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D’sang




I


It was on the night of the Conclave of Carcassonne in the year 1915 that the powder keg was packed.


Jacques Leblanc was one of the last to arrive, he was certain; the Orchid had never been known for punctuality. The interior was already murmuring with life when he pushed the massive oaken doors open and entered the Temple of the Nine. The low warble of the storm crashing over the distant hills faded. Dark enveloped his senses and then parted. Beads of fire flickered in standing torches along the walls, and between them stretched the congregation, living folds of shadow and cloth. None of the gathered hemomancers looked up to acknowledge him. Behind, the doors creaked shut. The womb of perfumed air embraced him.


The Temple of the Nine had once been a Catholic cathedral, part of the Diocese of Carcassonne-Narbonne, but every last trace of the Abrahamic god’s light had been desecrated and driven from the church by the Rosarium upon its foundation. Now, the cathedral had been warped into something far more appealing to the likes of its members: decadent, resplendent, encrusted from wall to wall with icons representing Kakrinolas, the bloodlines, and the Nine Unholies.


The Conclave was lonelier than it had been in years past. Jacques attributed that to the unceremonious banishing of the Amaranth and the Hyacinth. Though those darker bloodlines contributed few men and women to the Conclave, there was a noticeable change in the atmosphere regardless. The people were far less guarded than in previous years. Even the air seemed more willing to waft through the galleries and vents over the crowds of assembled hemomancers, carrying the scent of incense and ritual-burned iron with it.


There were no fewer than two hundred of them present, most clad in dark cowls or the vestments of their houses. A large number, Jacques was unsurprised to find, were of the Rose. The Dahlia and the Camellia made up the next greatest portion, and the rest Jacques could not say; few bloodlines were as proud as they, and fewer still so indecorous. They chatted and squawked in small groups that blended into one another and grew thicker as they neared the deepest part of the temple’s nave.


Beyond the transept lay the former sanctuary of the cathedral. Now the wall of the apse was host to a great golden gargoyle of Kakrinolas, Father of All Carnage. It was a great beast’s head—something that was not quite lion nor hound nor hyena. Three rows of exquisitely fashioned fangs were wreathed by reflected torchlight and shimmered like hundreds of candles in the devil god’s maw. From the beast’s skull there spread an asymmetrical array of curved, bladed antlers—four on the left and five on the right. Six huge eyes of polished silver sat amid sculpted tufts of fur meant to invoke the image of frothing blood in flight.


Jacques felt no particular reverence as he looked up at the sculpture, and even less when his gaze fell to the sanctuary beneath. It was there, upon the throne of the Rosarium, that Malthus sat. Lord Malthus, patriarch of the Rose, Grand Hemomancer of the Rosarium. He looked only forty, though rumors told that he had lived for two centuries or more. His scalp was bare of any hair at all, yet a thick, lustrous black beard grew along his jawline. The man’s lips were curled in a permanent scowl, and his dark eyes matched the expression. His crimson robes—woven of silk and bejeweled with gilded baubles—bore the dueling emblems of the Rose and the Rosarium.


Jacques took an incense-laced breath, but his stomach would not be calm. The hour of judgment approached. He threaded his way past a pair of women speaking Polish—Sage, he marked by the idiosyncratic way they looked into and past one another as they spoke. He saw a small group of Azalea and Lotus children playing Red Wine White Wine between two standing torches. The hoops and beads of blood undulating lazily in the air trapped the light and shone like garnets in a bonfire.


Jacques made it only halfway toward the sanctuary before the two acting curates, at the right- and left-hand of the throne, raised the ceremonial bells. Shrill rang their tones, just missing harmony with one another. The discordant notes brought silence to the temple. All in attendance turned toward the sanctuary. The last echoes of the bells died, voices bent toward the imagining of an agonized cry.


“It is with the blessing of Grand Hemomancer Malthus,” spoke one of the curates with a Catalan accent, “and beneath the sight of Kakrinolas that I hereby call to order the three hundred and sixth Conclave of Carcassonne. Ex caede imperium!”


The whole crowd hushed in reverence. “Ex caede imperium,” the church whispered back.


The second curate signed the bloodcross at her breast. “Unholies, gaze ye with favor upon our transgressions.” Her French was Parisian. Jacques marked her as one of the Violet’s. “Feed well your garden of roses, that we may ne’er wither.”


A moment of deep silence breathed through the cathedral. Some nodded solemnly, and others mimicked the curate’s bloodcross.


“Afore we commence the letting of the floral humors,” the first curate announced, “will any lay a plaint upon the altar in the sight of the Carnage Father?”


The question was purely ceremonial; ever since the Rosarium was founded upon the ashes of Saint Isabeau’s slaughter, only twice had anyone been so audacious as to actually voice a grievance before the Conclave proper had commenced. The official time for arbitrating such matters came on the second day of the Conclave, when the agenda turned from ceremony to politics. To speak up now was at best presumptuous and at worst a slight against the patron deity of hemomancers and, more hazardously, the Rosarium itself.


But Jacques had no mind to wait; he had waited far too long already. He shoved his way past the wall of robes ahead of him. “I shall speak!” he cried, his voice reflecting from the walls and galleries. The curates looked abruptly toward him, but their gazes became lost in the crowd. The hemomancers parted around him and made room for him to approach as near to the sanctuary as he could. When he emerged and came to stand in the transept, immediately before where Lord Malthus of the Rose sat upon his throne, he found the entire Conclave’s attention on him. Two hundred pairs of eyes, commoner and highblooded alike, needled him with confusion. Silence was its own hymn, a pressure on the ears and mind.


“Lord Leblanc of the Orchid,” the Catalan curate acknowledged, though his voice betrayed his surprise. What Jacques was doing was unprecedented in their lifetime, but the curate was polite enough not to say as much. Instead, he bowed slightly and waved him on with a straight wrist. “Our ears are thine. Grant us wisdom.”


Jacques effected a cordial bow. “I thank you.” The torches lining the hall fluttered as though in sigh. “Brothers and sisters,” he spoke to the crowd of hemomancers, “I have come to bring a most serious matter before you for consideration. I fear that I shall speak nothing unknown to any of you, but I beg you listen attently to the end and weigh for yourselves the merits and costs of inaction.” His rehearsed words sounded imperial and powerful in his own mind; he hoped they were half as persuasive as he believed them to be. He took a deep breath of incense and sweat, and then he continued.


