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  FATHER MOREAU: Yea, the final curtain falleth over day, bringing a red moon’s night. Weep for your fallen champion, children of God, that I might sup upon your woe.

  [Enter ST. ISABEAU, wounded.]

  ST. ISABEAU: Too soon by half dost thou revel, Moreau.

  FATHER MOREAU: What is this! How canst thou stand!

  ST. ISABEAU: This body doth not feel thy quarrel’s bite, nor this heart thy betrayal’s sting. For faith is mine aegis, and the Lord is my blade! I am the nine-in-one. Though I die, I am become the quietus of all hemomancers.

  FATHER MOREAU: What jest! Thy sword is lost and thy body bloodless. O, but a beaten bitch can bay.

  ST. ISABEAU: Aye, and no bitch biteth like the beaten. Now lift thy sabre, for thy judgment is come!

—Sacrament of the Lady Saint, Act V, Scene IV









The Story So Far

A Rose to the Torch




For better or worse, the world was shaped by hemomancers. From the Crimson Wars to the Red Death, they have tormented and preyed upon mankind for a thousand years. Times have changed, however. Where once they ruled from the shadows, now they have been pushed to the brink of extinction by technological progress and human tenacity. In a modern world, where the power to manipulate blood no longer carves them such a wide niche, the hemomancers have had to withdraw into the cracks of society just to survive.


But though the hemomancers’ glory days have waned, the wounds they left in history still weep. They are now actively hunted by humans, not only out of revenge, but also to fuel the scientific advancement of the great hemotech corporations. All in all, it has never been a worse time to be a hemomancer than in the 21st century.


Coral Savary never wanted to be a hemomancer. Obviously. Growing up as a little girl with hemophilia, she was inundated by society’s hatred for the creatures and bombarded with warnings of their hunger. At a tender age, she learned that she had to keep her power a secret from everyone, even her parents, or she would end up just another dead body devoured by the ancient hatred between the races. And so she grew up, afraid of her own shadow, secure in her own falsehoods.


That is, until her eighteenth birthday, when she was cornered by a hemomancer, a man named Gavin Lyon, who seemed to know just a little too much about her. He claimed he was there to protect her from some organization she’d never heard of and didn’t really believe in. She ran from him, only to come face to face with the very people he had warned her about. Her attempts to escape this time availed her far less than the first. She was about to be taken by the Rosarium until Gavin showed up with his friend, Jase Finn. After a short fight, the assailants were defeated, and Gavin and Jase returned with Coral to the safety of her parents’ home to explain what was happening.


That’s when Gavin, with all the social grace of a drunken bison, inadvertently revealed to Coral’s parents that she was a hemomancer, shattering the family. The resulting argument saw Coral driven out of her home by those meant to love and protect her. Gavin’s barrage of apologies afterward did little to heal the damage, but the seed had been planted. How could Coral be a hemomancer if her parents weren’t?


With no home left to go to, and Gavin and Jase still insisting on protecting her, Coral had little choice but to follow them to the Orchid Veil, a militant order of hemomancers in the service of Lady Leblanc of the Orchid. On the way, Gavin taught Coral the fundamentals of hemomancy: advantage, the power of blood types, the dangers of foreign blood entering the body. As a nought, a hemomancer with O-negative blood, she ranked weakest among all hemomancers, because any hemomancer could wield and safely absorb her blood. This fact would soon become crushingly relevant to her.


Upon arriving at the Orchid Veil’s base in Saint Isabeau, Massachusetts, Coral learned about the war between the Orchid Veil and the Rosarium. The war had raged for a hundred years in the shadows, the casus belli of which was the murder of Lady Leblanc’s father by Lord Malthus of the Rose, the Rosarium’s leader. Malthus killed Leblanc’s father in a duel and absorbed his blood afterward, and in doing so had become inflicted with a debilitating bloodborne pathogen that crippled him to this day, and could only be cured with a complete blood transfusion with the blood of another nought. With the number of noughts vanishingly low, that made Coral a prime target for the Rosarium, which was why the Veil had come to her aid.


Coral attempted to cope with this crush of information and drama. It wasn’t easy; after all, the only things she knew about hemomancers she’d learned through movies and TV, which were turning out to be somewhat less than accurate. But she was now, in essence, a prisoner of the Veil; for her own protection, she was not allowed to leave. If Malthus got his hands on her, after all, he could be rejuvenated, and the last century of war would have been for nothing.


Confusion, loss, and loneliness ground on her. In desperation, she called her best friend Tamara Vena, hoping to find some refuge in familiarity. But she quickly realized a cold truth: Tamara would soon learn about her secret through her parents. Rather than let her find out that way, she made the painful choice to confess that she was a hemomancer. Tamara, however, proved just as cold and unaccepting as her parents and hung up on her. With Tamara’s rejection ringing in her ears, Coral began a spiral into depression.


Meanwhile, Gavin, increasingly suspicious of Coral’s parentage, visited Caduceus Industries headquarters in Detroit with his confidant and lover Lena Lockwood. There, they learned that Coral was not born a hemomancer, but converted in a forbidden hemomantic ritual by the enigmatic Lady Descoteaux of the Hyacinth at the behest of Malthus. Gavin was then forced to confront a dark truth: Lady Leblanc was somehow involved with Coral, and the situation was not what it seemed.


During this time, Lena’s brother, Clive Lockwood, befriended Coral. He did his best to make her feel welcome and accepted among the other hemomancers—a tall order, given their apparent and inexplicable contempt for her. Coral, fatigued of the duplicity of her loved ones and weary of living a lie, asked Clive to help her learn what it meant to be a hemomancer. He agreed, though this decision later landed him in trouble with Jase, who seemed particularly concerned with keeping Coral safe from harm.


Some time later, three other Orchid Veil bases were raided, with two hundred of the Veil’s loyal killed. Signs pointed to an inside accomplice, which reinforced Gavin’s growing suspicion that there was a traitor among the Veil. It was then tactlessly revealed that standard operating procedure was for noughts to be murdered upon discovery, not protected as Coral had been led to believe. A stunned, horrified Coral suddenly connected several loose threads in her mind, and finally understood why she’d been so unwelcome. Despite Lady Leblanc’s insistence that the days of killing noughts were a relic of the past, the damage had been done. Coral’s spiral into despair continued, and she even began resenting Leblanc for forcing her to live in captivity rather than just killing her and being done with it.


Gavin couldn’t stand to see Coral suffering so. Haunted by his own demons, and realizing that she was not safe at the Veil, he resolved to help her escape at any cost. To that end, he made a fateful decision. He traveled to the seat of the Hyacinth bloodline in the Americas, prepared to pledge his life to their dark designs in exchange for them giving Coral safe harbor. There, he learned that Coral was not only turned into a hemomancer as an infant by Lady Descoteaux, but was also infected with a powerful but dormant disease at Leblanc’s request. And so it all clicked into place: Leblanc intended to activate the disease in the girl and then deliver her to Malthus. Believing the girl’s noughtblood to be his salvation, he would readily accept the poisoned blood into his veins, and finally succumb to the disease Leblanc’s father infected him with a century earlier.


