers never left the triggers of their fire lances. Word of Xiaodan’s sunbringing abilities had likely spread. It was obvious in the way Her Majesty was saying nothing about it. All the Reapers and soldiers that manned the entrance to the palace and down the hallway into the throne room had glared at Xiaodan and Malekh like she was an explosion waiting to happen.

“And how are things at Qing-ye, my dear?” Queen Ophelia asked Xiaodan fondly. “Are Candy and Vanilla still as rambunctious as ever?”

For some reason, the question sent the vampire into bouts of laughter. “They are the same as they ever were and shall continue to be, and I am very glad for it. They miss you, too.”

“Tell me more about this serum you’ve developed to aid us in this infectious menace,” the queen demanded. “How did you succeed in synthesizing a counteractant when the best minds I could gather in all of Aluria failed?”

“Your own scientists were close to making their own breakthrough. They merely lacked the kindred blood required to speed up the neutralization process.” Zidan placed a vial similar in appearance to the one he had used on Harveston on the table before Queen Ophelia. “This should be enough to create several dozen more sedatives for the bodies still lying in stasis in the Archives’ laboratory. I have left more canisters with Minister Lopes.” Malekh nodded to the minister of the interior, who ducked his head in wordless acknowledgment. “Dr. Agenot is already working on replicating more.”

Queen Ophelia pressed her fist against her forehead, a customary sign asking the Light for strength. “And whose vampiric blood did you use for this wonderful cure?”

Malekh chuckled. “That would infringe on doctor-patient confidentiality, Your Majesty. And it’s not a cure—not yet. A preventative, at best.”

“You have my gratitude all the same, my dear Zidan. It would have taken longer to re-create this on our own.” The queen’s eyes darkened. “Tell me that this was not a deliberate disease engineered on both our people, milord. That this sickness has natural origins, that there is no attempt by outside forces to turn my kingdom into a hellscape of rabid, uncontrollable undead.”

“Or an attempt to turn us against each other, to start a war that neither of us wants or can afford,” Malekh said, just as grimly.

“I have children, milord. This is not the legacy I wish to bequeath upon them. Is there no way to reverse the process for those at the earliest stage of the Rot?”

“I am a doctor, Your Majesty, not a miracle worker. The coagulants will harden their blood, immobilizing the flow of the strain, rendering it harmless—and sending the affected into a vegetative state. It cannot reverse their deaths.”

“Yet vampires are immune to the disease?”

“Vampires already turned, yes. The mutated can mimic the speed and strength we possess but suffer from a near-permanent frenzy and a loss of mental acuity. To say that they are vampires themselves would be inaccurate—they are merely a horrific parody of us.”

“So the only sure prevention is to avoid being bitten.” Queen Ophelia sighed and turned to the general. “Sir Bellinger, send word to Dr. Agenot to dispose of every corpse within the Ministry of the Archives. Gather them all at Giantsmound and prepare them for kindling.”

“Your Majesty, surely there is another—”

“I want the light burning bright enough to be seen from my palace, milord. I give Lady Song leave to do what she must to prevent their resurrection. I will compensate the victims’ families for the trouble we have caused them, but we cannot take any more chances. Incidentally, my dear Xiaodan”—and here the queen’s tone turned reproachful—“you never told me you held such vast abilities. I thought only the Ancients were capable of such unique skills? And you not having reached your first century yet.”

“It was long after our first meeting, Your Majesty,” Xiaodan said, looking exhausted. “You could say it was passed down from my ancestors. I have kept quiet about the extent of it for a reason. There are enough kindred clans out there who believe I do not deserve to live.”

“But you revealed it to us. Would that not put you in more danger?”

“As it turns out, only I am capable of eradicating these creatures permanently with it. That danger, at the moment, far surpasses my own.”

The queen softened. “Oh, my dear. I am sorry for this, and all the trouble people have done in my name. I have given the Duke of Astonbury far too much leeway in this matter, believing he would make the proper decisions, but I see that my faith in him has been mistaken.”

