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Book 1








PRELUDE
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“My blood speaks to you in your veins.”

—The Merchant of Venice (Act 3, Scene 2)

“Who meets their death devoid of love shall surely face their end.

But one who gives their soul away, eternity extends.”

—The Last Words of Queen Orcades Le Fay








PROLOGUE
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I think I was drunk. Drunk on power, drunk on her blood.

I believed she’d forgive me. She’d forgive me because she had to. We were bound, her and I.

What was spoken would be forever unbroken. Wasn’t that what the old man had said? What was bound could not be unbound.

I hadn’t done anything wrong, I told myself. I’d just taken things to their logical conclusion. I wasn’t going to take pleasure from this. I was hungry. I needed her.

All right, maybe there would be a little pleasure. But it would be for both of us. Not me alone.

I stepped towards her, looked into her eyes, and for a moment, I hesitated. I could feel the emptiness gnawing at me. The blood lust was always there, lurking beneath the surface. When it came to her, I’d somehow managed to keep it at bay.

She didn’t look at me like a thrall would have. Like I was something to be feared—or worshiped. She never had. No, what was in her eyes right now was something else entirely.

Pure hate.

She’d trusted me. Even if she wouldn’t admit it.

Now I’d destroyed that.

She was looking back at me like she had that first day. As if I weren’t a man, but merely a monster.

Still, the pull was too strong. I couldn’t let her simply walk away from it. From me.

The first taste of her blood hit me like a drug. Sweet and rich and powerful. She was everything I’d been craving. More. I drank more deeply. Her blood was like nothing I’d ever tasted. She was perfect. Instead of being sated, my hunger roared to life with a vengeance. I felt her body tense, felt the slight tremble as she tried to pull away, but I ignored it. In time she’d grow used to this. She had to. This was our way.

Then my fangs were ripped from her neck without warning.

The ground around us erupted.

Minutes later, as the dust settled and she turned towards me slowly, my bite marks still fresh upon her neck, I knew the truth.

She was in more danger now than ever before.

And she’d never forgive me for what I had done.






CHAPTER 1 MEDRA
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Autumntide

Ten Months Earlier

The leaves were turning color when he found me. The last vestiges of summer were fleeing as my imprisonment began. I had died destroying a corrupt god in my own world. I had sacrificed to save the ones I loved. I had gone willingly to my end. I had gone with no regrets. And I had expected the end to stay the end.

Fate was cruel.

I took my first gasping breath, feeling my soul fluttering violently about within my body, as if uncertain it had a true place there, before finally settling uncomfortably, as if unwillingly accepting we were stuck here together. But where was here? This was not my world. This was not Aercanum. I could sense that from the very air. It reeked with the tinge of iron and ash. Blood and death.

With a groan, I shifted my weight, the movement sending ripples of pain down my back. Something was pinning my legs down. I stirred again and, this time, glanced downwards. A chill ran through me.

Not something. Someone.

Someone dead lay atop me, weighing me down. I took a deep breath to steady myself. But that only made it worse as the scent of decay filled my nostrils more strongly. I gagged. My ears pricked at a faint sound. Then came another. I strained to decipher the muﬄed murmurs. Footsteps marched against hard ground. People were coming.

I sat up and pushed at the heavy body that had fallen over my legs, struggling to free myself. Should I call for help? Or hope they’d pass by without seeing me? The voices were growing closer.

Abruptly, a figure appeared on the edge of my vision, bouncing up the mounds of bodies like a large weasel. It was a man. Small and wiry. He had a smirk upon his lips, revealing a row of ratlike yellowed teeth.

I lay still, hoping he would think me just another dead body on the heap.

But it was too late. He must have caught my movement before I’d seen him. With a quick rattish leap, he was on top of me, pinning me down.

I could smell the stink of his rancid breath as he lowered his face to mine and sniffed long and deep.

“Barnabas!” The voice cracked the air like a whip. Loud. Deep. Commanding.

The man sitting astride me froze, his face torn in indecision. “Yes, master?” His voice became like the slithering of serpents. Odious and simpering.

“What have you found?”

An intake of breath. The man’s face was very close to my ear. He inhaled again, drawing in my scent as if it held the fragrance of a rare wine. And then, to my horror, his tongue snaked out. Red and foul-smelling, the twisting flesh approached my neck.

“Barnabas.” The voice was sharper. “I asked you a question and I expect a swift response.”

The tongue slid back into the rat man’s mouth. I saw the look of disappointment in his eyes as he begrudgingly responded, “This one’s alive.”

A pause. “Impossible. All the others were dead. The place has been on fire for days.”