Unwilling to let Leblanc sacrifice Coral, Gavin confided in Lena and Jase, who agreed to help with his plan. Together, they effected an escape from the Veil with both Coral and Clive under cover of darkness. They headed to an abandoned shipyard, aiming to travel over water to the Hyacinth’s island home. There, however, they were ambushed by the Veil’s elite strike force, Architeuthis.


After a tense stand-off, Lena bought Gavin and Coral time to escape. They headed to the docks where Jase was supposed to meet them with the boat, only to realize too late that it was all a trap, and that Jase had betrayed them. Jase pleaded with Gavin to abandon his mission of freeing Coral. Gavin refused. In a final confrontation, Jase tearfully killed Gavin and attempted to sedate Coral so she could be handed off to the Rosarium. Coral, however, used a hemomancy trick to stab Jase with her sedative-laced blood, knocking him unconscious.


Though Coral disabled Jase, she realized that there was no escape for her. With the Rosarium arriving in force to collect her for Malthus, there was no way she could fight and nowhere she could run. Coral succumbed then not only to despair but to petty revenge. Unwilling to die for Leblanc’s war, she instead resolved to spite the woman with her dying breath. And so, before she was sedated and abducted by the incoming Rosarium agents, she opened her veins and traded her O-negative blood for Gavin’s A-positive blood.


Coral later regained consciousness at a hospital, where her blood was planned to be extracted for Malthus’s transfusion. However, the lord of the Rose bloodline was not content to sit and idly wait for his blood, and came to visit Coral before the procedure. There, he realized to his horror that Coral’s blood was not O-negative, and was thus useless to him. Enraged, Malthus concluded that somebody betrayed him. He ordered his honor guard to kill the agents who brought him Coral, and in the ensuing chaos she was able to break free of her restraints. 


One of Malthus’s guards attempted to finish her off, but Coral, clinging to a vain but desperate survival instinct, lashed out with a hemocryst blade. As soon as her blade made contact with him, her mind was inundated with savage images and twisted thoughts. Overcome and empowered by bloodlust, she murdered the guard. When backup arrived to take her down, Coral attacked, breaking the limits of noughthood and butchering her assailants. Malthus, a broken shell of a man, begged her for mercy. But Coral was mad with hatred and desperation, euphoria and frenzy. Committing to the path of violence, she sliced his throat, single-handedly ending a hundred-year shadow war. Marinating in the afterglow of murder, her thoughts turned to revenge against Lady Leblanc.


Meanwhile, at the docks, Lena found Gavin’s corpse, and Clive found what remained of Coral’s belongings, including her cell phone. An unheard message sat on her phone’s screen. Thinking it could be a message from Leblanc to them, Lena took the phone and listened to it. Instead, it was a voicemail from Tamara, who had called to apologize for hanging up on her. Tearfully, Tamara pledged to be friends with Coral no matter what she was. Moved by the girl’s words, Lena wondered if it wasn’t yet too late for the wounds between hemomancers and humans to be mended.


Although, if those wounds could be mended, you wouldn’t know it for all the bleeding they were about to do.





The Story So Far

A Scourge Upon Them




After a hundred years, the Orchid-Rose war was finally over. With Lord Malthus dead and Lady Leblanc victorious, the darkness of the war’s final sordid days seemed poised to clear. But the war left wounds even among the victors. Lena and Clive, knowing they had no place among the Orchid any longer, left Saint Isabeau behind. Meanwhile, Jase fell into a deep depression over his murder of Gavin.


At the Orchid Veil, a party was thrown by Lady Leblanc and Kensuke Shimazono, the commander of Architeuthis and the Lady’s right hand. Across the world, all those loyal to the Veil joined in celebrating the downfall of the Rose. With a hundred years of strife behind them, Lady Leblanc declared that the remnants of the Rosarium would join with the Veil as the Sanguine Accord, a new hemomancer alliance to bring peace to the hemomantic political sphere.


But the celebrations were interrupted by Lady Descoteaux. She demanded to know what happened to Gavin and Coral, who never arrived at the Hyacinth exclave. When Leblanc told her of their sacrifice, Lady Descoteaux declared Leblanc the enemy of the Hyacinth for daring to lay a finger on those under her protection. Incredulous at this claim—and livid at Jase for withholding that Gavin and Coral had the Viscountess’s favor—Lady Leblanc commanded the newly formed and war-weary Sanguine Accord to prepare for the possibility of a new conflict.


Around the same time, Lena and Clive returned to their parents’ home in Pine Tusk, Kentucky. And while Clive was greeted warmly by their parents Lisette and Hadrian Lockwood, Lena was still unwelcome among the family for the dark deeds she committed in her youth. And so Lena simply began to wander, depressed and alone, without any reason to exist.


Several days later, Jase was assigned a new mission for the Accord: finding Lena and returning her to the Veil, so they could put her skills to use within the ranks of Architeuthis. With Jase’s loyalty to Leblanc crumbling, he instead sabotaged the disgraced Architeuthis elite Kingfisher during the mission—for Gavin’s final request was to protect Lena, and Jase had no intention of betraying his best friend again. But as he attempted to slow Kingfisher’s investigation, Jase suddenly broke out in hemorrhagic fever—the hallmark of hemomantic scourge. Confused and horrified, he realized he must have contracted the disease from Coral during their fight at the docks.


Jase knew he had little time. If he was infected with a scourge strain capable even of afflicting hemomancers, then his chance of survival was slim. Failing to get answers from Leblanc, he broke into the Veil under cover of darkness to search for clues in the computer networks. While searching, he came across a disturbing piece of news: a massive scourge outbreak had just occurred in the town of Balsam, Vermont. Worse, this outbreak was being intentionally spread by a violent faction of the crimson counterculture. The terrorists, calling themselves the Sons of Gavin, preached of apocalyptic revolution at the hands of a being known as the Scourge Maiden. Stricken by their choice of name, and with no other leads to follow, Jase set out for Balsam to find answers.


Meanwhile, Coral’s best friend Tamara returned from college for the winter holidays. Crushed that her calls to Coral had gone unanswered for weeks, she agonized over the conflicting emotions in her heart. As her family prodded and pried at her over Coral’s hemomancy—now a well-spread secret within the town of Wheatling—Tamara resolved to try calling her one more time. But when Clive picked up, her hope and suspicion were ignited in equal measure. Torn between her love for Coral and her fear of hemomancers, she wrangled the courage to go meet him. Leaving her family without a word of her betrayal, she left for Pine Tusk.


When Tamara met with Clive and his family, she learned of Coral’s death in the last days of the Orchid-Rose conflict—a truth Clive was too cowardly to tell her over the phone. But rather than reveling in Tamara’s pain, the Lockwoods showed her sympathy and kindness—kindness she knew her own family wouldn’t have given her under the circumstances. Bereaved and wounded, Tamara stayed with the Lockwoods as she tried to process her grief. During this time, she came to understand that hemomancers were not the demons society had taught her they were. At which point, Architeuthis promptly broke into the Lockwood home and abducted the four of them, spiriting them away to Lady Leblanc’s mansion in Sherbrooke.