“Over the past three years,” he said, “many of our number have been killed. Murdered. And not by any human conspiracy or contrivance, but by the hand of the Rosarium.” Jacques felt the air begin to thicken. As soon as his intention was clear, the room’s patience had begun to wear. He had little time. “They have been our weakest, our most vulnerable, those who most need the strength of the Rosarium. Many of them have been of the Sage. Of the Thistle. Some have even been of my own blood. In the days since Saint Isabeau, we have struggled merely to survive. Do you believe that the first of our bloodlines would condone the slaughter of our own? As the patriarch of the Orchid, as a descendant of Lord Barrineau of the Orchid, whose kindness was legendary even among the humans, I would be remiss were I not to implore the Rosarium one final time to reconsider the culling of our own zero-types.


“However, I know that only a fool would ask such a thing and expect acquiescence. Lords and Ladies greater than I have asked, and greater Lords and Ladies have I seen rebuffed with the sugared words of the Grand Hemomancer. He and his adherents zealously speak of Darwin and of the crucible of evolution. Vividly has the Rosarium painted a portrait of a future in which all of our children are prodigiously powerful hemomancers, far stronger than our forebears. Such a vision is noble, but it need not come at the cost of the innocent! Evolution is not predicated upon slaughter! I would, therefore, beg the Grand Hemomancer to reconsider this path and seek another means to strengthen our stock and our children.” Jacques spread his arms and turned back to the crowd of rapt onlookers. “Brothers and sisters, those who would stand in accord with my plea, raise loud your voices!”


Not a single voice answered. Even the wind quieted, as though afraid of being found accomplice to heresy. Jacques’s arms began to shake. He had feared as much. He turned once more to face the apse. Upon the throne, Malthus’s indifferent expression conceded a smirk. The Rose Sovereign was looking down at Jacques like he was a gnat to be smashed.


A tepid breath filled Jacques’s quivering lungs. “In truth, I hold no delusions of consideration,” he said. “I know that I stand near enough to alone. Still, I cannot turn a blind eye to the suffering and death that you weave into the tapestry of the Rosarium’s legacy. And to that end, I hereby challenge Lord Malthus of the Rose to affaire d’sang.”


The chapel erupted into hushed murmurs and gasps. The awestricken crowd, the curates notwithstanding, gawked at Jacques. Upon the throne, Malthus’s grin vanished. His brow crinkled and quivered. He looked as livid as if the glove Jacques had drawn across his face were a literal one.


“Lord Leblanc of the Orchid has hereby invoked the sacred right of d’sang against Lord Malthus of the Rose,” the Parisian curate announced, voice breaking over the congregation like a roaring swell of the seas. Her tone was strong and certain despite the recursive unprecedents unfolding. “The challenger may state the terms of the challenge.”


Jacques took two giant steps forward, coming to stand in the center of the transept, where the crowd was afraid to tread. Behind him, the muttering and whispering churned. “We fight to three points,” Jacques announced, trying to hide the tremble of fear gnawing at him. “If I should take the trick, then I would assume the role of Grand Hemomancer of the Rosarium and supplant your deacons with allies of the Orchid. What say you?” The question was half of formality. The Rosarium so respected the rite of d’sang that were Malthus to lose—or, even worse, decline the challenge—the shame alone would force him to abdicate the throne.


For a few moments, Malthus’s face bore only that same look of restrained fury. It slowly relaxed as the drone of the wind returned. Placidity and stillness came to him, and his dark gaze took in all of Jacques, body and soul. “How interesting.” The words sounded entirely German at first; Jacques had to dig deep to find the French. “If I should take the trick,” Malthus spoke, “I will ask nothing from you, save a single bow. What say you?” His lips took the last syllable and grinned around it.


A single bow. It was an insult meant to demean and enrage him. It was an old tactic, one which Jacques would not fall for. “I accept,” he replied calmly. His blood was running hot, but only because of what he knew had to come next.


Anticipation buzzed through the temple and arced between members of the crowd. Malthus stood from his seat, and his ceremonial robes dripped down like a waterfall of blood from the mouth of the great sculpted deity behind him. Three ponderous steps brought Malthus down to the arena of the transept. The crowd receded some distance to make room, leaving Jacques and Malthus to face one another alone.


“Great Kakrinolas,” the curates said in unison, “look with favor upon these transgressions, and may your will be made manifest in this d’sang. Your children humbly offer of our blood.” They raised their bells to signal the start of the duel. Their chimes cut balefully through the hall once more.


The ringing of the bells reverberated through Jacques’s skull. He did not move. He stood as still as he could force his muscles to remain. Only five meters from him, Malthus did exactly the same. He stood stoically and imperiously, his aura alone powerful enough to make Jacques’s knees shake. But he had to remain strong. He could not lose this fight.


“Come,” Malthus spat. His voice was loud, regal; he wasn’t speaking to Jacques, but inviting every man, woman, and child present to look upon him and fear whatever unholy power had placed him upon the Rosarium’s throne.


Arrogant to the last, Jacques thought. He’d ensure that arrogance was the Rose Sovereign’s final error. He dipped his chin and slid his tongue between his molars. He bit down, careful to hide the way his jaw shifted into the bite. He was used to the pain and so did not even cringe as the blood began to gush and fill his mouth.


Irritation darkened Malthus’s irises. “Do you insist on making me wait?”


Jacques let his arms hang unthreateningly at his sides. He relaxed every muscle and remained as still as he could. The taste of iron swelled and saturated his perception. The water level rose. Seconds crawled past.


“It is one thing,” Malthus growled, “to call d’sang before the Conclave has even begun, and quite another to—”


Jacques didn’t give him time to finish. He summoned all the hatred he felt for the Rosarium’s Grand Hemomancer and spat the blood from his mouth. The training he’d endured to master the assassination technique came fluently to his mind. Power instantaneously filled the splatters of blood and crystallized them. No sooner had the fluid left his mouth than it had formed a hail of sanguine needles, each flying with enough mystical force to split through wood.


The crystals streaked through the air toward Malthus, whose tongue was only half-finished with his castigation. But the air throbbed with something heavy and thaumaturgical. As though time itself was dilating around the mass of Malthus’s pride and ego, the flying hemocrysts slowed. They came to an abrupt stop and floated inert in front of Malthus like a flurry of red snowflakes in mid-flutter. The weight and grinding power of the Grand Hemomancer’s spell permeated Jacques, slithering through his veins and turning his blood to ice water. He had wagered it all on that attack, and he had failed.


Malthus swept one finger. The hanging shards of bloodstone cracked and began issuing fluid into the air. “If I did not know better,” he breathed in a low snarl, “I would readily believe you intended to slay me with that attack.” The blood leaking from the crystals began to swim upward in a pair of serpentine streams, like two cobras locked in a deadly dance.