“He weighed the risks against the potential rewards,” Malekh said. “Finding a cure would have been a major coup to his career, his place in history secured. It is easy to underestimate the infected, to look upon them as mindless creatures that could be easily outsmarted.”

“They’re not completely mindless,” Remy muttered, forgetting briefly that at least two others in the room had even better preternatural hearing than he.

“Oh?” Malekh’s voice now carried a tinge of mockery. “How so?”

Remy bristled. “Because if it was driven solely by its urges, then the corpse in the Archives would have stayed and fought Lady Song. Not attempted to escape. That’s not what something completely shorn of its brains would do.”

“This must be the Pendergast Reaper,” the queen said, acknowledging him for the first time. Awkwardly, Remy bowed. “Remington Pendergast, Marquess of Aphelion. Son of the Duke of Valenbonne. Far more courteous than his father,” Queen Ophelia added with a faint twitch to her lips, “though every bit as dedicated to serving us as his sire has always done. He may have a valid point that you must also consider, Zidan. Last I heard, Lord Feiron had him held as a potential suspect.”

“He was cleared of all charges and accusations, Your Majesty,” Xiaodan piped up. “In fact—and I hope you don’t mind my overstepping—but I’d taken the liberty of asking for his assistance in our own investigations. He would be a tremendous asset to us.”

“I have heard of his exploits,” Queen Ophelia conceded. “It has only just come to my knowledge that Matthew Delacroix’s hatred of his father was such that he had actively banned everyone from the Pendergast family from joining the dræfendgemot.”

That had been the general assumption, but it felt like a blow to Remy, to hear her confirm it so baldly.

Queen Ophelia looked him full in the face. “We entrusted the lord high steward with Aluria’s defense, but I never stopped to consider how his own biases have made this an unjust situation for you, and we wish to make amends for it. Whatever enmity he had for the Duke of Valenbonne, that anger should not have been extended to you simply for sharing his name. Regardless of who succeeds Astonbury, I will ensure your welcome into the royal dræfendgemot if you still desire it.”

“You’re too kind, Your Majesty,” Remy mumbled, feeling more pitied than victorious.

“Absolutely not!” Xiaodan interjected heatedly. “You had your chance, my dear Ophelia, but his talents would be wasted there. He shouldn’t be relegated to running errands for high-ranking Reapers with just as little sense for governance as Lord Feiron. Your lord high steward has already turned the nobility against him. His death will not lessen the Reapers’ prejudice.”

“And what do you propose I do with him instead?” the queen asked.

“Zidan and I intend to leave Elouve shortly to pursue his theories regarding the Rot. Please, give us leave to have Armiger Remington accompany us.”

“What?” Remy asked once again.

Her Majesty raised a tawny eyebrow. “And why are you so determined to have him?”

“Because Remy deserved to join Your Majesty’s official circle of Reapers,” Xiaodan said with an alarming honesty Remy did not necessarily want, “and your lord high steward, Matthew Astonbury, may his soul rest in peace, was being an absolute twat about it.” She spoke the word with delight, drawing it out on her tongue like she’d never had the opportunity to say it before. “I’ve dragged enough information from Lord Feiron to know how Astonbury constantly undermined Armiger Remington’s successes in the hunts he had undertaken for the Crown, claimed the victory in his stead, and then went out of his way to deny the armiger his accolades.”

“Successes?”

“He hunted the vampire who murdered three dozen people north of Enumbra. He took down the coven that nearly depopulated the villages near Wargen. He retrieved Tennyfair’s daughter. He staked the only known First Court vampire lurking within Aluria in close to a decade—his first mission, in fact. Need I go on? Because I have nearly ten years’ worth of kills to list.”

A light breeze would have been capable of bowling Remy over at this point. She had researched his history somehow, known achievements that the Archives had never credited him with.

“An impressive record for one still so young.” Queen Ophelia quirked up a brow. “But you seem strangely proud to talk about the different ways he has slain your kindred.”

“They were no kindred of mine. Remington isn’t the only one feared by his own kind.”