Shortly thereafter, Kingfisher contacted Lena and told her they were holding her family as leverage. If she wanted to guarantee their safety, he told her, she would need to submit to Lady Leblanc’s wishes and lend her strength to Architeuthis. Kingfisher ordered her to meet him at the Veil’s base in Saint Isabeau, and Lena agreed.


Meanwhile in Balsam, Jase’s investigation of the Sons of Gavin took a grisly turn. After meeting with Zero, the leader of the Sons, Jase realized Coral wasn’t killed after being handed over to the Rosarium. Instead, she’d murdered Malthus and escaped. The outbreak had begun when Zero and his cohort drank her scourge-infected blood. Showing some supernatural connection to Coral—the Scourge Maiden—the Sons of Gavin abruptly attacked Jase, beating him near to death before he could be rescued by soldiers from the Center for Scourge Control.


After coming to in the care of the CSC, Jase met Astrid Falk, hemomancer and director of the Center. Falk realized then that Jase, a hemomancer infected by the Scourge Maiden’s viral strain, may have been the key to defeating the outbreak. Unfortunately for Jase, that meant he was soon subjected to horrific, torturous experimentation. With the help of Nissa Bridgeway, a young girl gifted with unnatural psychic abilities, Jase was forced to confront the foreshadowing of an apocalypse festering between all human minds: Kakrinolas, the demon from which the first hemomancers gained their powers over a thousand years ago.


As Jase’s suffering continued to intensify through the experimentation, Nissa’s empathy defeated her common sense. She secretly released Jase from his captivity, telling him to run and seek help elsewhere. Scourge-sick and delirious, Jase fled the CSC, only to get gunned down by a patrol of security forces. As he bled out on the streets of Peyton, New Hampshire, Jase spent what seemed to be his last moments lamenting the choices he made in life. But then, by some miraculous twist of fate, the Scourge Maiden appeared to him. Begging forgiveness for what he’d done, Jase apologized to Coral. Rather than taking his life as he expected, she instead forgave him and healed his injuries.


Fifty miles away in Saint Isabeau, which had been completely evacuated due to the unfolding scourge outbreak, Lena arrived at the Veil base. Upon her arrival, she was ambushed by Kingfisher and his band of ex-Architeuthis, who wanted payback for her single-handedly embarrassing them at the docks. But unlucky for them, Lena hadn’t come alone. Walter North, who Lena had paid off with blood money, arrived alongside a small army of hired guns. In the ensuing battle, Lena killed Kingfisher in a duel, and Walter’s men dealt with the rest of them. Realizing that Kingfisher had tricked her, and that her family was actually in Sherbrooke with Leblanc, Lena and Walter prepared for a rescue mission.


But Lena’s family wasn’t content to sit around waiting to be rescued. Clive and Tamara managed to escape their cell and break Lisette and Hadrian free. While this was happening, Clive learned a disturbing fact: his parents were of Amaranth blood, which meant he and Lena were kin to the original architects of the scourge virus. As they continued their escape, Hadrian suffered a severe injury during a blackout caused by the explosive arrival of Lena and Walter’s forces. As battle swept Leblanc’s mansion, Lena had a brief and bitter reunion with her family, and she came then to realize that nothing she did ultimately mattered to anyone. Everyone had been just fine without her, which was a pretty damn good summary of her entire life.


As the Lockwoods were about to escape the mansion, Jase suddenly appeared on the scene, proclaiming the glory of the Scourge Maiden. With a horrific display of power, Jase killed Walter and the majority of his forces, carving a path for Coral’s arrival. Tamara, unable to believe her best friend was alive, chased after her as she headed deeper into the manor in search of Leblanc. Jase tried to stop her, only for Lena to intercept him. Suffering from severe injuries, and having accepted that she was incapable of doing anyone any good at all, Lena resolved that the final act of her life would be killing Jase and avenging Gavin’s murder.


After a fierce battle that left her hovering on the knife’s edge between life and death, Lena incapacitated Jase. But as she prepared to finish him off, she found herself at a loss. Though she knew he deserved to die for killing Gavin, she couldn’t bring herself to kill him. Realizing that her entire life had been one murder leading to another, and all she’d ever done was bring ruin to those around her, Lena instead turned and walked away. As the mansion burned around her, she collapsed near the entrance, having at last relinquished her will to go on.


Meanwhile, Tamara found Coral deeper in the mansion, having brought Lady Leblanc and Shimazono to their knees. Realizing something was off about her, Tamara called out to her. At the sound of her voice, Coral seemed to snap out of whatever trance had come over her. But Leblanc and Shimazono used that instant of weakness to turn the tables. Shimazono took Tamara hostage at knifepoint, and Leblanc used that borrowed moment to empty a whole clip of ammunition into Coral’s chest. Leaving her for dead, Leblanc and Shimazono departed with Tamara and the rest of Architeuthis in tow.


Despite her grievous injuries, Coral found the strength to pursue them. When she caught up, she demanded Shimazono and Leblanc release Tamara. After they refused, Coral slaughtered the remnants of Architeuthis and engaged Shimazono. With her inhuman strength and speed, she was soon victorious, though she sustained critical injuries.


With the entirety of her security detail dead and her mansion burning, Leblanc pulled her gun on Coral. But Tamara stood in the way, refusing to move. Despite Leblanc’s threats and demands, Tamara stood stalwart by her best friend, even if it meant her own death. Her tenacity brought Leblanc face to face with what the pursuit of vengeance had made her: a monster, a tyrant. Rather than lose everything she’d fought for at the cost of betraying her father’s vision of the world, Leblanc instead took her own life.


Shaken by Leblanc’s suicide—to say absolutely nothing of everything else that had transpired—Tamara tried to tend to Coral’s injuries. With her hope rapidly fading away, a winged blood elemental suddenly swooped out of the sky and landed nearby. From out of its chest, by some forbidden hemomantic trick, Lady Descoteaux emerged. Elated at having finally found Coral, she came at once to their aid, thanking Tamara profusely for her help. Descoteaux then invited Tamara to return with them to the Hyacinth home. Though she was confused and lost, Tamara knew she’d found a new direction. No matter what happened, no matter how tarnished her soul became, she would follow Coral to the ends of the earth.


And in this case, the ends of the earth was a rocky little splotch of land called Cedar Island.





Chapter 1





Tamara’s life had officially gotten fucking weird. Just a little over a week ago, she’d been celebrating a quiet Christmas with her family in North Carolina. Since then, she’d met a hemomancer and his family, mourned her dead best friend, been kidnapped by other hemomancers, escaped captivity, reunited with her actually-not-very-dead-at-all best friend, seen like a dozen people die, and met a gargoyle made of blood that could summon women out of its body.


On top of all that, she’d just arrived at an atrociously out-of-place French chateau on an island just southwest of Nantucket Sound.


She should have been terrified. She was at least 30 miles from civilization, surrounded by an entourage of half a dozen hemomancers dressed in black denim and leather and intimidating shades. Two of them flanked Coral, the girl’s arms draped across their shoulders as they guided her barely conscious steps. And at the head of their procession: Lady Descoteaux of the Hyacinth, the Black Viscountess, the woman who had stepped out of the blood gargoyle like a ghost and initiated this entire rescue operation.