There was a glint in the man named Barnabas’s eyes I didn’t like. I held my breath as we looked back at one another. Then he smiled.

“Even so, she’s alive, my lord. And she smells—” he sniffed the air again like a hungry mongrel, and I flinched “—exquisite.” He lowered his mouth to my neck again, and I shouted, raising my hands to push him away as I saw the glint of sharp teeth.

“Get off her,” the other man—the lord—growled. His voice was predatory, threatening. I struggled to get a sense of how old he was. Younger than Barnabas, I thought. “Not a taste. Not another sniff. That’s an order. Bring her to me. Now.”

Barnabas whined so quietly only I could hear, like a dog fighting against its master’s chain. “Just a small taste. Just a little taste, pretty one,” he whispered. “You smell so good. Better than anything I’ve ever had. When he has you, he won’t let you go. I’ll never get another chance at you again.” His lips parted and two sharp canine teeth appeared, sharp and elongated. Larger than I had ever seen on a man—or a woman, for that matter. He bared them like a wolf might do with fangs and began to lower his face to my neck.

Panic surged. I flailed, lifting my arms up to hit him. He shocked me with his speed and strength, forcing my arms back down almost instantly. I was weaker than I’d been. From my arrival or the ordeal that preceded it, I wasn’t sure which. I kept struggling against him and felt his frustration as he tried to keep me pinned. His face loomed over my neck. His teeth were so close. I shut my eyes, my entire body tensing for the inevitable attack.

Instead, there was a soft crunching sound. I felt a wetness on my face and opened my eyes. Barnabas’s body was still on top of me. But his head was gone.

Letting out a gasp of horror, I sat up and shoved his corpse off me, glancing to the side to see his decapitated head rolling down the mound of bodies, a bolt embedded in his skull.

I wiped my arm across my face, trying to clean off the vermin’s blood. Which was when I realized I was very inconveniently naked.

“Get up. Come down here.”

I gritted my teeth. It seemed I was about to exchange one captor for another. And this one didn’t sound the sniveling sort.

“I’d much rather prefer to stay here,” I called. “Be on your way. I require no aid.”

There was silence for a moment. Then I heard a burst of voices. The man was not alone. My words had evidently shocked the group of people who surrounded him.

“Silence.” The voices below fell silent. “It was not a request,” the voice came again. “But if you decline to do my bidding for a second time, I’ll gladly have one of my men carry you down.”

I rose slowly to my feet and heard gasps from below, whether at the sight of Barnabas’s blood dripping down me or the shock of a woman’s naked flesh—who can say. They were mostly men, so likely the latter. I lifted my hand to shield my eyes from the hazy sun which had half peeked out from behind the clouds. Focusing my eyes, I saw a line of soldiers—some standing, others on horseback. All wore a distinctive style of red and black armor.

A man sat at the front on a black steed. He held a crossbow in his hands. I eyed the weapon with interest. It must have been a powerful bow indeed to decapitate with a single shot. Then I looked up at the man’s face and all thoughts of the bow left my mind. He was striking. All sharp angles and pale skin. Lethal and alluring. He was also much younger than I’d expected. Closer to my own age.

This man had saved my life. Killed one of his own men to protect me.

But as I saw the arrogant expression painting his handsome features, the cruel twist of his thin lips, I felt no gratitude. Golden- blond hair framed a sharp jawline. He had a lean, elegant build, all muscular grace. Nevertheless, there was something about him that made me think he had been a frail and skinny boy once. One of his features stood out from the others. His aquiline, hawkish nose. It was out of place. Too pointed, too large. Too less-than-perfect. But if anything, it made him look even more aristocratic, enhancing his haughty expression. It complemented the fine angles of his cheekbones and jaw and added to his wolfish air. Some might even have called him unattractive.

He certainly wasn’t my type. I preferred a bulkier build. Darker hair. Still, I couldn’t deny there was something about him. A sense of barely coiled power and dangerous cunning that simmered beneath the surface of his facade of tight control.

As I stumbled down the mountain of rotting corpses, he slid off his horse. Holding the crossbow in his left hand, he strode towards me. He carried himself like someone unused to having his authority questioned. Piercing gray eyes glinted and I felt myself being assessed from head to toe. His eyes lingered slowly on every inch of my flesh, stripping away all of my modesty. He took a step closer towards me, sniﬃng the air in a way that reminded me unbearably of Barnabas. I caught the scent of green apples wafting off him, just before I snapped and backed away from him. Later, I would wonder about that. He smelled fresh. Nothing like Barnabas or the rancid corpses.