“I see your point.” The queen leaned back against her throne. “The Enumbran vampire. I remember. Astonbury told me it was Reapers under his direct command who were responsible for putting it down.”

“Lies and spite, Ophelia. Astonbury remained livid at the thought of another Pendergast earning merits within his administration. Everyone has treated Armiger Remington abominably—even Lady Astonbury, who sought to take advantage of him with sexual favors for information he should have been privy to in the first place. Regardless of whom you choose to replace the late duke with, the other Reapers will continue to inflict these injustices upon him.”

Xiaodan turned to eye the minister and the other soldiers in the throne room. “As will almost everyone else at court,” she added coldly.

Remy, far from being grateful, was beet red. It was one thing to be indiscreet with someone else’s wife, but another to announce it to the queen. He wished for the ground to open and swallow him up, but he had never been so lucky.

“Why not ask the Reaper himself?” The queen looked at him with mischief in her gaze, fully aware of his discomfort. “What say you, Armiger Remington? Would you like a dispensation to promote you into the royal dræfendgemot with all the honors you deserve, or would you like to accompany the Third and Fourth Courts on their investigations, on Aluria’s behalf?”

The first option was easier to take. Easier to take his place among the other Reapers, regardless of what they thought. Easier to concentrate on the Night Empress, to finally earn access to reports on the First Court without having to compromise himself. Far easier than to embroil himself in the middle of an ongoing plague, and with two vampires besides.

“If it pleases you, Your Majesty,” he said. “I’d like to investigate the Rot with the Third and Fourth Courts.”

The queen leaned forward. “And may I know the reason for it?”

Remy swallowed, remembering the betting pool, the bounties. “I believe I can be a greater asset to Aluria with them. And I am grateful for your offer, but I hope for more than the mere tolerance the dræfendgemot will ever afford me in Elouve.”

Xiaodan’s smile was as bright as the sun. In contrast, Zidan Malekh’s scowl was like a thundercloud on the cusp of a terrible storm.

 

“How do you know Her Majesty so well?” Remy asked after the queen had dismissed them, proud of the evenness in his tone. Malekh had insisted on leaving the following day once Xiaodan had taken care of the Archives’ infected. More attacks had been reported along the eastern borders of Aluria near Qing-ye, and the vampire nobles intended to conduct their inquiries there. It was further confirmation of the reports Remy had received earlier.

The hallway they were standing in remained deserted. The usual courtiers and hangers-on who often loafed around the palace were missing, and he suspected that had been on Queen Ophelia’s orders. Many in the court were still opposed to her alliance with the vampires, if the reaction of Her Majesty’s officials in the throne room had been any indication.

“Ophelia was quite young when we first met her, newly raised to the throne. She stumbled upon Chànggē Shuĭ—my home—by accident one day, and I offered her a place to stay for a few nights. I’d never had human visitors before. She’d never been under a vampire’s roof. It was awkward at first.” Xiaodan grinned. “She’s visited many times since then. Taught me how to serve excellent venison, should I entertain more mortals in the future.”

“She arrived at your palace by accident?”

“A matter of a horde of vampires at her heels. They’d slaughtered nearly half her retinue and would have gotten her, too, if I hadn’t sensed them near my territory.” Xiaodan laughed at the look on his face. “I should have mentioned that earlier. You might enjoy staying at Chànggē Shuĭ too, Remy. No valets. Lots of space for peace of mind. I think it’s rather pretty, even for a fortress.”

“So we’re traveling back to your home at some point during this journey?”

“We live east of Aluria’s borders. With all the reports of infections near there, it’s the perfect location for us to set up base, assess the situation, and figure out what we should do next. We’ll likely take a few detours along the way, based on any fresh reports we receive. The attacks appear to be shifting toward Qing-ye, which worries me. There aren’t as many Fourth Court vampires around to secure the territories around it.” She hesitated, mournful. “It would be good to go home. I haven’t been back in months. Zidan would have more ideas by the time we return—he’s always been the brains between us two. I’m just the muscle.”

“What does that make me, then?” Remy muttered.

“The bait,” Zidan supplied.