Despite the grotesque severity of her injuries, Coral had seemed to stabilize on the way from Leblanc’s mansion in Sherbrooke. From the unmarked black vans to the unmarked black boats, Tamara had sat by her side the whole while, fingers tightly coiled in hers, blood-slick and damp. Her whispered words of calm continued long after Coral’s heavy breathing had slowed to a comforting rhythm, even as her gaze went distant and her spark of awareness faded to a smolder.


The last hours had passed in a blur. And though Tamara remembered the lingering stench of cigarette smoke in the van, the spray of salt on the open sea, and the gentle rasp of Coral’s lungs, everything else had slipped by her like she was in a fog. With the manor’s wrought-iron gates behind her and the emerald hedges and gardens unfurling on either side, the unreality of the ordeal caught up with her. She realized yet again that none of this was a dream. This was just her life now.


Okay, fucking weird didn’t even start to cover it.


As the first glint of morning light stained the dark of the eastern sky, the main doors of Chateau Hyacinth swung open, and their procession swept inside as gracefully as a breeze off the sea. “Welcome home,” Descoteaux remarked grandly, turning a delicate smile to Tamara.


In a daze, Tamara took in the foyer’s grandeur. It was wide and expansive, like the grand hall in Sherbrooke but far vaster, more despicably stately. Sherry-red floors glowed in the fiery light cast by the wall lamps. Green ferns and plush sofas lined the walls, each stroke of color expertly and artistically arranged to guide the eye to something soft and comforting. Twin staircases wrapped the walls, leading up to a second level ringed with gallery windows and splendidly carved friezes of flowers and nobility.


Tamara’s attempts to take in the elegance and excess of the foyer were cut short as she noticed the entourage hurrying away from her with Coral still strung between them. Her breath caught in her throat. “Coral!” she shouted, and moved to follow.


A hand abruptly caught her wrist, drawing her up short. “Do not fear, my little dove,” Lady Descoteaux said, her words almost seductively garnished with her French accent. “She will be alright, this I promise you.”


Tamara couldn’t look away as her best friend vanished down a hall leading deeper into the mansion. Her desperation almost drove her to reach out, as if to touch her shoulder one last time. She had the distinct sensation that if she left Coral’s side for a moment she would evanesce, like she’d never been there at all.


“Where’re they takin’ her?” she asked.


Lady Descoteaux frowned. “To the infirmary. Though I have done what I can for her, the girl needs treatment, as you well know. Luckily, I have among the best of the best in my keeping.”


Tamara swallowed hard. Even when the figures had vanished down the hall, she kept staring after them, heart fluttering in her stomach.


“That reminds me…” Gently, Lady Descoteaux brought one snow-white hand to Tamara’s cheek and turned her head into her gaze.


And once again, Tamara realized how scared she should have been. The woman was nearly a head taller than her, svelte and graceful. Her skin was perfect, smooth like marble, pale like death. Her hair was black as coal, her eyes as red as arterial blood. If the Lockwood family was the antithesis of the popular depiction of hemomancers, then Descoteaux was its apotheosis.


“What are you doin’?” Tamara asked.


Descoteaux squinted down at her, pupils dilating subtly. “Shh, be quiet for one moment, my little dove.” A few seconds dragged by, marked only by the hammering of her pulse. Finally, Descoteaux tilted her head to one side and bit her lip. “Have you touched her blood?”


“H-her blood? Coral’s?” Tamara looked down at her clothes. They were washed in crimson. In the kaleidoscope of carnage following her and Clive’s escape from their cell, she couldn’t recall whose blood any of it was. But a portion of it had surely come from Coral’s wounds as she’d fussed over her. “I… I think so…?”


Something sharp slipped into Descoteaux’s gaze. “Blood contact? Do you have any wounds of your own?”


“I…don’t know?”


“Very well. We cannot take any chances, then.” She clapped sharply, and the sound echoed through the foyer. Within moments, a well-dressed woman in servant’s attire appeared. They exchange fluid words in French, and then the servant was hurrying away again.


“What’s goin’ on?” Tamara asked.


“If any of her blood has found its way to yours, then there is a chance you have contracted her disease.”


The fear, whose absence had been so conspicuous, suddenly found its way to the surface. “Disease?”


Descoteaux nodded solemnly. “The scourge.”


“Scourge…?” The world went cold at that word. If Coral was infected with scourge on top of all else, then…


“Do not worry your precious head about it,” Descoteaux said, her tone again ringing with levity. “The strain’s origin was, regrettably, these very halls. We have the means to neutralize any potential infection. Ah, here she comes now.”


Tamara followed her gaze back to the hallway. The servant had returned, and in her hands were a syringe and vial. Nervousness clawed at her insides as the woman drew a clear solution into the needle’s barrel. “W-wait, you’re sayin’ this is some kinda scourge vaccine?” Could such a thing really exist?


The servant didn’t seem to understand the question and didn’t wait for a translation. She grabbed Tamara roughly by the arm, and before she could mount any meaningful resistance, had administered the shot.


A jolt of pain raced through her bicep, drawing a hiss from Tamara’s lips, and then it was over. Mechanically, the servant pressed a small bandage to the site of injection, smiled at her, and asked Descoteaux something in French. When Descoteaux answered, the woman bowed low and then hurried away.


The Viscountess chuckled softly, musically. “I do apologize for the suddenness. But one can never be too cautious when dealing with scourge.”


Tamara nodded, mind spinning. Getting mysterious injections from hemomancers? Fuck, at this point, it didn’t even worry her. It was no different from the Lockwoods’ suspiciously chocolatey serum of blood-truth. If the Hyacinth intended to harm her, she couldn’t fight back anyway. They had nothing to gain by being secretive about it, which made her think it was on the level.


“Now that that’s sorted,” Lady Descoteaux said, dipping elegantly toward a divan along one wall, “if you are not too tired from your journey, I would very much like to speak more with you. Come, sit.”


Tamara hesitated. As the knot of worry in her stomach began to unravel, she realized just how out of place she was here. Her blouse and jeans were still saturated with blood. Still, Descoteaux didn’t bat an eyelash even as she gestured for Tamara to sit opposite her. In fact, her smile was so bright it immediately set Tamara at ease—which, given the circumstances, was goddamn miraculous. And so she sat, and the divan’s plush cushioning welcomed her. It only then hit her how exhausted she was.


“Would you care for some cheese?” Descoteaux asked. “Bread? Wine? We have a fine Bordeaux Blanc if you care to try.”


“Oh, I’m…” Underage, and also not a wine girl, she was about to say. But she was hyperaware of this woman’s hospitality. Not to mention that if it weren’t for her, Coral would’ve died at Leblanc’s mansion. She felt knee-high to Descoteaux, and the last thing she wanted to seem was ungrateful. “If you’re offerin’,” she said at last, careful to sound neither too eager nor disinterested.


“Wonderful!” The woman raised her hand and beckoned another servant, who seemed to appear out of thin-air, and gave him a slick, slippery command in French. “Now then,” she said when he’d gone, “I am quite sure you are full to bursting with questions, my dear.”