Still, I couldn’t bear that gaze raking over me any longer. “Take a good, long look, why don’t you?” I tossed my long hair over one shoulder and was disconcerted to feel it fall on bare skin. “I assure you, it’s the last one you’ll ever get.”

One brave soldier hooted with laughter somewhere down the line. I grinned towards the soldiers, daring them to laugh again.

A glare from their young commander silenced them all in an instant. The young man sneered. “I was trying to understand Barnabas’s strange fascination.You smell absolutely revolting. But then, I suppose lying on a pile of corpses tends to do that to one.” He turned to one of the soldiers. “Get her some clothes.” He snapped his fingers. “No, on second thought, give her your cloak. Take it off. Now.”

I saw the soldier’s eyes widen. “But, my lord, my prince,” the man whispered, glancing at me surreptitiously. “You saw what she is. Her hair . . . She bears the mark . . .”

A prince, was he? He was certainly haughty-looking enough to be one.

“I know what she is,” the commander responded. “Better than you do, I have no doubt. Now give her your fucking cloak. We’re taking her back with us.”

Hurriedly, the soldier unfastened his cloak and tossed it over to me. I caught it gratefully, trying to ignore the look in his eyes. Fear or revulsion, I couldn’t quite tell.

“Prince or not, you’re quite mistaken if you think I’m going anywhere with you,” I declared as I accepted the cloak and wrapped it around me. “Thank you for the cloak, but I’ll find my own way home from this place.”

Part of that was true, at least. This wasn’t home. I doubted I’d ever get back there again. But I could leave this hellhole into which I’d fallen. A moment later I found myself wishing I hadn’t spoken.

The young commander had mounted his horse. Now he turned to look down at me disdainfully. His nose, I noticed, was not only hawklike but crooked, as if it had been broken before, perhaps more than once. There was something about him that made me unable to look away. His eyes locked with mine in a silent challenge.

“If only the decision were yours to make. It isn’t. But if you plan to make this diﬃcult . . .” He gestured to another soldier. “Find her proper clothes. Then bind her.”

And they did.

* * *

We rode towards a city, a strange procession of soldiers, horses, and me, staggering in front of the commander’s horse, my wrists chained together as I trod over uneven ground. I could feel the prince’s eyes on me, sense his cold amusement each time I tripped and stumbled. I’d already developed a seething hatred for my new captor, but I managed not to turn my head and look up. Not once. Eventually, though, he spoke.

“Where do you come from?”

I ignored him.

“I asked you a question. Clearly you didn’t belong in that place. So where do you come from? What were you doing there?”

I heard the snap of a whip and flinched.

“Don’t make me ask again.”

I bit my lip to keep the hysterical rise of laughter inside. Would this man truly whip me? I, who had until recently, been a princess of Camelot and a royal fae. I might as well reply, I thought. Not with the truth, though, of course. “I don’t know,” I lied.

I wasn’t about to tell him I’d dropped in from another world after destroying my own grandfather, who might or might not have been the closest thing my world had to a god. And besides, whatever I’d used to accomplish that feat I was pretty sure hadn’t managed to come along with me. I hadn’t wanted to fully acknowledge it before, but the truth was . . . I felt weaker. Oddly empty. Dare I say it? Mortal.

Still, there was obviously something about me that had drawn these soldiers’ attention. They had said I was different. What was it that marked me out?

“Why are you taking me with you? Do you always accost innocent women you find on the road?”

He was silent for a moment. “You speak as if you don’t know who I am. What were you doing in that place?”

“I got lost,” I said blithely. “And I don’t. Know who you are, I mean. Should I? Know you? I mean, besides knowing you’re an asshole?”

He grunted as if annoyed, but didn’t raise the whip. “It’s unbelievable to me that you can truly be so ignorant. But then, I suppose you’ll find out everything you need to know soon enough,” he said cryptically. Then, “Oh, fuck,” I heard him mutter.

I looked up to see a soldier jogging towards us. He was of a small, frail build and wore round wire frames outlining glass on his face. Spectacles. I had seen some of the nobles back home wear them before. I gazed at him with curiosity and he stared right back at me, as if completely agog.

“My prince,” he gasped. “I was told you had found . . .” he eyed me “. . . found a woman of interest.”

“I suppose you could say that,” the prince drawled. “She’s not that interesting, Lucius. Quite dull, in fact.”

I ignored the jab.

“But . . . her hair,” the soldier called Lucius wheezed. “The color. It’s incredible. Absolutely incredible, my lord.”