Remy rounded on him, glaring, but the noble met him stare for unyielding stare. “As Xiaodan said, we’ll be encountering more infected the farther east we go, if even half of those reports can be confirmed. Your mother has never been fond of Reapers, Xiaodan, and she will not be happy to have the Butcher’s son in Chànggē Shuĭ. Whatever assistance you believe he can provide, he would be best used as lure.”

“Are you saying you don’t want him with us, Zidan?” Xiaodan didn’t seem as ready to defend Remy to her fiancé the way she’d defended him to the queen. She was smiling, her guard relaxed. “Say the word, and I’ll let him go.”

“Nobody’s letting anyone go from anything,” Remy snapped, stung to be relegated to a bartered good once again. “If you’re suggesting that I would be nothing more than a liability, or that I won’t be up to the task, then at least have the fucking guts to say it to my face.”

Amber-flecked eyes turned to him. “You are a liability,” Zidan Malekh said, as easily and as calmly as if he’d been discussing the weather. “You are a prized meal, an easy target. You only know enough about court vampires to hunt us, not of our ways. And while you may possess your father’s skills, it will be years before you can acquire his experience. So yes, Pendergast. You will be a hindrance to us in more ways than you know. And the only reason you are even here . . .” Malekh’s gaze flicked briefly toward Xiaodan. “The only reason you are here, traveling with us,” he said, “is because she wishes to protect you.”

“I don’t need any bloody protection.” They were both goddamn bloodyarsed vampires—of course he would be the weakest of their unholy trio. But Remy hadn’t survived what other Reaper veterans could not, only to be told by some pompous undead noble who had no idea of the shit he’d been through that he was a burden. “If you didn’t want me along, then why didn’t you bring that up before Her Majesty?”

“I would never be so improper as to undermine Xiaodan before a foreign power, ally or otherwise. Even if my betrothed had neglected to inform me of her decision beforehand.”

Xiaodan’s answering smile was a mile wide.

“Do I have to fucking fight you again to prove myself?” Remy demanded. “What the hell is it going to take to show you I’ve got as much right to be here as you?”

“Fight me, you say?” Malekh’s sudden spark of interest brought out more of the gold in his eyes. “And what do I get when you inevitably lose this wager?”

“Lady Song?” a new voice called. “Lord Malekh?”

The Duchess of Astonbury was fashionably dressed for mourning. She was clothed all in black, but even the veil across her face couldn’t detract from her beauty, or the way she honed in on Remy with an eagerness that had nothing to do with grief. “I was told you both shall be leaving with Remington tomorrow at the queen’s orders,” she said boldly, “and as I will be busy making the necessary preparations for my husband’s funeral . . .” She let out a soft sigh, as if she found these arrangements more cumbersome than anything else. “May I have a few minutes to speak with Remington alone, milord, milady?”

Two pairs of eyes turned to Remy—Zidan’s expressionless, Xiaodan’s openly wary. “I’ll be back with you shortly,” he told them, moving several feet away to give himself and the duchess the privacy she asked for.

“I am devastated to hear that you are leaving,” Giselle said softly. Her eyes looked suspiciously shiny. Remy knew it had nothing to do with her husband’s passing, uncomfortably aware that it was because of him. “And I am even sorrier to hear of Lord Feiron taking you into custody. Had I known, I would have demanded your release sooner. It’s a—an insult, my love, knowing what they do about us.”

“They were only doing their jobs.”

“And doing quite terribly at it.” Her hands found his coat lapels. “I am going to miss you. I thought we would have more time together. Spend tonight with me. Let me send you off with final memories to remember me by.”

Remy looked down at the Duchess of Astonbury, at the soft glow in her eyes. She really was stunning.

“Do you remember,” he said, “the first time I came to your bed?”

The woman’s rosy cheeks dimpled. Her voice lowered, a throaty purr. “I could never forget. How shy you were. How you could not keep your eyes away from me when I disrobed.” She laid her fingers against the side of his neck. “The look on your face, the rough sounds you made. The pleasure of being your first teacher. I recall them fondly.”