That was putting it mildly. Tamara kneaded the fabric of her jeans, averted her eyes. She had absolutely no idea where to start untangling this web of dreams and hallucinations. “I guess…before anything else, I wanna thank you for what you did back there. For savin’ Coral. And for welcoming us here into your home.”


Descoteaux gave her head a dismissive shake. “Noblesse oblige! I fear I am at risk of repeating myself too much, but you did a great thing for my family, protecting Coral as you did.”


They were momentarily interrupted by the wine arriving. The attendant made a grand demonstration of the bottle to Tamara, complete with a dramatic and unintelligible monologue, and then filled a pair of long-stemmed glasses. He bowed politely to them, and then made himself scarce.


Tamara eyed the glass absently. “When you say it was a great thing for your family, what do you mean? How’re y’all connected to Coral?”


Descoteaux lifted her glass, the gesture simply bleeding elegance. “That is a difficult topic,” she said, voice thick with sorrow. “I’m afraid there is no easy way to explain it.” She paused in thought. “Clearly, you are aware that Coral is a hemomancer.”


Tamara nodded. That fact was her everything now. It was her death, her rebirth.


“As I thought. But, were you aware that Coral was not born a hemomancer?”


Tamara started. Her mind went blank. “What?”


Descoteaux sighed. “Yes. It is an ugly thing. Have you been introduced to the war between Lord Malthus of the Rose and Lady Leblanc of the Orchid?”


“I’ve heard some about it.”


“Well, Lord Malthus of the Rose was desperate for a hemomancer’s blood, O-negative. He believed the only way to cure himself of his disease was to replace his blood entirely. But, with so few remaining noughts—I think that is what you call them in English—he had few options. So, in desperation, he came to our family. He wanted us to take a human child with O-negative blood and manufacture a nought for him. And that’s exactly what we did. As you might have surmised, that child was Coral. She was to be his sacrifice.”


Implications spun through Tamara’s head, and anger flared in her blood. “Wait… You mean, you’re the one who…?”


A sad look pinched Descoteaux’s face. “Indeed. It is because of me that Coral became a hemomancer. And it is also because of me that her blood bore the disease Leblanc intended to end Malthus’s life with.” Her murder-red eyes held Tamara’s gaze. “I will not make excuses, nor will I mewl about such platitudes as the greater good, as some will. I told you it was ugly business.”


Bells were ringing. Clive had alluded to Leblanc’s plan for Coral before. Like a Trojan horse, she was to deliver a deadly bloodborne pathogen to the dying tyrant instead of the purifying blood he sought. That would’ve been bad enough on its own, but a far crueler injustice had just clicked into place. “You’re sayin’ that just ’cause Coral happened to have O-negative blood…”


“Yes, because of only that, because of random chance and genetics, the girl had her human life stolen from her by the war between Leblanc and Malthus.” She took a slow sip of wine. She seemed to be awaiting Tamara’s judgment.


But even Tamara didn’t really believe in her own anger. It was a short-sighted thing, and she knew she couldn’t see the whole picture from where she was sitting. “So,” she said after taking a moment to calm herself, “why protect her, then?”


A spark of relief touched Descoteaux’s cheeks. “As Leblanc’s plan neared fruition, somebody came to me. Gavin Lyon. He was one of Leblanc’s loyal toy soldiers. After learning of Leblanc’s true intentions, he wanted desperately to save Coral. He was even willing to saddle himself with debt to my family, no small nor flippant thing. He asked me to help her start over, to give back what Leblanc and her war took from her. Of course, what he was requesting was nothing short of a betrayal of Lady Leblanc. And that is precisely why I agreed to do it. Lucienne Leblanc is a disgrace to everything her father stood for, an insult to his sacrifice.”


Tamara nodded. She’d told Leblanc something frightfully similar, just before she’d taken her own life. But that image slipped away, like water off a shingled roof. She was moved by Descoteaux’s constrained anger. It was clear she meant every word.


“Of course,” Descoteaux said sadly, “it seems my dear lion did not survive the attempt to liberate Coral from Leblanc’s clutches. When he did not arrive as he’d planned, I realized something was amiss, and I went searching for Coral. Though Leblanc was confident she was dead, it rang false to me. And once the outbreak began in Vermont, I knew. She was still alive. And I believe you know what happened next.”


Yeah, that’s when some big blood gargoyle swooped down out of the sky and found us. She swallowed hard as the memory needled her. She wasn’t sure what to make of any of it. To avoid saying anything, she picked up her glass and sipped the wine. It was crisp and fruity, a citrusy shock bursting through her sinuses.


“And now, at last, the Hyacinth’s adopted daughter is safely home.” The woman lifted her own glass in cheer. “But tell me, my little dove: what about you and Coral? As you are not a hemomancer yourself, you must be very close if you were willing to protect her.”


Head still filled with the wine’s dry aroma, she nodded carefully. “I… Yeah, I guess you could say that.” Descoteaux’s gaze took her in, expectant, like she was waiting for a story. So Tamara started at the beginning, in middle school. Still overaware of how poorly she fit the scenery, she made a point of speaking more formally than usual—which for her meant not saying ain’t or all y’all. At first she spoke in fits and starts, still too nervous to be eloquent. But as she went on, she found her stride, and their past unfurled briskly and earnestly.


Perhaps it was the wine, or perhaps it was the woman’s open eagerness, but Tamara found it was easy to talk to her. It was easy to talk about things she’d never told anyone else before, about her bullies and the way Coral had stood up for her, how they’d become fast friends, and…Tamara’s betrayal. How she’d hung up when Coral confessed to being a hemomancer. How it had eaten at her. How her calls back went unanswered.


She was just about to explain how she’d ended up falling into contact with Clive, when she noticed Descoteaux covering her mouth with the back of her hand, her cheeks furiously flushed and her eyes sparkling.


“Is…somethin’ wrong?” Tamara asked, suddenly self-conscious.


The woman’s half-concealed smile was bright and bedazzling. “You’re in love with her.”


Tamara flinched. “What? No, I…” But she knew the truth was written all over her face from the way Descoteaux practically broke out in song.


“Now, now! There is nothing wrong with being a young girl in love! Even I was one, once—a very, very long time ago. Oh, I simply knew hers was a love story! I thought at first it was Gavin’s story as well, but now I see it was yours to share with her.”


Disarmed and embarrassed, Tamara could do little more than sit there and endure the woman’s gushing. Averting her eyes, she nursed another sip of the wine, grateful for the first time that Coral wasn’t there.


“I’m sorry,” Descoteaux said after a moment, “I am something of a romantic. I did not mean to make such a big deal of it.”


“I… It’s fine.” God, was she really that transparent?


“Oh, once Coral has recovered, we simply must have dinner together, the three of us.”


Tamara’s stomach tightened with worry again. The hall Coral and the others had vanished down hadn’t stirred at all since their arrival. “Is it alright if I visit her?”


The Viscountess frowned. “I’m afraid I cannot allow that until she has been treated. My doctor is among the best in the world, but he needs space and solitude to work his miracles.” She broke into another of those intoxicating smiles. “But just as soon as she’s back with us, I promise you will be the first to know.”