That again? So it was my hair. I touched a hand to my head. I’d been told my fae mother had vibrant purple tresses. Not that I’d ever seen her hair. She had died giving birth to me. In comparison, my hair seemed to have settled into a dull, rusty red. More than once I’d thought of carrots when I looked at myself in the mirror at night. Right now, the curls were tangled and bushy. My fingers tugged at them but it was pointless. I needed a brush, a comb. And a hot bath. At the thought of being clean and warm, a slight moan escaped my lips.

“Prince Drakharrow, do you have any idea what this means?” Lucius whispered loudly. I had begun to think of him as a kind of secretary. He was certainly toadying up enough to be one. “You must take her before the court. Why, she might even be—”

“We’ll wait to speak of it,” the prince-commander interrupted. “I’ve already sent a messenger ahead of us,” he admitted, almost begrudgingly.

There was a tension in his voice that told me he knew very well what the other man meant. He just didn’t want to acknowledge it. Not yet. Why? What was it about me?

“Excellent news, my lord. Excellent. I knew I could count upon your wisdom.” I felt the toadying little secretary’s eyes drilling into me. “I can only imagine the stir this will cause. Just look at her, my prince—her hair is truly . . . well, red.”

“Yes, I can see that, Lucius,” Prince Drakharrow snapped. “I have eyes. Red hair. It is indeed red. Well, we’re bringing her back with us. The court will investigate the meaning of her appearance and settle the matter. It’s all very tedious. Now we must return early without finishing our investigation into the matter of the village. But what can we do? I live to serve.” I could almost hear his eyes rolling in annoyance.

“Pardon me. Am I boring you?” I hissed, turning to look back at him. I yanked on my chains. “I suppose this is just an ordinary day for you. Leading people around in chains.”

He ignored me.

“Very well. As you say, my lord,” the secretary-soldier said hastily, also ignoring my outburst but shooting me a shocked glance. “It is a true honor to be in your company as you return with such a very prestigious captive.”

“I’m not a fucking captive,” I snarled, spinning about to face the man.

The secretary gasped and backed away, tripping on a rock and nearly toppling over in the process.

Behind me, Drakharrow snickered. The first sign he might be something resembling a human that I’d seen. I looked back at him and glared.

“Do try to keep your footing, Lucius,” the young lord drawled. “She’s just another blightborn, not a unicorn.”

“Indeed not! She may be far more important than any mythological creature of legend,” Lucius squeaked as he stretched out his hands to regain his balance. “Though, of course, there is a connection between—”

“This conversation is growing tedious. Look.” The blond man pointed ahead. “We’re nearing the city. The matter will be settled soon.”

Lucius scuttled away, still muttering excitedly to himself. I looked ahead to where he was indicating and drew in my breath. We had come to the top of a high rolling hill. Below us lay a city.

I had come from a castle which floated in the sky. I had used powerful magics to bring it down to earth and kill the ones who dwelled within it. Already that seemed so long ago. So impossible.

Yet despite the wonders I had witnessed, I could honestly say I had seen nothing quite like what lay before us.

The city itself was built on a smaller scale than I had expected, but nevertheless looked grand and aﬄuent. It lay aﬃxed to the edge of a dark and restless ocean, where tumultuous waters splashed against white sands. Beyond the edge of the city limits, three enormous iron bridges stretched out, leading towards three rocky islands. On the first island, perched like a white nest on a dark cliff, lay a structure built from bright, gleaming stone. It glistened upwards like a luminous pearl against the roiling gray waves and rapidly dimming sky. Soaring narrow spires filled its center while slender, graceful columns rose around the structure. On the second island, a castle of deep onyx-colored towers and arches twisted skywards in shapes and at angles which should have been impossible, reminding me of the sharp, pointed fangs of a great stone beast. The third and final island held the largest building of all and one which I suspected might be the oldest. Looking as if it had arisen from a jumbled mix of eras and styles, it resembled a castle or a great fortress. The structure sprawled like the web of a spider, spiraling outwards from a cluster of six towers, each of a different material and design. The only thing which provided any sense of continuity to the building, whatever it might be, was its color. All of the materials that had been used were of a dark crimson shade, nearly black.

I schooled my features carefully, trying not to disclose my impressions. If my captor could play at boredom, so could I. “What is it?” I asked, trying to sound careless. “What is the name of that town ahead?”

“Town?” I caught the note of annoyance in his voice. “That is no mere town.”

I shrugged. “City, then. What does it matter?”

“What does it matter?”

To my shock, I heard him dismounting behind me. In another moment, he was at my elbow, marching by my side.