The minutest of trembles rippled through Malthus’s fingers. The two serpents unwound from one another with such a great speed that Jacques could not follow them with his eyes. Only his extrasensory awareness of his own blood alerted him to the attack’s approach—though far too late to matter. The first strike came from behind. An impossibly thin crystal of his own blood pierced the back of his leg. The sound of the crack came before the pain did—though just barely. Jacques sank to his wrecked knee, a wet shriek of horror spilling down his chin and neck in a hot stream. His hands went to his knee, where a ruby-red blade protruded from the bone, piercing flesh and cloth alike.


“One point to Lord Malthus of the Rose.” The Catalan curate rang his bell, loud and shrill.


The second strike slithered in from the side and streaked across his face with the force of a gunshot. The blow dragged him from his crouch and slammed him headfirst into the floor. Blood overflowed from Jacques’s bitten tongue and ran down his chin—he didn’t have the focus to staunch it.


“Two points to Lord Malthus of the Rose.” Another loud ringing pierced Jacques’s skull.


Jacques tried to push himself up, but the pain in his bones stopped him on his hands and knees. Blood dribbled onto the floor under his knee. Malthus’s silhouette towered over him. Terror throbbed against Jacques’s heart, and agony clouded his mind. From the fog of superstition emerged a certain truth: Malthus was no man, but could only have been a demon. What else could explain such an impossibly profane mastery of hemomancy? Another fact rose and bubbled as the Grand Hemomancer slowly stretched out his hand: he could effortlessly kill Jacques at any moment—and given his own attempted assassination, Malthus had enough motive to do so. One point was more than enough space for murder.


“I concede,” Jacques cried in a panic. His tongue wrecked the words, but the twin knells of the curates’ chimes rang out anyway, signaling the official end of their duel. Jacques did not relax until Malthus lowered his hand back to his side. Their gazes trapped one another; Jacques could feel the murderous intent seeping from his pupils.


“Lord Malthus of the Rose has taken the trick,” one of the curates announced. “Lord Leblanc’s acquittance shall be a single bow.”


Jacques ground his teeth. The venomous eyes of the Grand Hemomancer were waiting expectantly. Jacques shifted his weight and turned himself. His left knee, still with a hemocryst of his own blood piercing through it, came to rest on the floor beside his other. Grimace and groan shook him violently, but he kept his knee firmly planted as he lowered himself in a bow of fealty. He could already feel the churning derision from the crowd of hemomancers. To see a bloodline’s patriarch humiliate himself like this was just another unprecedent on a night of many. There was no way to suture his pride.


“Did you truly believe you could defeat me?” Malthus asked with a growl. “What a fatuous waste of vitality.” He raised his arms suddenly, and a wave of power encircled Jacques. It vibrated all over his body, and the pressure in his veins increased. The dripping wounds in his face and knee opened, and two gushes of blood splattered forth. Pain ripped through Jacques’s skull and leg, and again he floundered and struck the floor with no more dignity than a common drunkard.


Jacques’s blood undulated hypnotically in shifting designs toward Malthus. The Grand Hemomancer turned his palms upward. A pair of red lines drew themselves across his wrists, and he absorbed the blood into his own veins. Malthus sighed with a sadistic grimace. “There. A toll for this blatant presumption of yours. Be thankful that I shall take no more from you. And now, Lord Leblanc of the Orchid,” Malthus said, ensuring that even the farthest stragglers of the crowd could hear the syrupy mockery dripping from each word, “remove yourself from my sight.”



II


Jacques left the Conclave in quiet defeat and did not stay for the remainder of the annual gathering. He began his return trip from Carcassonne the following morning, still weak and wounded from his battle with the Rose patriarch. The trip would have been inconvenient at the best of times, but ever since the war broke out the rail networks were choked with freight feeding the front lines. Accounting for delays due to military shipments and transfers, the trip home took a week and a day if he was lucky—and for now, he was. The route took him from Béziers to Toulouse to Montauban, and then on to Bordeaux. The final leg of the trip brought him to the small town of Morcenx. It was in the secluded, woodland outskirts of that town that home awaited.


Home for the Leblanc family was now a small cottage in a forest clearing, barely large enough to contain the five of them. An outer ring of fence posts demarcated the plot that Jacques had purchased, and the far side of the property—which stretched nearly to the other side of the clearing—enclosed a meager tilled field. It had long been fallow, Jacques had heard, but necessity had driven the family to attempt to resuscitate it. The efforts over the last nine months had paid off. A modest harvest had begun to grow, and that was more than they could have asked for; after all, this was no farmland, and the Leblancs were no farmers.


His children had not complained much when Jacques had uprooted them and forced the family to evacuate their middle-class dwelling in Douai during the Germans’ advance. They understood that it was for their safety, and so they did not voice any grievances. But that was only because they did not understand the rich history of the Orchid family seat they left behind. That humble compound had been the home of the Orchid’s leadership for centuries, and the modesty of its amenities bespoke the legendary philanthropy and charity of the bloodline.


Now, that ancestral home lay behind seven hundred kilometers of trenches and razor wire. The lines of battle had not moved since the German advance on Paris was halted at the Marne; they had only grown thicker with blood and columns of smoke. The Western Front was drawn, carving the north of the country like a cadaver under study. Artillery batteries pounded the earth day and night. Weaponized chlorine gas stripped the fields bare and seared the lungs of their countrymen. If the war ever ended, there would likely be nothing left of the Orchid estate. Though Jacques knew it to be mad, he sometimes wondered if Malthus of the Rose wasn’t behind the war somehow—if he hadn’t moved some pieces across a chessboard to distract from his ongoing slaughter of those hemomancers he found unworthy.


As Jacques trudged out of the woods, exhausted, filthy, and encumbered by the lingering injury in his knee, he found his youngest son Fulbert dutifully chopping firewood behind the cottage. His son turned at the sound of his approach, bright blue eyes sparkling in the evening light. An angelic smile appeared and then vanished. The walking stick he used to anesthetize his limp shattered all illusion of triumph. Jacques dipped his gaze toward the mulchy earth. “I have returned.” He could inject no honor nor strength into his voice.


Fulbert stared at him, his joy draining. “Welcome home, Father,” he spoke at last. A moment passed, and the boy let the axe fall beside the chopping block. “I will go tell the others you are back,” he said, stuttering awkwardly around the words as he rushed off toward the field, where Jacques could just make out Aurore and Lucienne watering the crops.


As he watched Fulbert dashing away from him, Jacques wanted nothing more than to curl up and die. He had set off for the Conclave of Carcassonne with a single task: either killing or dethroning Lord Malthus of the Rose. He had failed; he’d failed the weak, and he’d failed his own children. He had anticipated returning with a changed world behind him. Instead, he now had to confront all the truths he’d bottled up since his defeat. His children were now in greater danger than ever before. Shame, fear, worry—he could do nothing about those things now. The sun was falling, and it was time for the evening meal.