Tamara sighed. “Thank you. Umm. Until then, where will I…?”


Seeing her anxiety, Descoteaux giggled playfully. “Why, you will stay here with us, of course.”


“H-huh?”


“Remember, you have performed a great service for my family, my dear. Surely you did not think we were going to ship you back to land to be out of our hair, did you? As we speak, a room is being prepared for you, along with some clothes to replace these.”


She recalled then the first words Descoteaux had said upon arriving. Welcome home. “I… Is that really okay?”


But Descoteaux’s smile warmed the entire room, lifting Tamara’s spirits aloft. “But of course it’s okay, my little dove! You are my guest, and to the Hyacinth our guests are kin. Oh, but you have barely touched your Bordeaux Blanc! If it is not to your taste, I can call for something else.”


“N-no, that’s… It’s very good.” Half-panicking, she drained her glass in demonstration. Her mouth was flooded with the crisp, citrusy flavor. Shit, it actually was pretty good. Before she knew what was happening, the Viscountess had filled the glass back up.


“I am so glad you like it! Ahh, my apologies. I fear I interrupted your story with my own little exultancies. Please, go on. Tell me how you ended up in the keeping of the late Lucienne Leblanc.”


Tamara accepted the wine, soaking in the woman’s electrically human aura as she thought about how to continue, how to explain going to meet Clive, crossing over the vermilion boundary and turning her back on her own race. And again she was startled at how easily the conversation came, how comfortable it was to talk to her. She had to admit it: hemomancer or not, she liked this Lady Descoteaux person. And she was ninety-nine percent sure that wasn’t just the Bordeaux Blanc talking.





Chapter 2





The amniotic darkness was all there was, until it wasn’t anymore. There was little transition. One moment, Coral was drifting in a daze, thoughtless stretches of the mind churning like stellar parallax. The next, blinding light was stabbing through to somewhere behind her eyes. Her whole body rioted. The pain came at once, agony tracing the contours of an unfamiliar and alien creature.


She tried to scream, but her throat clenched shut around a whimper. Her back arched, spreading the fire wider and farther, sending it licking across her chest and dancing around her in tightening coils of electrical shivers.


“There, there. Easy, girl.”


A man’s voice. Panic hit her right in the molten core of her heart. She tried to blink through the glare of her surroundings, but the light was too thick, too heavy. Strong hands took hold of her shoulders, and she lashed out in desperation. Her nails raked cloth, found skin, felt blood.


“Easy, girl,” the voice repeated. His voice was sandpaper on fresh-fired clay. “You’re alright. Breathe.”


She did. Air swelled her lungs, and for a moment she thought the sweetness of it would break her. As the breath flowed out of her, the pain quaking through her muscles and bones halved. Her body slackened, though it still vibrated with the aftershock. She became abruptly aware of other sensations: clammy dampness glazing her, the smell of salt, a tight twist of skin at her breast.


The man holding her down sighed in relief. “There, see? You’re alright.”


Coral sucked down another breath, tasted rawness in her lungs, felt her chest protest on the left side when the air overfilled. The glare pulled away by degrees, and the man hovering over her slowly emerged from the piercing light. He was middle-aged, skin a Middle-Eastern brown, with thick black hair and a commanding jawline. His cheek bore a jagged pair of fresh claw marks, but they’d already mended themselves shut with hemocryst stitching. It took just one look into his big, amber eyes for Coral’s fear to start bleeding out.


“I’m going to take my hands away,” he said once her breathing had calmed a bit. “No sudden moves, okay?”


She nodded.


The pressure at her shoulders vanished, and the man stepped away from her. As soon as his touch was gone, the pain began creeping back in from the periphery. She lifted one hand to wipe away the sweat coating her face. Her arm was impossibly heavy. What the hell had happened? She strained to recall what had preceded her awakening here, only to find her memory was a blank white fog.


“Would you like some water?”


With a great effort, she turned her head and found the man standing beside the bed, proffering her a glass. Her throat felt like it had never known a drop of moisture. Suddenly, that glass was all she wanted. She nodded desperately, and he helped her up into a sitting position. She gagged on the first sip, like her body was refusing hydration, but on the second attempt she got it down. Her throat was so parched that it barely helped, but she could feel it saturating her, soaking into her like she were nothing but a desiccated sponge.


“There you go,” the man said. “See, you’re alright.”


Alright was one hell of an overstatement. She was in fucking agony.


After draining the glass, she blearily took in her surroundings. It was a small room, its floors a herringbone parquet. The dark wood walls glowed warmly in the low light of evening. Cabinets and medical equipment and black privacy curtains intermingled with plush chairs and footrests, and a gallery’s worth of portraits and landscapes decorated the walls alongside charts and anatomical diagrams. The salty tang in the air fluttered through a set of full windows gowned in white drapes, through which Coral saw a rocky landscape crested with a thin slice of ocean.


A rack of fluid-filled sacks stood beside her: blood, saline, antihemophilic factor viii. A whole braid of lines went right to her forearm. And that’s when she noticed she was wearing nothing more than a loose-fitting cotton robe streaked with rusty blood stains. Instinctively, Coral pulled it tight around her to conceal herself from the doctor, but not before catching sight of something alarming. Uncertain, apprehensive, she forgot her modesty and pulled the robe open to examine herself.


Her body was a wreck. A constellation of bright, crusty scars dominated her core, set against a backdrop of bruised purple with yellow clouds gathering just above her navel. Three long, puckered lines of flesh converged there, each tied off with rows of ugly black stitches, making her chest look like a railway junction. Worst of all, the top of her left breast was a whorl of scar tissue, an unsettling calligraphy of too-dark and too-pale, the edges still damp with blood.


Her mind slowly worked through the myriad pains racking her. She checked her lower body and found her left knee wrapped in thick bandages, her feet taped with gauze. What the hell had happened to her? That’s what she wanted to ask, but what came out her mouth instead was, “Where am I?”


“With the Hyacinth,” the doctor replied with a smile, “on Cedar Island.”


Hyacinth? The name was distantly familiar, but she couldn’t recall why. For the moment, she shelved that question. “How long have I been out?”


“Near to a day. Not long, considering your injuries.”


She wiped her hands over her face and slumped back onto the bed. “Shit.”


“Shit indeed. You had us all worried when you arrived, especially with that punctured lung of yours.” He retreated to the desk near the door, where he began typing impatiently at a hypermodern computer. “It took all my skills as a healer to put back together what you nearly wrecked. But I did not come into the Dark Lady’s graces by losing important patients.” He laughed deeply, his heart in every jubilant sound; he was genuinely happy she was alive.


Coral folded her fingers into her hair, feeling far more than a day’s worth of grime and grease clinging to her. She felt completely lost. What happened to her? What was she doing here? She searched her mind, trying to piece it together, but all she found was a vast gulf of darkness, like the bubble of space a dream filled before it burst. The pain in her chest tugged at something in that dark emptiness. Through the gloom, she thought she recalled flashes of gunfire. A man with one eye?