“That, girl, is no town but the capital city of Sangratha.” I could feel his eyes on my face. “Honestly, if you are a spy for the borderlands, you’re the worst one I’ve ever seen. How could anyone not know of Veilmar?”

“Oh? And you catch a lot of spies, do you?” I looked him up and down, letting my eyes linger on his black cloak and impeccable armor. “You don’t look the sort to get your hands dirty.”

“You don’t know anything about me, as we’ve already determined,” he retorted.

I tilted my head. “I know you’re noble. That you’re used to giving orders, not following them. That you’re used to people doing your bidding—instead of you having to work to get what you want. I’d say I know enough.”

He was silent.

“That man you killed. Barnabas,” I ventured. “There was something strange about him.”

He snorted.

“I mean, beyond the obvious,” I snapped. “His teeth. They were . . . elongated. I think he was going to . . . bite me.”

The pale-haired prince burst into laughter. “Do you, now?”

“I don’t see what’s so funny about—” I started to say. Then I stopped.

He was smirking down at me coldly—smiling, if you can call it that—for the first time. With his lips parted slightly, I could see that his incisors were even longer than Barnabas’s had been, and they narrowed into sharp, delicate points.

“Fangs,” I said hollowly. “You have fangs.”

He sneered. “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of highbloods where you come from, or I really will wonder if you fell from the sky. Or perhaps hit your head too hard against a rock.” He narrowed his eyes. “Or have drunk a little too much?” A hand darted out and he tapped me on the side of the head, hard.

“Ow! I haven’t had anything to drink, you fool,” I exclaimed.

“I’m the fool but you’re the one with naught in your head.” He shook his head.

“I read a passage in a book once—” I began.

“Oh, you can read? I’m speechless.”

I ignored him. “It spoke of creatures with sharp teeth that drank blood. They could not go out under the light of day. They attacked at night, sucking their victims dry. They led long lives.” I snuck a look at him, hoping beyond hope that he’d tell me the book was mistaken.

“Well, three out of five isn’t bad,” he remarked. “We can walk in the light, as you can well see.” He pointed upwards at the fading evening sun, which had come out from behind the clouds. “We lead long lives.”

“But you . . . drink people?” I stared at him, trying to keep the horror from my tone. “You drink blood?”

He smiled, cruelly and slowly. “We are vampires. It’s what we do.”

“So you’re—what? Taking me back to your people to be drained?”

He stretched his arms over his head and I tried to keep my eyes off the muscles rippling beneath the dark cloak. “Perhaps. Who knows what they’ll do with you? It’s an honor to be drained, you know.”

I couldn’t tell if he was joking. Somehow I doubted it. “You’re a monster.”

He smirked. “Stop, you’re hurting my feelings, blightborn.”

“Don’t pretend you have any,” I snapped.

“You’re right. They’re a weakness, so I won’t.”

“Why do you need to take me anywhere? Why not leave me alone where you found me?”

His lips twisted. “On a heap of dead bodies? I should have thought we were doing you a favor.”

I raised my wrists. “Ah, yes, if only all men were as courteous as you,” I said sarcastically, clanging the metal chains together. “I’m quite killed with kindness.”

His mouth twitched. “Many women would beg to be in your position. Perhaps not while walking on quite such a dusty road . . .”

“I don’t wish to hear of your disgusting sexual exploits,” I said, making a face of disgust. “Save your bragging for your men. They won’t care if you tell tall tales about the women you tie to your bed.”

“I have no need to make up stories,” he snapped, sounding irked.

I tossed my hair over my shoulder but said nothing.

I could feel him staring at the red tresses for a moment. Finally, he said, “You asked why we’re taking you with us. Well, you heard what Lucius said.”

“That it’s because of my hair? A rather stupid reason.”

He snorted. “I agree.”

I glanced at him. “You do? Well, then . . . Let me go.”

“Unfortunately, there’s more to it than my preference in hair color. I might think your rust-colored locks unsightly,” he said snidely. “But it’s not about my personal preference.”

“Thank the stars for that,” I said under my breath. “I have no wish for you to find me desirable. My lord.” I let the last two words drip with sarcasm.

He ignored me.

After a moment or two, I had to ask. “Fine. What else, then? Besides my hair? You said I was a blightborn. What does that mean?”

He glanced at me. “All mortals are blightborn. You clearly aren’t a vampire. But there are . . . differences. You aren’t an ordinary mortal. Your ears for one. They’re unusual.”

I touched a finger to the tip of one ear, feeling the point. I looked at his. “Yours are round.”

“All of ours are round,” he said, gesturing to the soldiers in front of us. “I’ve never seen pointed ears like yours. They stand out.”