Remy’s hand reached up to find hers, curling over her fingers. “Do you want to know what I remember in clearest detail from that night?”

“Tell me,” Giselle whispered, gliding closer.

“That the subject was five foot nine inches in height, approximately two-twenty pounds and of a stocky build, with blue eyes and brown hair. Believed to have been turned near the forests between Laithe and Sandsbourne, responsible for the deaths of five cows, seven horses, and two children. A broken star on the back of his right hand, as confirmed by two eyewitness accounts—a mark of those beholden to the Night Court.”

Giselle frowned, puzzled by the unexpected shift in conversation.

“That was the first report you ever brought me. The only known sighting of a First Court vampire in the last ten years. I read it so many times after you’d fallen asleep, and I can still recall it word for word. The next day, I rode out and took that vampire down—my first kill as a Reaper, after all the months spent on the register, months spent being denied my own bounties. They docked me my two months’ pay because they had not authorized me to carry that hunt out, and every other bounty they shoved my way after that were always the ones they refused to handle themselves. But finally—finally—I was a Reaper, hunting as one. You made that possible for me. And I will always be grateful to you for that.”

Gently, Remy pulled her hand from his neck. “But I can’t do this with you anymore, Giselle. I’m sorry.”

“Your minutes are up,” Xiaodan said, popping up from behind Lady Giselle without warning. The latter gasped aloud. “There will be much to plan for the journey ahead, and we will be requiring the rest of his time for it, Your Grace. And while I am not as well-versed on human etiquette as I suppose I should be, I do know that it is considered highly disrespectful for you to be inviting anyone to your bed so soon after your husband’s murder, even if you and Astonbury were living separately.”

The duchess’s mouth fell open.

“Have a good day, Lady Astonbury.” Xiaodan didn’t quite drag Remy away, but a subtle push against his arm was all it took to propel him back down the hallway, Malekh close behind.

“How did you find out about . . . about . . .” Remy’s ears were steaming. It wasn’t a secret. Given how confidently she stated matters before Queen Ophelia, she had more than overheard his earlier admission to Feiron at Kinaiya Lodge.

“I didn’t intend to,” Xiaodan said calmly, “but it was hard not to hear what people in this city speak of so freely. In our brief acquaintance, you struck me as someone far too kindhearted to turn her down yourself, despite all the years she abused you. They kept you longer in the gaols than my patience allowed for, and finding a way to release you sooner meant learning everything I could of you that was relevant to this case. I’m sorry I had to intrude on your privacy.”

“Abuse? But she wasn’t—” And here, Remy took another pause. “It wasn’t—it’s not—”

“How old were you when the affair started, Remy?”

“I—” He’d treated it as a simple matter of exchanging favors, like bearing equal responsibility had meant he’d never been taken advantage of. But that was his excuse now, as a twenty-three-year-old who’d grown cynical over the years. Xiaodan was treating him like he was still the scared fifteen-year-old he’d been when the affair had started. And maybe that was the point. “Young,” he finally said. “Perhaps it was younger than I should have—”

“Younger than she should have,” Xiaodan said sympathetically, and suddenly, Remy knew Malekh had been right earlier when he’d said that Xiaodan had intended to protect Remy. Only it wasn’t other vampires that she’d been thinking of.

The Fourth Court heiress’s face was a study in calm, but her balled fists continued to give her away. “I apologize,” she said again. “But you must tell me the truth. Would you still be with her if she wasn’t supplying you with the intelligence reports you needed for the Night Empress’s whereabouts?”

The answer required no thought at all. “No.”

“Good. That’s all I needed to hear.” Xiaodan turned to Malekh next. “And you. If you dislike the thought of Remy joining us, it would be best if you speak now or forever hold your peace.”

“I said he would be a liability—”

“That’s not the question, Zidan.”

Their gazes locked, clashed. It was Malekh who gave in, almost sounding bored when he replied, “He can do whatever he wants, and I shall make no protest.”