After a few moments, she gave up her attempts at remembering. Her head hurt too bad, and straining for answers was only making it worse. So she just lay there for some time, listening to the tip-tap of the doctor typing, and the occasional scritch-scratch of pen on paper. The fresh sea breeze from the open window soothed her sweat-soaked skin, and the distant rumble of waves lulled her to something resembling comfort.


Some time later—whether minutes or hours, Coral couldn’t say—a knock came to the infirmary door. Her heart pounded in her stomach, an inexplicable fear ratcheting her pulse.


“She’s awake?” a woman asked.


“She is, indeed,” the doctor laughed, his words pinched by pride.


The visitor breathed a graceful sigh. “Oh, wonderful. May I speak with her?”


“If it is my lady’s wish.”


Footsteps approached, sharp clacks on the parquet floor. Coral held her breath, sweat beading fresh on her brow. When the woman came around the black partitioning curtain concealing her from the doorway, she couldn’t stifle a small gasp.


The woman was beautiful. Royal beautiful. Her skin was white as milk, her cheekbones high and imperial, her hair lustrous and black and enviously thick as it curtained her shoulders with just the slightest wave to it. Her lithe, long-limbed body was gowned in a lacy black V-neck dress with an artistically asymmetrical skirt showing off fishnets against stark skin. She couldn’t have been over twenty-five, but she moved with an ancient grace and lightness all the way to Coral’s bedside, where she sat soundlessly upon a stool.


“How are you, my treasure?” the woman asked, voice low and musical, her whole face a smile. Her eyes, the color of blood congealing on cold stone, were full of warmth and light and joy.


Coral had some difficulty remembering how to speak. The woman didn’t quite look real. “I’m…W-what…”


“A little out of sorts, by the sounds of it.” The woman gently brushed Coral’s cheek, dragging a lock of hair out of her eyes. “Not surprising, considering what you seem to have been through.”


“Who…are you?”


The woman drew one perfect hand to her chest. “Ah! Forgive me! I seem to have become quite bad at introductions lately, I fear. I am the Black Viscountess, Lady Descoteaux of the Hyacinth.”


Black Viscountess. She remembered that name. But where did she…


Then it all came flooding back to her. The escape plan. The docks. Black sky, black water. Jase, standing over her, gunshots still deafening in her ears. “Gavin,” she gasped. “Is he alright?”


Lady Descoteaux shook her head. “I’m afraid we were far too late to change his fate.”


Of course. But then again, Coral knew that already. Because the other fragments of memory could only follow if he had been dead. The weight of the knife in her hands as she cut open his arteries and sucked his impossibly heavy blood into her veins. The all-consuming spite as she shed her coveted noughtsblood.


“He was a good man,” Descoteaux said sadly. “A pure heart. He gave everything for you to make it to us, that we might give you a new beginning, return to you the life that was stolen.”


Warm thoughts of Gavin were the pry bar. The floodgates opened. Memories came screaming out of the fog like vengeful ghosts.


Malthus of the Rose was dead. Coral killed him. That line reeled in just fine. It became a compass to navigate the dark.


She saw the bloody spill of his corpse on the floor after she opened his throat with her hemocryst forged of Gavin’s blood. She recalled the night on her skin after she left that place behind. Then it became a disjointed blur, individual cells of film snatched away before she could decipher them.


As ghostings of memory teased her with tantalizing hints, the mystery of her wounds swelled again to the front of her mind. Coral’s arms shook. “What happened to me?” she gasped. “I… I remember killing Malthus. But…after that…”


The woman frowned, a rueful distance coalescing in her crimson eyes. “I’m afraid I don’t quite understand everything myself. We managed to follow you to Sherbrooke, where we were lucky enough to find you before you succumbed to your injuries. More importantly…” She hesitated, taking Coral in with wide, curious eyes. “It seems to me that you have become a Vessel of Kakrinolas. This I had not expected. I only realized it when I found you at Leblanc’s manor and tasted the darkness of your aura.”


“What? Vessel of…?”


Descoteaux rested her cheek in her slender fingers. “How do I explain this to a girl that is all but human? You may think of it as being chosen, perhaps. Chosen by the father of all hemomancers, a creature that exists only to hate and kill. It is not unusual for one to appear every century or so. But,” she said, fingers slipping free of her jawline and folding in her lap, “if that were the full story, you would not be here speaking with me now. Your mind would be far gone, host to another, not a shred of your personality left.”


Coral blinked at her, trying to untangle the words into something coherent, something that could explain the ineffable wrongness of her present state. “I…I don’t understand.”


“Tell me, do you recall anything sharing your mind?”


She peeled her thoughts toward the question, but it felt like she was trying to imagine some undiscovered color. She pressed the heel of her palm into her eye and groaned. “I dunno. All my memories are weird and hazy.” But there had been something, hadn’t there? Something out of place, but all too familiar.


The woman hummed. “Given your condition, that does not surprise me. But do not distress. I’m sure your memories will come back to you in time.” She gently patted Coral on the thigh. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to worry you with talk of Vessels. That discussion can come later, for you are quite clearly yourself, no? For now, just try to get some rest, my treasure. You will need your strength for the dinner three days from now.”


“Dinner? What dinner?”


Descoteaux rose from her seat, smoothed her dress with a practiced dip of a wrist. “Why, the Hyacinth is eager to meet its newest daughter! There will be a feast to honor your homecoming.”


Nervous shivers were already tickling her arms and neck. Coral was absolutely not a feast-in-her-honor kinda girl.


“Don’t worry. Wolde here will get you all patched up before it’s time for your fitting.”


Her heart skipped a beat. “F-fitting?”


A mischievous smile played across Descoteaux’s lips. “But of course! You will be the belle of the ball, as they say.”


She sucked down a calming breath that failed to do its only job. Belle of the ball. That sounded bad. Really bad.


“If you need anything, do not be afraid to ring. I’ve informed the servants that you are to be treated as a guest of utmost import.” Descoteaux smiled and turned majestically for the door.


“Wait,” Coral blurted. But she didn’t even know what it was she wanted to ask. She felt like she’d been dumped a hundred years in the future and nobody had bothered to explain a damned thing to her. “What… I mean, what’s even goin’ on? How did I get all these injuries? And what’s this about…did you say Sherbrooke?”


“I’m afraid I cannot tell you much more than I already have. But I’m certain your little friend can explain better than I.”


Coral blinked at her. “My little friend?”


Another mischievous smile. “Mademoiselle Vena.”


Everything went cold. “T-Tams…?” Oh no. Oh, God, no.


“She has been worried sick since arriving this morning, and will be most pleased to hear you’re awake.” A knowing, suggestive smile dimpled her cheeks. “Would you like me to send her in?”


“N-no! I…don’t think I want any visitors right now.”


“I understand. Get your rest, my treasure.” With that, Descoteaux waved daintily and showed herself out.


The salt breeze coming off the sea wrenched Coral’s lungs, twisted her around the revelation. But it couldn’t be true. What cruel trick of fate would’ve brought her and Tamara together? What had transpired in that unlit gulf in her memory?


At just a thought of her best friend, warm, soothing memories flowed to fill the gaps in the fog. Garnet Cross Exalt. Kirakera. Just being with her, wasting the summer with energy drinks and circuitous inside jokes. Muting together, magnetic, the caramel run of Tamara’s neck as she lay on her bed, laughing euphorically no matter how stupid Coral’s jokes were.