Jacques let himself into the cottage without greeting any of his other children. There he prepared supper silently, marinating in his own dark thoughts. The motions he made through the kitchen were mechanical, automatic. Even when tears filled his eyes, he still sliced the potatoes and carrots with no measurable difficulty. The difficulty came in facing the dawn.


As the stew was cooked and the stale bread was sliced, the children began to filter in. They greeted him one by one, each time with obvious distance and concern. Jacques could hear the fear seeping into them; he wished he could convince them that everything would be okay, but he couldn’t bring himself to lie to them. When she entered, Lucienne went further than the others by asking if he was alright. He rebuffed her with a grunt and a few words muttered into the cooking pot. He could manage no more without cracking beneath the burden.


The house was quiet when the family finally settled down to dinner. None of the children spoke at all, and shame sewed his own mouth shut. The bandages and limp declared his defeat, and his own silence undersigned it. And so the four children cleaned their plates without conversation and, one by one, vanished with undue haste. First went Aurore, whose fear was apparent even in her feigned smile of gratitude for their dinner. Jules was next, and he gave not even that formality. Next was Fulbert, youngest of the four, and he left with his stew only half finished and a hunk of bread still in his hand. That left only Lucienne.


At thirteen years old, Lucienne was the oldest. Of Jacques Leblanc’s children, only she showed any promise of becoming a powerful hemomancer; the other three were of weak blood, the types Malthus yearned to slash the throats of. Ever since Maria had been stolen from them, Lucienne had accepted with grim willingness her role as elder to her siblings. She had long ago ceased shedding tears, for they had never seen their mother cry. She took on the lion’s share of the labor around their small farm, for their mother had always worked herself sick so her children need not. She wanted above all else to be the strong, comforting hand her siblings needed. The girl was precocious in the most heartbreaking ways.


When Lucienne finished her stew, she set her spoon down on the table with all the grace of her mother. Her pupils had given up their distant worry and taken up arms. “Tell me what happened,” she said quietly. A flutter of her vowels suggested she would not accept another rebuffing.


Jacques froze with his spoon right before his lips. Irritation boiled at his wounds. “Can you not see with your own eyes?” He slurped down the spoonful of broth. He hadn’t tasted it since he began to eat. “I fought. I lost. That is all.”


“You promised me you could defeat Malthus.” She spoke as though she meant to chain him to his oath; at times he despised how like Maria she was.


“I believed in all earnestness that I could,” Jacques said. “My confidence was baseless. I doubt there is a hemo alive who could kill that man, if a man he truly is.”


Lucienne looked down, and a subtle shaking distorted her outline. “Are we in danger?” This she only whispered. The wound in her heart was growing, and Jacques did not think he could mend it.


He did not mince his words. “Perhaps. It is possible that the Rosarium will find us in the course of their searches. I fear it is only a matter of time. And if that does happen, your sister and your brothers may well be discovered.” He set his spoon down upon his still-folded napkin. His reflection was bent into a corpse in the silver’s curvature. “Lady Albrecht gave a child of her own to the culling. I do not know if I will be able to forestall such a fate for your siblings.”


Lucienne’s shaking got worse as she craned her neck toward the hall to ensure the others were not eavesdropping. “Does he know about the Orchid Veil?” she asked at last.


Jacques chewed his answer alongside a bit of bread dipped in stew. The Orchid Veil. Lucienne was so proud of that name. A small group of hemomancers was aligned with Jacques against the Rosarium’s warpath, and together they had assembled beneath that banner. It was a fledgling order, a minority of a minority; the only thing that made it transcend a mere idea was that the leader of the Orchid bloodline was at its helm. And yet, at least a handful of its members had been present at the Conclave. Not a single one had voiced their support when Jacques stood before the throne and delivered his challenge. Whether the small resistance they’d assembled was on Malthus’s radar or not was immaterial, for the Veil had no teeth with which to bite. “No,” he answered at last. “I don’t think he does.”


Lucienne seemed relieved at his reply. She exhaled heavily. “So what do we do now? What is the Veil’s next move?”


“I know not. I fear we have few options with so little power and reach. Right now, we will have to wait and see what happens.”


“Wait and see?” Her voice crept louder with shock. “The Rosarium may be murdering more innocent hemomancers at this moment. We cannot afford to wait.”


Jacques scowled down at the girl. “Do you think I do not understand that?” She flinched at the anger in his tone, and he immediately replaced his simmering rebuke with a deep breath to cool down. “Lucienne, listen to me. I know well that we must act. But after the Conclave, we must be careful not to act out of turn. We must consider our next play carefully. I shan’t trump on a Saint’s trick.” The idiom was the nearest to a lie he was willing to tread; it suggested he had a plan that he would launch when Malthus dropped his guard and led with a low suit—if the bastard had any low suits, that was. “After all,” he said, wishing to temper his half lie with a truth, “if we do anything too assertive now, it may be dangerous. I have already drawn Malthus’s ire with my challenge.”


“What do you mean?” Lucienne then grew quiet. “You don’t believe that he will…?”


The question she was too scared to ask aloud was all the more deafening in silence. Indeed, it was not outside the realm of possibility that profaning the Conclave had put him near the top of Malthus’s enemy list. It had only occurred to him after he was halfway home that somebody could have been following him with a loaded pistol just waiting for an opportunity to erase him for his indiscretion. Perhaps the shot would come at that very moment. Perhaps it would come a week later. Perhaps it would never come at all, in which case the fear would sit lodged in his heart and become infected.


“I do not know what will happen now,” he allowed at last. “But I fear my affront to Malthus shall not go unpunished. If something happens, Lucienne, I shall need you to be strong for your siblings.”


The downturn in his optimism rattled the small girl’s frame. “Father, that won’t happen. He wouldn’t dare to hurt you. The other bloodlines would turn on him as fast as they turned on the zero-types.”


“That may be true, but I cannot rule the possibility out.”


Again she became quiet, now with a dark intensity. “I won’t let them hurt you. We’ll fight them together.”


His daughter’s love warmed him through to his core, but reality’s frigid grip was too ruthless to thaw. “My dear,” he said, “you are but a child. Yet in you rests the first coals of a furnace. You must tend those embers and grow strong. Because one day, whether by the Rosarium or by time’s march, I shall not be here. And when that day comes, you will become the matriarch of the Orchid, the mother of the bloodline.” He drew a noisy breath through his nose and lowered his voice to a grating whisper. “I hope that you will choose to defend the weak as I have and carry on what I will fail to accomplish.”