A sudden tumult by the palace entrance caught their attention. Remy knew it was bad upon sighting the Marquess of Riones, the man all bloody as hell, with scores and tears in his usually impeccably expensive shirt and coat. His sword was out, dripping red onto the pavement. Behind him people fled past, heading west like stampeding cattle toward the city square, herded along by several more Reapers.

“Protect the queen, do you hear me?” Riones was shouting. “I want every Reaper on active and reserve duty guarding every inch of the palace! Let no one inside or out until we’ve cleared the Archives!”

“The Archives?” Remy yelled at him. “What’s happening, Riones? What of the Archives?”

“Where have you been, Pendergast? The Archives is being overrun!” came the chilling reply. “Tell the guards to round up as many citizens as they can and head toward the barracks! We’ve got the Rot in the city, and I don’t know how long we can hold them off!”

Remy’s insides felt like lead. “How?”

“It’s those damned corpses Astonbury wanted kept in that oversized ice room of his! They’ve reawakened, and they’re out for our blood!”
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MINISTRY ATTACK

Xiaodan needed no further details. She was gone from view long before the Reaper was done finishing his sentence.

“Go to Her Majesty, milord,” Malekh told Riones tersely. “I’ve entrusted her with the serum needed to combat these infections. We’ll be needing them sooner than we thought.” And then he too, disappeared.

With a loud curse, Remy dug into his pocket, discovered a bloodwaker, and downed its contents swiftly.

“What are you doing, Pendergast?” Riones demanded.

“Going after them.” He nodded at the man’s coat. “Any of that yours?”

“Thankfully, no. We were hauling bodies out of Agenot’s ice bunker under Her Majesty’s orders. One of the bastards stood up without warning and tore Kibold’s throat out.”

“Didn’t Agenot inject them with the Third Court noble’s serum?”

“Agenot told us nothing for nuts. All he said to do was load the corpses up into the waiting wagons. We got most of the scientists out, but there’s a few more bunkered down inside. Oswald ordered us out to sound the warning, but he and Maxwell and Pyalia’re still in there. The speed of those pendejos—not even vampires could move so—”

“Oswald Craggart?”

“Yes. Friend of yours?”

“No.” Craggart was the Reaper responsible for dumping him with all the bounties no one else wanted to take on, hoping one would be enough to kill him. Didn’t stop Remy from taking them, though. “Any soldiers surrounding the Archives?”

“We’ve sealed all the exits as best we could, but that means nothing if those things break through. Don’t tell me you’re going in with them, Pendergast! Let the vampires sort out the—”

“They didn’t do this, Riones. This is all on Astonbury and Agenot, and the vampires, of all people, are trying to help us. Oswald’s sent me on far too many of these shit-arsed hunts. He won’t want me to stop now when it’s his gonads that are on the line.” It was said with more confidence than Remy actually felt. “Secure the premises, find as many other Reapers as you can spare to bolster the defenses at the Archives’ barricade. If whatever’s inside is set loose on the populace, it’s over.”

“Pendergast—”

“It wasn’t Craggart’s intention to make me the most experienced Reaper on hand to be dealing with this damned lot, but that’s how things stand. Blast it, Riones. Let me do my job so you can do yours.”

Riones slumped, accepting the inevitable. “Get them out quick, Pendergast, and stay careful. We’re losing hunters as it is.”

Xiaodan was scanning the building for other signs of life when he finally caught up. Malekh was ordering the royal guards already in the vicinity to step away.

The building itself stood, silent and empty, with no signs of anyone else inside.

“How many more humans?” Malekh barked at another soldier.

“A few of the doctors and two Reapers, I think,” came the terrified reply. “Also Sir Oswald, but we don’t know what’s happened to—”

A window shattered on the first floor, sending shrapnel their way. From behind the broken glass several creatures leaped out, so severely mutilated that it was impossible to believe they had ever been human. The first to clamber forth was gray and massive, with the hunched shoulders and massive chest of a brute, and nearly shed of all its skin, revealing muscle filaments and blood vessels. Just like Harveston, the infection had caused its body to swell to grotesque proportions, but its fangs were larger, protruding halfway down its torso to further highlight its monstrous nature.