“Is that all? So I was born with red hair and odd ears! And that’s a reason to kidnap me?” I said, my voice beginning to rise.

“There’s more,” he said slowly, his eyes holding mine. He looked up and down my body and despite myself, I felt my cheeks turning red. “Other aspects of your appearance.”

I bristled. “Like what?”

“Besides, I didn’t kidnap you,” he said, turning around to mount his horse once more. Apparently this conversation was at an end. “You were never yours in the first place.”

My jaw dropped. “I beg your pardon?”

“You belong to Sangratha. You belong to any highblood who sees fit to take you. As Lucius said, it’s an honor to be noticed by one of the Blessed Blood.” He smiled, his lips tight. “You should be honored.”

Sangratha. Apparently it was the name of this land.

Part of me longed to ask this so-called prince other questions. Such as the meaning of the places that lay ahead of us on the three islands. What were they? Were we going there? But I decided our hostile banter had gone on long enough. I licked my lips, already chapped from hours of walking without water or respite, and walked on in silence.

As we skirted around the edge of the city of Veilmar, soon enough it became clear where our real course lay. The island in the center of the three. The castle of onyx stone.






CHAPTER 2 MEDRA
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The castle was called the Black Keep. A rather uninspired name. I heard the men whispering around me, speaking the words almost as if they were holy. Soldiers marched past to line up in formation and made sure to give me a wide berth, casting only curious glances my way. Behind me, the prince rode calmly. Clearly he was not intimidated by the sight of the massive fortress we were approaching. He’d been here before.

We passed over the black iron bridge. I could feel it swaying slightly beneath us. Under our feet lay the open sea, rolling and churning as if it were angry at our presence. Ahead of us, a gate stood open and beyond that, the doors leading into the keep. One by one, the soldiers took up places on either side of the doors until, finally, it was just myself and the prince in the center of a long aisle of his followers. A quiet descended over the troops as we entered the courtyard.

Lucius stepped forward, bowing low. “I shall announce you to the hall, Prince Drakharrow.”

The other man nodded. “Keep it brief. Skip the titles. Everyone in there knows me already, Lucius. The only time I’m called Prince is outside of Bloodwing, after all. It’s a stupid formality.”

Lucius blanched a little. “But . . . protocol dictates—”

The prince suddenly snarled, his teeth biting forward and clamping down. Beside him, I gasped and flinched.

Lucius stumbled backwards. “The most meager of titles, my prince. The barest,” he promised. The secretary hurried ahead of us.

The prince’s hand gripped my arm. “I’ll take the chains off now. Don’t get any ideas. There’s nowhere to run.”

I didn’t reply, simply watched as he took a key from his pocket and unlocked my bindings. As soon as I was free, he began to stalk towards the keep.

“Are you all vampires?” I hurried to keep up with him. I was tall for a woman, but he was much taller. He took long strides. “The soldiers, too?”

“Not all but some of them,” he answered. “Lucius is, if that’s what you’re wondering. You should be silent now. You won’t like what happens if you aren’t.”

“I’m surprised you don’t wish to keep me on your leash, my lord,” I muttered under my breath. “Like your other women.”

He didn’t take the bait.

As we passed through the huge ornate iron doors into the black-stone keep, our feet touched white marble floors. I glanced down at myself. My feet were bare and dirty. I wore trousers and a tunic a soldier close to my size had reluctantly donated. The cloak around my shoulders suddenly felt like a much-needed shield and I pulled it tight, resisting the urge to raise the hood over my tangled hair. I sniffed myself gingerly, then wished I hadn’t. I stank like a rotting corpse.

We stepped into the heart of the chamber. Above us, thousands of candles glowed in iron candelabras hung high overhead. A vast platform stretched out at the far side of the room. A line of people stood upon it, mostly dressed in red or black. Many of their garments were trimmed with silver or gold. They looked regal and powerful. A man sat in their center on an elegant chair of carved stone, striking in clothes of crimson velvet. There was no crown upon his head. Still, I was reminded of the throne room of the Rose Court back home.

Below the platform, the vast room was packed to the brim with a massive crowd. As we entered, the throng parted, letting us pass through the center. Hushed murmurs rose from around us. I listened to the subdued chatter, catching a few insults cast my way.

Let them look. Let them stare. I had no intention of remaining in this place long.

I kept my head up, striving to match the prince’s stride step for step, even though it meant taking two steps for each of his. Abruptly, I was pulled to a halt. I yelped before I could stop myself as a hand gripped my hair and yanked so hard I fell to my knees on the floor. A woman looked down at me, her face gloating as she wrapped her fingers around strands of the hair she had ripped from my head.