“Father, you won’t—”


“I shall speak no more of this tonight.” He hated to dismiss her admirable resolve, but he felt nothing but fatigue. “Go clean yourself up. Tomorrow will be a big day for the farm.”


Her lips folded around a frown, one which nearly defied his command and became audible. “Yes, Father.” She stood and exited the kitchen, leaving Jacques to clean up from their dinner. The girl’s passion and love for others was inspiring, and yet the time for inspiration lay dying on the doorstep. Her conviction and certainty had solidified his own before the Conclave, but deep down he knew them for what they truly were: naivety and vainglory. But the moribund hope within Jacques still drew breath, though logic had twisted its dagger deep.


With each hemomancer Malthus killed, the allies of the Orchid Veil would grow steadily stronger. Jacques knew there were many more who feared and reviled Malthus for his crimes against hemokind, but how could he bring them into the fold when none knew of the Veil? To even start the whisperings of rumor would inevitably bring further suspicion upon his bloodline and all who stemmed from it. He wondered wistfully what his own father and mother would have done in his shoes had they not run afoul of the dreaded Amaranth in his youth. He believed that they’d have done the same. The Orchid had long been regarded as selfless and kind; he wanted desperately to believe that it was not merely for show.



III


A week later, Jacques received a telegram from Ghislain Debray, a near-relative of the Orchid family and a longtime friend. The message was brief but indicated that Ghislain was en route to Morcenx and would arrive in three days’ time. Jacques had half a mind to tear up the letter and burn it; he didn’t know if he could face Ghislain after his failure to defeat Malthus. It was a self-centered impulse; as an Orchid, he had to be better than that. And so he made arrangements to meet Ghislain at the date and time indicated in the telegram.


The train pulled in late to Morcenx station. The shrill bleats of its horn resounded through the curtains of steam as the wheels screeched to a halt. Jacques waited on the platform, supporting his weight on his cane, for the crowds of passengers to disperse. Before long, his old friend appeared in the door wrapped in a tan trench coat with a homburg hat on. Though years had passed since last they’d met face-to-face, Jacques immediately recognized the man’s wide, boxy jaw, plump cheeks, and impressive handlebar mustache. As he disembarked the passenger carriage, Ghislain’s face lit up like the full moon. “Milord!” he exclaimed with a small, unassuming bow over one bent arm. “How good to see you again!”


“Ghislain, please,” Jacques said, unable to stop the corners of lips from curling upward, “there is no need to be so formal. I am the same Jacques I have always been, only now with a few more responsibilities upon my back.”


Ghislain guffawed boisterously and slapped Jacques on the shoulder. “What modesty! It fits well the patriarch of the Orchid!”


Jacques swallowed hard, imminently aware that any of the hurrying passersby may have heard the remark. Then again, if they had, what would it mean to them? Only hemomancers would know the significance of the floral names of the twelve bloodlines; without that context there was no meaning, no risk of being discovered as the monsters they truly were. “It is good to see you,” he said. “I hope you have been well.”


“Well enough, well enough. Busier than well, actually. I will snap if I should be sent yet another manifest for munitions before I return.” Ghislain was a Parisian of Orchid blood. Though he was but a year older than Jacques, a life of unceasing hard work had aged his skin and complexion drastically. While Jacques had been groomed in hemomancy and hemo-politics by the old leadership of the Orchid, Ghislain had no such luxury; born to a low-class family, he’d been thrust at an early age into the factories, where he earned his keep with blood and sweat and skin. His hard work had paid off. He had since then come to own several of those factories and was now a vital link in the production chain that the French called the war effort. Though he was proud of his friend, Jacques was disheartened that the man’s obligations to human society kept him, even now, on the periphery of the hemomancer world.


“To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” Jacques asked.


Ghislain pulled his hat a bit lower and pushed a step nearer. “I came to speak with you. And I fear that does not surprise you as it does me.” Another deep chortle accompanied a painful jab to Jacques’s shoulder. “Come. Let us walk through the woods as we did when we were boys. I have not had the good fortune to see this new home of yours yet.”


“I cannot help but feel a trace of pity in your posture,” Jacques said once they had left the core of Morcenx and made their way into the verdant woodland trail leading home. “I suppose there is little chance your visit has nothing to do with the Conclave.”


“Is my demeanor that transparent?” Ghislain sighed and drew a pre-cut cigar from his breast pocket and offered it to Jacques.


“No, thank you.” The invigorating scent of damp soil and undergrowth permeated the wilderness, and Jacques would have hated to ruin it.


Ghislain slipped the cigar into his grin, struck a match, and lit it up. When the flame finally took, he briefly resembled the steam engine he’d pulled in on. The smell of burned cedar filled the air. “Word travels quickly when it is spread by the Rosarium,” Ghislain conceded at last. “Given this rapid escalation, now seemed an appropriate time to speak with you on the future of our movement.”


The topic salted the fresh wound in Jacques’s mind. “The future is unknowable.”


“Ahh, but you are deflecting my concern with platitudes.”


“You must forgive me, but I have worried myself sick over the future already. I have no good news if that is what you are hoping for.”


“Are things truly so dire? How many members does the Veil have now?”


Jacques cringed at the question. “If we count the children, we are nearly twenty.”


Ghislain’s mouth fell open slightly, and the cigar teetered precariously over his incisors. “Only twenty?”


Jacques looked away. “I wanted to believe that Lady Albrecht and the Violet would be turned after her young heir was taken from them.” Jacques’s heart ached imagining the pain the woman must have been living through. “Alas, if anything the Violet seems to have grown even less sympathetic to our cause.”


“No doubt because we failed her,” Ghislain said. “For all our talk of stopping the culling of zero-types, where were we when they came for her son?”


No teeth with which to bite, Jacques thought again of the Orchid Veil. If they couldn’t come together and save a single child from the purge, what hope did they have of amassing a following capable of taking down the Rose Sovereign?


Ghislain dipped his chin solemnly. “And now the Violet has paid Malthus’s toll. What do they stand to gain by aligning themselves against the Rosarium now?” He blew a steady stream of smoke from his nose, and his footsteps slowed contemplatively. “I suppose it does not surprise me. They say the clouds grow darker when leadership of the Rosarium falls back to the Rose. Most bloodlines would gladly be complicit in the slaughter of mongrel-blooded zero-type hemos if it means they need not bow to the Dahlia or the Amaranth again.” He halted his footsteps and pierced Jacques with a mournful stare. “And I fear that is why this little resistance of yours shall never become a threat to Malthus.”