More creatures came tearing out, all with varying, distorted degrees of the same skinless shapes, all possessing the same asymmetry of aberration, and Remy realized with horror that tatters of black cloth remained on at least one of them; even in its shredded state, there was no mistaking the dark clothes the Reapers favored.

Malekh drew out his curved sword and disappeared briefly to stab at the nearest mutation. There was a wretched, sickly sound as the blade plunged into the creature’s mouth and a deft twist as the noble’s hand sliced its face in half, leaving only the lower mandible connected to the rest of its form.

“Keep your distance!” Remy ordered the other guards, snapping out Breaker’s twin scythes. The knifechain tumbled into his hand, and Remy looped it through the air, curving it down to strike at another rampaging monster through its chest, pivoting to attack with his scythes in one measured swipe that promptly took its head off.

But the mutations were already targeting the other soldiers. An unfortunate guard screamed as he went down, the sound cutting off when one of the creature’s teeth tore through his throat. “Keep your distance!” Remy hollered again, planting himself between the rest of the men and the creatures closing in. He spun the chain around himself, the cylinder in his hands blurring into a spinning arc above his head, a rhythm he’d mastered since he’d been but a novice, until he’d created a personal, nearly impervious shield about his person. An infected drew near and promptly lost three limbs. Its scream was abruptly cut off when Remy’s flying blades found their mark with another flick of his hand, ripping swiftly through its throat before gutting its stomach.

Several lunged for his knifechain at the same time, slowing down the momentum of his swing even as they ignored the limbs Breaker lopped off. Remy was forced to keep turning constantly as the attacks came from all directions, cutting swathes through the creatures even as they closed in on him.

Xiaodan reappeared behind one of the infected attacking Remy, hand already raised and angled away, a cutting gesture. Remy didn’t see the attack, but he did see the creature falling apart, gobs of flesh and meat spattering the ground.

The vampiress was gone again, blurring into view beside a second mutation, crosshatching it into segments within seconds. In another ten, she had done the same to the rest of the creatures before Remy could do more.

Smiling, Malekh cut down the last of the infected standing. “You needn’t worry about her,” the noble said calmly. “You’d need more saving than she does.”

Remy already had his knives out; it was almost a shame he couldn’t stab his ally, too. “These were all the bodies at the lab?”

“It would appear so. Someone knew that the bodies were to be transported today, took steps before Riones and the other Reapers could get to them.”

“They already got to some of the Reapers.” Remy stood over one of the creatures he’d killed, staring down at the familiar, ripped clothing. Now he recognized its partial features, disfigured as it was, and the one remaining blue eye. “Maxwell Scorenge,” he said. Not the first time he’d had to identify a fellow Reaper by their remains, but it never got easier. “He was helping Riones transport the bodies. Just how quickly does the infection spread?”

“Far quicker than it should. Even quicker than I feared, Lord Riones.”

The marquess had returned to the scene, his face ashen as he took in the dead, decomposing bodies strewn about them. Several men were dragging a heavy case behind him. “That’s Scorenge,” he choked out. “Mierda. What happened in there?”

“Is that my serum?” Malekh asked him, nodding to the chest.

“Yes, but how—”

“Take all the men you can spare and throw these bodies into a pile. Find the nearest apothecary and procure as many syringes from them as you can. Inject the serum into every body you can find—one part mixture to two parts water—one cc should be more than enough for each. You’ll know you’ve succeeded when you see a thick cocoon-like layer form over their skin. Cart them into Giantsmound, as Her Majesty ordered, and keep them under guard there. We will incinerate every last piece of flesh from these remains, and we shall do it outside the city. Elouve has been compromised enough as it is. Do you understand, Riones?”

“Yes,” the other man said. “If it’ll keep any more of them from rising, I’ll do it. You heard him!” He roared at the other, terrified soldiers. “Take yourselves to Madame Sophia’s and bring back all the needles she can provide us!”

“I smell something bad,” Xiaodan said.

“I believe that goes without saying,” Remy grunted, watching the soldiers run.