Oh, God, Coral felt sick. Tamara’s voice still choked out those words of rejection through her lo-fi cellphone speaker at the Veil, before she’d given herself entirely to despair. Before she’d shirked the yoke of humanity and embraced the rage that flowed like the freshest spring water. She wanted to cling to her resentment. She wanted to feel the rage she’d felt when Tamara had hung up on her. But just the thought of her laid her weaknesses bare.


Strangled by tears of self-hatred, Coral curled into herself, ignoring the way her body screamed in reply. Three days until the dinner. It wouldn’t be enough. She wouldn’t be ready. She could never be ready. Not if being ready meant looking Tamara in the eyes and having to pretend she hadn’t spurned her, pretend Coral wasn’t a verm, pretend she hadn’t lied to her for the six years of their friendship.


Blanketed in despair, Coral’s tears soon gave way to sleep—and dreams tinged red with memories she could not recall.





Chapter 3





Everything had been a blur for Clive since Leblanc’s.


It had all happened so fast. One moment, he’d been imprisoned with Tamara beneath Leblanc’s Sherbrooke mansion. Then, before his brain had even caught up to the idea of escaping, the mansion was burning. Jase’s massacre. Lena’s rage. Tamara’s desperation. That horrible, unexplainable skip in reality that had stopped his breath, his heart, his thoughts, then sent them reeling to catch up a moment later. They all stuttered through his mind, incomplete frames of a story too disjointed to be reality.


It was only after they found Lena and those vans arrived that things started to resolve into something sickeningly stable like only reality can be.


Clive had seen Lena covered in blood before. Just never so much of her own. When they dragged her collapsed body from the burning mansion, she’d had only the faintest of pulses. But the woman who beckoned them into the rear-most van, Naya, had immediately opened her veins to Lena, giving her so much blood she nearly passed out. It was just enough to stabilize her, keep her heart beating while they moved her to intensive care in the labyrinthine facility they ended up in—which, as it happened, was absolutely not a hospital.


Clive’s questions went unanswered, his exhaustion and worry unassuaged. He just wanted to go home and put this whirlwind of violence and terror behind him. But that didn’t seem to be on the table.


Surrounded by half a dozen armed guards, they were escorted through the massive facility. Between the confusion and the bustle, he had only caught glimpses on the way up. What he saw suggested it was a government building. Lots of cabinets and desks, suits, halls that smelled like paperwork. Seven levels up, the veneer of bureaucracy gave way to white coats, screens with numbers on them, and the inescapable scent of rubbing alcohol.


Papa was gone. The staff had peeled him away for medical treatment while they were being shunted back and forth between waiting rooms and hallways and closet-sized holding cells and more hallways and galleries of blinding white screens.


Now, Clive sat in a cramped, windowless room with Mama. Overhead LED lighting gave everything the scald of hospital-cleanliness, and even the chairs were the sort he’d sat in a dozen times at the doctor’s. A plastic fern in the corner was the sole speck of color in the room, a skitter of green amid the white and brown. It was inadequate to the point of insult.


“So where do ya think we are?” Clive asked. He was surprised how loud his voice was in the enclosed space.


“You didn’t see the badges?” Mama was staring off at the opposite wall, hands in mid-wring, lips trembling. “We’re at the CSC.”


The Center for Scourge Control. Clive shuddered. “Mama, tell me you’re jokin’.”


Mama shook her head, and the quaking in her frame grew more apparent.


“What’re they gonna do with us?” As if he needed to ask. Hemomancers only ended up at the CSC for one reason: vivisection. Fear twined through his chest. Terror of imminent death came anew, a flame coursing through the ashes of the manor. Then the incongruence hit him. “Wait a minute, Mama. That woman in the van was…”


Mama nodded. “A hemo.”


“That means… If they’re hemos, and they’re treatin’ Lena and Papa, then that means they ain’t gonna kill us, right?”


Gaze still distant, Mama gave the smallest of nods.


At that, relief swooped through Clive like a spring breeze. But Mama’s aura tempered that relief. “But then, why’re you so afraid?”


She turned to him, face drawn and thin. His mother had never looked older than she did then. Holding his gaze, a rattle to her jaw, she opened her mouth to speak.


But before the words could form, the door clattered ajar. “The next two are here,” came a man’s voice.


Mama flinched, straightened in her seat, pointedly put her face toward Clive and shielded it with her hands.


“Wonderful,” a woman in a white lab coat said as she filled the doorway. She was tall and beautiful, almost regal in the eyes and cheeks, wavy chestnut hair pulled back into a long ponytail, rimless glasses sitting over a sharp, dignified nose. She held a clipboard lazily in one hand while the other was tucked deep into a pocket. Behind her, Clive recognized the woman named Naya from the van. She was the shorter of the two, with dark hair and eyes. She still seemed woozy from blood loss, her own lab coat streaked with crimson stains. Lena’s blood.


“Please accept my apology for the inconvenience,” the woman in front said, looking at the two of them like they were just a couple more unremarkable guests. “I’m Astrid Falk, director of the Center for Scourge Control. I’m sure ending up here is the last thing you folks wanted after your ordeal in Sherbrooke, but I promise we’ll take no more of your time than strictly necessary.”


“What’s goin’ on?” Clive asked, rising to his feet. “And where’s Lena and Papa? They’d better be safe.” All signs indicated they were, but a confirmation would make for good balm.


Falk squinted at him, like she was trying to recall his face. “Rest assured, your wounded are being taken care of. You’ll be permitted to visit them in short order. Naya, the cards.”


“Ma’am,” the woman from the van said, passing forward a pair of laminated cards on lanyards. They were stark white, emblazoned with blue shields with seemingly random identification numbers embossed on them.


Falk reached into her pocket and withdrew a small device like a hole-punch. “You two are both hemomancers, correct?”


Clive tensed. Neither he nor Mama said anything.


Falk sighed, her tedium apparent. “It’s a procedural question. You’re not in any danger. But I’ll take your silence as confirmation in any case.” She maneuvered her device over the first card and clamped it down. The card came away with a blood-red mark beside the ID number, and then she stamped the second one.


“And there we have it,” Falk said as she passed the first lanyard to Clive. “Now, you are required to keep these badges with you at all times. They will give you access to the common facilities and your assigned room. Memorize your number. When you hear it called, obey the instructions that follow.”


Clive inspected his card. Subject of Interest #7043, it read. The stamped red circle beside the CSC coat of arms was already dry, and it didn’t smudge as he ran his thumb over it. “What kind of instructions?”


“Don’t worry. We just need to collect some information about what happened at the mansion in Sherbrooke. You’ll be free to go afterward. Ma’am, your card.”


Mama didn’t look up. She kept her face hidden in her fingers, even as Falk’s attention fell heavy on her.


“Ma’am.” Falk said again, this time pushing the card more aggressively toward her.


Mama hesitated, her whole body shaking. Then, slowly, she turned and reached for the badge with unsteady fingers.


And at the moment she did, something invisible and unspoken passed between her and the director—something like the explosion of a planet.


The card
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