Jacques did not miss the subtle way Ghislain changed ownership of the Veil; our movement had now become Jacques’s alone. He allowed his own hobbling gait to still, and he squared off with his longtime friend. Indignation rippled through his shoulders and neck, and the hint of betrayal stung his eyes. “I am glad to hear you have such faith in us,” he spat.


Ghislain frowned. “I am sorry, friend. I am merely telling you a truth that you must confront sooner or later—and the sooner the better, I say. Though I would gladly march to war beneath the banner of the Orchid Veil, we are in the vast minority. You and I are soldiers without an army, and those who would otherwise be willing to fight have somewhat larger concerns at the moment. Better to fight the enemy that threatens us all than the one that threatens a few invisibles.”


Though Ghislain said nothing Jacques did not already know, the quiet plea running through each word blew holes in the wrecked hull of his confidence. He turned his gaze to the distant treetops and tried to stop the quaking that began in his chest. The air no longer tasted so invigorating. “Is this why you have come? To tell me that we toil in vain to stop Malthus?”


A rueful distance fell between the two of them. “I am sorry,” Ghislain said, “but would you think less of me if I were not especially optimistic? The Orchid’s kindness is legendary, but their political clout is laughable—especially after this little assassination stunt of yours.”


A shrug emerged from Jacques’s subconscious—it was a shrug so violent he could have cracked his friend’s skull open with it. “Dammit, do you think I do not know that?!”


“Of course you know that,” Ghislain said. “And that is why you attempted to take Malthus’s life.” It felt like a half-question, and Jacques could hear the understanding beginning to coalesce in his friend’s voice.


Fatigue encumbered Jacques, and his destroyed knee ached from the weight of it. “Let me guess: you think me a fool for even attempting it.” He regretted not burning Ghislain’s telegram.


“If you are a fool,” the man said, his voice again filled with a familiar note of levity, “then you are the bravest fool I have ever known. No. You are no fool. The Rosarium is too powerful a foe to best politically. If you are indeed intent on stopping the purge, then killing the man on the throne is the only way.” He was silent for a beat, and his next words were bereft of humor. “Even now, that is what you intend to do.” It was an accusation, sharp and serrated—it stabbed the birds and breeze into silence.


Killing Lord Malthus of the Rose. Jacques had been so confident that his assassination technique would see it done. Now, he doubted that anything could bring the Grand Hemomancer down. Chewing his tongue, he let his reply drip through the humid air. “Yes.”


“And how precisely do you plan to accomplish such a feat? You have already marked yourself as an enemy of the Rose. We have no army. No power.” Ghislain’s irises smoldered with purpose and clarity. They chiseled away at the fragile remnants of Jacques’s confidence. “If I were you, I’d count myself lucky that the Rosarium even allowed you to leave Carcassonne alive. I’d count myself lucky, and sleep with one eye open. Malthus of the Rose does not afford mercy.”


Something venomous began pricking at Jacques’s stomach. He stared dumbly at his friend, whose demeanor had entirely shifted over the last few moments. A cynical chuckle, bled dry of hope, stuttered from his chest. “Why are you telling me this?”


“Because you haven’t yet opened your eyes to the consequences of your d’sang. You still believe your position of power will afford you some measure of sanctuary. But you would not be the first patriarch to be killed for the sin of impropriety. Even now, the Rosarium is no doubt searching for where you have gone since the war displaced the Orchid. If they find you, they will fall upon you as a hammer. You will not be spared.”


Jacques swallowed hard. The silence tempered his resolution to steel. “Perhaps that is what is needed. If Malthus were to have me killed, then perhaps that would galvanize his tenuous allies against him. The Veil may find their numbers swelling.”


“You would martyr yourself for the Veil’s cause?”


“I would.”


Ghislain scrutinized him, as if looking for a crack in his facade to pull apart. He blew another puff of smoke and sent a small plume of ash earthward. “You truly are an Orchid,” he said with a smile. “But what about your children? If Malthus’s men find you, they will not be satisfied with just your head on a platter. For the Rosarium does not merely reap; it scorches the field and salts the soil.” He approached Jacques and placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. “I need you to relinquish your selflessness for one moment, Jacques,” he said, his words tainted by the smell of spiced tobacco. “For this fight, you have already given up more than any man ought to. Your home. Your fortune. Maria. Will you also allow your children to bleed, suffer, and die for nothing?”


Anger and self-loathing stained Jacques’s heart. Did Ghislain truly believe he had not tortured himself with such questions since before the Veil was formed? He’d taken on the mantle of leader of the Orchid Veil knowing full well what would happen should he fail. To hear such questions posed as though they were poignant and novel! Jacques would not be condescended to by a man who had spoken much but risked nothing for their cause.


His fingers found Ghislain’s hand and peeled it off his shoulder. It was softer and smoother than he’d remembered. “Ghislain. Thank you for showing me the truth—that you have no faith in the Orchid Veil and what we stand for. Now begone. Leave me in peace.”


Jacques turned to hobble away, but Ghislain’s hand returned to his shoulder, more ferociously this time. “Listen to me,” he said.


“I said leave me in peace!” He wrenched his shoulder free of the man’s grip and then wheeled on Ghislain. “I don’t know what you wished to accomplish in coming here, nor do I care. I thought you an ally of the Orchid, but you speak like a worshiper of the Rose. I know the horror of Malthus’s power, for I have faced him head-on. I know the relentlessness of the Rosarium, for I lost Maria to it. But that changes nothing. I cannot run. I will not abandon this fight, because I know the Rosarium would come for my children regardless, just as surely as they came for Lady Albrecht’s heir!”


The woods churned with humid silence. “Wait a moment,” Ghislain breathed. “You are not saying—”


“Fulbert. Aurore. Jules. They are all zero-types. The lowest of the low. Only Lucienne shows any promise.” Tears streamed down his cheeks, and his lungs quaked. “I must defeat Malthus because it is the only way to save them. And I know that by challenging Malthus I have brought his attention nearer to us and invited his anger. But I will find a way to save my children. I must. And so I will not run from this fight.”


For a long while, the two stood without speaking. Somewhere far distant, a hawk cried as it swooped through the trees. The sound was gone as soon as it began. Was that bird selfish for wanting to feed its chicks?


Ghislain took a long, brooding puff on his cigar. The billowing cloud he let out seared Jacques’s nose. “Friend,” Ghislain said at last, “if I told you that there was a way to guarantee the safety of your family, what would you be willing to give for it?”


Jacques’s ears began burning. Something fluttered in his chest. “Anything. My life. More than that.”


Ghislain lowered his voice. “I shall come clean with you. The reason I came today was to ensure you knew how precarious your own position was. Because unless you understood that, I feared you would not be receptive to the chance I bring you.”