“No. It’s not just the Rot. I smell vampire.”

“Vampires don’t smell like anything.”

“Not to humans, no.”

“Are you telling me there may be vampires inside the Archives along with those already infected?”

“After the war between my court and the Fifth, I heard rumors that some of Etrienne’s men not young enough to be ashed were sent back to Elouve for study.” Malekh’s smile was cold. “Astonbury issued a statement denying it then. He’d always struck me as someone who thought he was cleverer than he really was. The morgue he maintains appears to have more than just the infected in storage. Agenot was keeping things from us.”

He stood. “I want eyes on every inch of the building, Riones. Anything so much as twitches, I want it taken down. How many personnel still inside?”

“There must be at least four more scientists in there,” Riones said crisply, “and two more Reapers unaccounted for, excluding Scorenge.”

“We must flush them out before they escape into the populace. Xiaodan and I will head in to hunt for survivors.”

“I’m going with you,” Remy interjected.

“You are human,” the noble said dismissively.

“If you think I can’t handle a building full of mutated bastards, then you should have complained more when Xiaodan invited me along,” Remy said. “If I’m bait, as you say, then there’s no better time to put me to good use than here. And if I do wind up getting myself eaten by one of these horrors, then you can wash your hands of me. Cheerfully cremate my remains, if you’d like. Pour your little augmented coagulant whatsit on my bones and give me a rousing send-off at daybreak. But if I stomp on inside and prove I can take on any infected and vampires within, then you owe me. Even if the vampire arse I beat winds up being yours.”

It took counting five of his own heartbeats before Zidan’s mouth tilted up, albeit not in any amused, genial way, briefly exposing a good amount of fang. It took another five before the noble turned away. “The three of us shall be entering the Ministry,” he said to Riones. “If we do not return in the next two hours, you are to set the whole building on fire.”

“Lord Malekh!” the lord protested.

“Even that may not completely stop its spread. The alternative is three hundred thousand in the city exposed to the Rot. Her Majesty will know what to do next.”

“Now that that’s settled . . .” Xiaodan strode toward the main entrance. Before anyone could stop her, she had wrenched the doors open, splintering the frame in her eagerness, and stepped inside.

Malekh sighed. “My fiancée grows impatient. The queen is your priority, Riones. We’ll do the rest.”

 

The door to the laboratory stood wide open, this time with no Dr. Agenot to welcome them in.

Beyond it was a slaughterhouse.

Many of the bodies strewn about within had not undergone the rapid decay that so marked the Rot mutations, but none of them were . . . intact, for lack of a better word. Staring at the grisly remains, Remy could barely fight off a wave of nausea. He hoped they’d all been dead before they’d been ripped apart, half-consumed, and then further decimated.

He spotted Agenot’s body. The doctor was staring mutely at the wall, mouth parted in an expression of surprise. Remy was glad to see no fear on the man’s face—mayhap there had been no pain for him. The rest of the doctor’s lower body lay propped against the wall he was gaping lifelessly at, a bloody track on the ground connecting both.

“Light,” Remy said.

“I can still smell them,” Xiaodan whispered.

Malekh was prowling the room, ignoring the other sprawled bodies there in favor of inspecting the equipment. “I can’t find it,” he said.

“The rest of Agenot’s body? It’s right here. It’s all bloody here.” Remy had found two more assistants. What he thought were two, anyway. There was far too much blood to be just the one, but too few limbs to be more than that.

Malekh ignored him. “Agenot looked to have been re-creating my serum when the attack occurred. But the vials are missing.”

“Perhaps he stored it somewhere else beforehand,” Xiaodan suggested.

“Maybe.” Malekh didn’t sound convinced.

“Could have shattered during the fight,” Remy grunted. He counted at least three more people in the room, in no better shape. “Oh, fuck.”

“What’s wrong?” Xiaodan asked.

“Found the other Reapers.” Pyalia had clearly bled out, her throat horribly mangled. Oswald Craggart, on the other hand, sat with his back to the wall, mouth still twisted in rage
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