Instantly, the prince was by my side, snarling even more ferally than he had done at Lucius back in the courtyard. His cloak swept around me like a bat’s wings as he pulled me to my feet.

“Hands off,” he growled. “No one touches her.” His voice echoed loudly off the stone walls.

A hush descended over the crowd. I glanced at the raised dais. The people standing on it were observing us intently. No one seemed interested in intervening.

The woman who had yanked my hair was well-dressed. Gold rings covered her hands and rubies hung from her ears. For a moment, she looked taken aback. Then her expression turned peevish. “A few strands of hair. I didn’t harm her,” she protested. “We all know the stories. You can’t keep her all to yourself, my prince.”

I watched as she tried to summon an obsequious smile and failed spectacularly.

I glared at her, furious. “Bitch,” I whispered as I shook myself off.

“Give them to me. The hairs.” The prince held out his hand to the woman. His voice was cold. “Now.”

Muttering under her breath, the woman stretched her hand out and I saw some long strands of red disappear into his palm.

I watched as the prince pocketed my hair. I wondered what he’d do with them. Tie them to his bed as a keepsake perhaps? I would have snickered if the thought wasn’t so abhorrent.

I looked around at the people gaping at me as if I were a menagerie animal and bared my teeth. The chattering resumed, even more loudly than before, but I didn’t care. I might not have fangs like they did, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t pretend to be the most dangerous thing they’d ever seen. They were pathetic, I decided, staring at me. What did I have that they so badly wanted, anyhow? Why had the prince brought me here? Was it simply my hair?

Then I thought of Barnabas and my heart sank. Not hair.

Blood.

We reached the raised platform a few steps behind Lucius. The small man dropped to his knees on the red velvet carpet that spread out around the dais and began to rapidly intone, his voice carrying easily across the vast hall.

“Lords and ladies of the Blessed Blood, allow me to present one who is familiar to us all—the Scarlet Warden of the Red Keep, High Prince of Sangratha, Bloodlord of the Pure . . .”

The titles kept coming. On and on.

For a moment, the prince stood by my side, his teeth gritted. Then, abruptly, he leaned forward and delivered a swift kick to Lucius’s ankle. There was a yelp.

The secretary continued at a much quicker pace than before. “With absolutely no further ado, I present Prince Blake Drakharrow, my lords and ladies.” A brief pause. “And by his side, stands a . . . female . . . most unusual for a blightborn.”

I suppressed a snort.

“An unpolished treasure found amidst the muck and mire.” Lucius seemed to be refinding his flow. “Saved by the Black Prince from the edge of death and despair.”

I coughed loudly and cast a pointed look at the prince who was still staring straight ahead like a statue. It was true that this man, Blake Drakharrow, had shot one of his own men to save me. But after chaining me like a beast, I wasn’t planning to offer him a thank-you anytime soon.

“You all see this creature’s rare qualities,” Lucius declared pompously to the crowd, gesturing to me. “Here she is, to be presented to the court, by my high and honorable lord, Prince Blake Drakharrow—”

“Yes, you’ve said that part once already,” Blake interrupted. “That’s quite enough, Lucius.”

Lucius scurried off to one side before he could be kicked again. For a moment, I felt sorry for him. Until I remembered he was also a vampire.

Blake’s hand gripped my wrist, pulling me abruptly forward. He raised his voice so it carried throughout the hall. “We found this woman in the burned-out village just outside of Veilmar.”

Not for the first time, I wondered what had happened to that village. At first, I had assumed its devastation had been Blake’s doing. Now I wondered if that were the case.

“There should have been no one left alive, but somehow there she was. You can see for yourself her strange traits.” He lifted a hand laconically to gesture at me, then dropped it with a shrug, as if he were already bored of looking at me. “I thought it best to bring her before you and the Council.”

Oh, he did, did he? And just who is this Council? So very hastily assembled. The hall is full. All here for you, my pretty.

I jumped, my wrist suddenly twisting in Blake’s grasp.

It was a woman’s voice. Low and melodic. And inside my own head.

Who are you? Who said that? I demanded.

You should never have allowed yourself to be taken. Really, girl, have you no pride? the woman’s voice chided.

Pride? I have plenty of pride. Pride didn’t arm me. Pride didn’t give me a blade with which to slit his throat, I retorted.

Ah, but you wished to. That is something at least. Good. Hold on to that. Hold on to your rage.

There was something imperious about the woman’s tone, despite her bloodthirsty nature.

Who the hell are you? I demanded again. Get out of my head.