“What chance is there?”


“I know someone who can help you. Someone who can help defeat Malthus. Someone who can protect your family.”


A bright, undeniable shred of hope began to shimmer in Jacques’s chest. “What? Such a person exists? Who is it?”


Ghislain averted his gaze into the woods and plucked his cigar from his mouth. “I will tell you,” he said, “but you must swear to me that you shall not think ill of me.”


That nascent hope, though tenuous, was so desperate that it entrenched itself at once in Jacques’s heart and became obsession. “God damn you, Ghislain, out with it! Of whom do you speak?”


The breeze rustled leaves. Birds trilled at one another. The moments strung together in anticipation. Finally, Ghislain dropped the half-burnt cigar and methodically crushed it into the dirt. “Lady Descoteaux.”


Jacques’s breath tripped over an irregular heartbeat. “Descoteaux? The Hyacinth?”


A nod sheepishly tilted Ghislain’s head. “Descoteaux is without a doubt stronger than the Rose Sovereign. But her strength is different from the brutish hemomancy which Malthus so expertly commands. Her power is indeed more subtle, darker in ways that I can confidently say Malthus could not understand.”


Ghislain’s words disturbed the curtains concealing his life, and Jacques thought he saw a glimpse of a grim secret behind it. “Dear friend, you have consorted with those devil worshipers?!”


“Yes, I have, and gladly would I do so again!” he shouted. Anger flushed his cheeks and dampened his eyes. “I did it for you, Jacques. I would make a pact with Kakrinolas himself if it delivered Malthus to the grave he deserves. I care not for the laws of the Rosarium, and I care even less for what faith the likes of the Hyacinth and the Amaranth choose to keep. All I care about is this: the Hyacinth can help us. They can help you. And I believe the patriarch of the Orchid has far more to barter with than a mere factory owner.”


Equal parts shock and anger ran through Jacques. “You would truly bid me become a debtor of the Hyacinth? Of the Black Viscountess?”


“I would only bid you consider your position in its entirety.”


Jacques stared at his friend but did not see him. He only saw a well-guarded secret, no less guarded for the admission of consorting with the Hyacinth. How could Ghislain do this? It was tantamount to treason, a betrayal of their brotherhood. And yet Jacques could not bring himself to vocalize the venom that flowed from the abscess in his heart.


“Jacques, please,” Ghislain said, sorrow apparent in each velvety syllable. “If it could save the innocents the Rosarium are hunting down, the children, your own children, what have you to lose? Would you enshrine tradition and dogma above those lives? What do you believe Maria would have done?”


The question hurt. It was a low blow, but still Jacques was paralyzed. Clouds of his anger and horror rolled away from him and parted. That fragile tatter of hope still fluttered there, beyond his reach but perhaps not so far as he had feared. But to go before the Hyacinth and beg like a devil worshiper himself was unthinkable, a wet and limp surrender of the pride that each hemomancer carried. Even if the Black Viscountess were to take pity on him, at what cost would it come? Worse, he would never again be able to face his children knowing what he’d made himself accomplice to.


But when his thoughts brushed lovingly over the faces of Jules, Fulbert, Aurore, and Lucienne, he felt his moral high ground turn to quicksand. What other option did he have? The fact remained that Malthus was powerful nearly beyond reckoning. Their d’sang had shown Jacques the true shape of the legend and the futility of fighting him head-on. Rumors swirled that Malthus even possessed enough hemomantic strength to challenge the holders of the Nine Unholies—if they really existed, that was. Jacques did not doubt the claim; as far as he knew, he was the only man to face the Rose Sovereign and live. It churned his stomach to remember that survival itself was a luxury for those who opposed the Rosarium.


Jacques found himself wondering, justifying. Indeed, it was dogma. Compared to the known evils committed by the Rosarium, the reclusive Hyacinth no longer seemed so menacing. If there was even a possibility of overcoming the tyrant Malthus and stopping his bloodthirsty crusade once and for all, was he not obligated—by virtue of his Orchid blood—to take that chance? He could ensure that no hemomancer, highborn or commoner, need ever lose a child to the Rosarium as Lady Albrecht and all the others had. “Very well,” Jacques breathed, allowing impulse alone to guide his tongue. “If you truly believe that she can help us, I am listening. What do we do from here?”


From the sad creases in Ghislain’s face, a relieved smile appeared. “I am so happy to hear that. Come. Tonight let us raise glasses to the future of the Orchid Veil and the downfall of Malthus. Tomorrow, we shall make contact with the Hyacinth and begin our preparations.”


Again they started down the forest path leading to the Leblanc homestead. Though nothing yet had changed, the dark of the coming storm no longer seemed so foreboding. But still Jacques feared what Lucienne and the rest of his hunted children would think of him were they to discover his tenuous intentions. Long had the Hyacinth haunted the folktales and fables of childhood. But the notion that the Orchid Veil need not fight a losing battle filled Jacques with an exhilaration he had not felt since their fledgling order was founded. So began every pact between man and devil.



IV


It was on the night of the Conclave of Carcassonne in the year 1916 that the fuse was struck.


The Temple of the Nine was already swarming with hemomancers from ten high families by the time Jacques pushed aside the engraved doors and passed through the threshold. The low, flickering light within welcomed him. The perfumed scent of burning iron and sweat enveloped him, permeated his scorched lungs, and sent a flash of heat running through the skin of his face. The shapes of the hemomancers already assembled brought specters of the last Conclave back to dance at the edge of his awareness.


As he had done the year before, he began to make his way through the crowd, trying to focus his foggy mind and cool his boiling core. He recognized a couple Orchids, those estranged by two or more generations from the high family. He saw Roses and Camellias and Violets. Still no Amaranth. Still no Hyacinth. At first glance, nothing had changed since the previous year. Some of the congregation wore cowled robes, some wore military uniforms, and some were dressed in the finest garments money or scrip could buy.


The Conclave had never seemed so foreboding; even when he was a child attending at the heels of his own father, the dark rituals and traditions had been far less frightful than now. The fever may have had something to do with that, and the fear did nothing to help. The children playing Red Wine White Wine by the standing torches laughed at the shedding of their blood; the golden icon of Kakrinolas watched them—watched him—and seemed to snarl. Jacques lowered his gaze to the throne where Malthus sat.


At the right- and left-hand sides of the Grand Hemomancer’s throne stood two curates—the same as last year, Jacques marked. As soon as he acknowledged them, they both simultaneously raised their ceremonial bells high above their heads. A sharp, discordant cry came from the bells, and the defiled cathedral went silent save the low moan of the wind beating upon the walls. It was as though they’d been awaiting his arrival.


“It is with the blessing of Grand Hemomancer Malthus,” the left-most curate announced, “and beneath the sight of Great Kakrinolas that I hereby call to order the three hundred and seventh Conclave of Carcassonne. Ex caede imperium!”


“Ex caede imperium,” replied the crowd in a ghostly chorus of whispers.


“Unholies, gaze ye with favor upon our transgressions,” the Parisian curate said as she signed the bloodcross at her breast. “Feed well your garden of roses, that we may ne’er wither.”


Silence, deeper and more horrible than any Jacques had experienced before. His heartbeat thundered in his eardrums. Sweat dribbled down his forehead. A moment of dizziness came and went before the signing of the bloodcross concluded. Keep yourself together, he thought. This, too, shall pass.


“Afore we commence the letting of the floral humors, will any lay a plaint upon the altar in the sight of the Carnage Father?”


Jacques took a deep breath. “I shall speak!” he yelled. The entire temple rumbled at his proclamation. On either side of him, the hemomancers parted and made a canal for him to approach the sanctuary. When he emerged at the front of the crowd, Jacques caught a glimpse of Malthus’s face twisting in rage at the sight of him. The curates attending, too, wore displeasure in their expressions.


“Lord Leblanc of the Orchid,” the Parisian curate said with a disdain that duty could not entirely erase. She bowed and bade him continue. “Our ears are thine. Grant us wisdom.”


Panic and aches pulsed through every shred of him. He swallowed hard and focused on suppressing the storm churning in his stomach. All eyes were again upon him, and whispers were beginning to swirl. “I thank you,” he said. A gasping breath filled his lungs; his blood was starved of oxygen. His moment was here. All he had to do was march the remaining distance to the end.


“There are few among you,” he said, “who do not know my name. Those of you who were absent from last year’s Conclave have surely heard rumors of my disgrace. At the previous Conclave, I forfeited both honor and pride in challenging Grand Hemomancer Malthus of the Rose to affaire d’sang. All who were present for my defeat spoke their allegiance at a deafening volume when every man and woman kept their silence that day. It is clear to me that none here at this Conclave save for myself will stand up for the zero-type hemomancers being hunted by the Rosarium. And I was foolish to believe that any would.” Malthus was smirking, as though accepting the apology. “But make no mistake; this does not mean that I stand alone in my opposition.”


Whispers and murmurs grew louder. A crease appeared in Malthus’s brow.


“You heard me correctly. With every innocent zero-type slain by the Rosarium, our numbers grow. With every drop of blood spilled in the name of your purity and strength, our anger and tenacity burn hotter and brighter. Among you even now there are men and women who have lost friends. Loved ones. Children.” His gaze found the form of Lady Albrecht in the triforium above the sanctuary. She wore a superb silken gown bearing the emblem of the Violet. Her hand trembled as it gripped the rail, but her face showed only vacancy. Jacques drew a final calming breath. “Whoever you are,” he said, “I care not that you refuse to raise your voice in accord, for you are one of us regardless—and we stand for all of you, together. We are the Orchid Veil, and we shall no longer suffer in silence as innocents are killed with neither cause nor trial.”


The murmuring swelled in volume all through the temple. Upon the throne, Malthus arched his eyebrows and leered at Jacques. “Orchid Veil. What nonsense is this?”


“From this day forward, we shall take our fight out of the shadows. Wherever a zero-type is targeted, our adherents shall appear to defend them. Wherever the Rosarium looks to plant their heel, we shall be there to push it back. Wherever we should fall, more will rise to continue the fight. And fight we shall until the culling ends, whether by your capitulation or death. We are your enemy, Grand Hemomancer Malthus, and we shall stop at nothing to bring an end to the bloodshed you have instigated. And to that end, I hereby challenge you, Lord Malthus of the Rose, to affaire d’sang.”


The murmuring grew into a deafening choir of disbelief. The curates exchanged an uncertain look, and between them Malthus glared and showed his teeth. Some hemomancers around him were crying words like egotist, defiler, coward. From somewhere in the gallery above, somebody shouted glory to the Rosarium.


A bell chimed once, but silence failed to return to the cathedral. “Lord Leblanc of the Orchid has hereby invoked the sacred right of d’sang against Lord Malthus of the Rose,” one of the curates said. His voice was nearly washed away as the roar of the awestricken shook the ceiling. “The challenger may state the terms of the challenge.” Two more chimes in quick succession brought the swell of the crowd low enough that Jacques could hear himself speak.


“We fight to three points,” Jacques declared. “If I should take the trick, then I would assume leadership of the Rosarium and supplant your deacons with members of the Orchid Veil. What say you?”


The Grand Hemomancer’s pupils were peaty hunks of charcoal. His gaze lingered upon Jacques for some untold seconds, stretching the tentative silence of the Conclave thinner and thinner. At last, his face began to crack with rage. “No,” he snarled. His voice rumbled low and insidious. “I have endured your irreverence far too long already. Orchid Veil. What nonsense. You march into the heart of the Rosarium on the most sacred night of the calendar and declare yourself my enemy—you, who have already stained the traditions of the Conclave with your own hubris. No. If you are truly my enemy, then I shall reply as befits an enemy of the Rose.”


Malthus chortled darkly, and his eyes glimmered in the torchlight. “Very well, Lord Leblanc of the Orchid Veil, you shall have your d’sang. But this d’sang shall be to the death. If you should win, the throne of the Rosarium you may take. But when I remain the last man standing, your entire bloodline—alongside all those who would call themselves allies to your cause—shall forever forfeit their claim to membership in the Rosarium and surrender all the benefits and protections it offers. What say you?”


Jacques clenched his jaw as he stared down the Grand Hemomancer. His heart was pounding hard enough to distort his vision. Sweat gathered on the back of his neck. The fever was getting worse. His bones ached all the way down to the marrow, and that was fine with him. “I accept,” he growled. Again the assembled hemomancers began to murmur in anticipation; it was likely none had ever seen Malthus fight before the previous Conclave, and some were surely eager to witness another display of his frightful power. Jacques would ensure that it was the last, for within him was now the means to undo Lord Malthus of the Rose.


Malthus stood gracefully. He swept one arm, and the sleeve of his red, floral vestment left a lasting blur across Jacques’s vision. With a grandiose posture and the nobility of the entire Rose bloodline embodied in each measured movement, Malthus descended the gilded steps to the floor of the temple. The nearest hemomancers scattered to make room. The wall of robes and uniforms receded like the tide, leaving the entire transept for the two of them.


From a concealed pocket in his robe, Jacques withdrew his letting knife. One finger slipped through the ringed grip, and he pressed his thumb into the needle opposite the blade
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