You’re right. We should cease this chatter and listen. You must see what these people want with you. There was a pause and I could almost picture the unseen woman tapping her finger against her well- formed chin. From the look of it, they aren’t complete and utter savages. They possess a sense of decorum. And taste.

Taste? Is that what you call it? They drink blood. I felt hysteria bubbling up in my throat and quickly suppressed it. Decorum? Is that what you’d call it when they chain me up and rip my hair out?

There was no reply. The woman’s voice was gone. If it had ever been anything except my imagination in the first place.

A chill went through me.

Perhaps that was it. Perhaps I was dead. Perhaps I was in some twisted afterlife. Insanity might have been part and parcel with death. Maybe I was going insane. If that were the case, I hoped the madness would descend quickly and that I’d soon have no thoughts left in my mind at all. But in the meantime, I looked at the people standing and staring down at me from the platform. And I stared right back. My eyes went from one to the other, keeping my lips pressed together. Did I look hostile? Threatening? I hoped so.

Because they certainly did.

The man seated on the black stone chair leaned forward slightly. His eyes were a deep, unsettling red and he held a staff topped with a gleaming, scarlet gem. I looked away from him quickly, unnerved by his expression. He eyed me with the same keen interest one might give to a horse or some other livestock one contemplates purchasing.

Next my eyes fell on the man to his left. He was younger, clad in black leather armor accented in gold. His eyes weren’t gray like Blake’s, though; they were a pale blue, but shaped the same. In fact, he resembled Blake in many ways, though his build was a little shorter and stockier.

I glanced at Blake, who still held me by the wrist, then back again. Yes, the two might have been cousins. Even brothers.

A movement caught my eye. A young woman had folded and unfolded her arms restlessly. She stood farther down the row of nobles. She was lovely, with pink lips and shimmering pale blond hair. Her gown was a cascade of sheer violet over black silk. A diadem of silver embedded with purple gems sat on her brow. She tapped her foot as if impatient or annoyed, yet when she caught me staring, she looked back at me. There was something in her gaze beyond mere curiosity or even hostility. I saw naked hate. And past that, perhaps something like fear.

There was more to all of this. More to these strange and foreign people in this strange and foreign land. I scanned the line of noble folk. A thread of commonality stretched between all of the figures on the dais, linking them together.

Their hair, I realized. If hair was what made me stand out, it was what united all of them.

From the man seated in the chair to the younger man beside him to the woman looking at me with such cold fury. While their skin tones were a range of shades, they were unified by the lightness of their hair. Hues ranging from silvery-white to golden blond to silvery gray. Not a glimpse of brown or black or even red amongst them.

I cast my gaze out over the crowd and it was the same. While there had been some chestnut-, brown-, and black-colored hair amongst the soldiers who had escorted me, I saw no glimmer of any shade beyond snowy pale or faint gold in this hall.

I looked at the man on the black chair, his hair as white as freshly fallen snow, cut to shoulder-length, sleek and straight, framing a bearded face, hard and cold. The younger man beside him had hair of ashy blond, cropped short in a military style that emphasized the strong, angular lines of his face. I glanced at the man by my side, the man Lucius had named Blake Drakharrow. His hair hung around his face, nearly chin-length. The strands were very pale gold. Blond in some lights, almost white in others.

I stood out amongst these people like a flaming coal. Just barely, I resisted the impulse to touch a hand to my head self-consciously. I glanced away, avoiding the feeling, and my eyes rested on a girl I had not noticed before.

A child.

No more than nine or ten, she sat on the edge of the platform. Her long blond hair had been braided with red ribbons and a few rebellious strands had escaped to fall in a frame around her pale porcelain face. Now she slouched forward, her chin resting heavily in her hands, propped up by slender arms. Looking bored and disinterested in the proceedings, she kicked her feet absently against the dais.

I nearly smiled, watching her. I wondered who she could be. Someone important enough to be included amongst the powerful people on the platform but not important enough to be made to stand beside them. Or perhaps they had given up trying to make her stand nicely. Children were children anywhere. Even among vampires.

The man seated on the black chair was rising. He held his staff as a symbol of strength, not as a crutch like a truly elderly man might. I got the sense of an ancient power. He loomed over the whole assembly like a dark shadow and something about the way he looked down at me made me weak in the knees. Not in a good way.

Blake’s hand gripped my wrist more tightly. To hurt me or to steady me, I wasn’t sure which. Either way it worked. I stood up a little straighter, lifted my chin a little higher.

“A rare find indeed,” the older man agreed, as he stepped to the edge of the platform. “You were right to bring her to us, Blake.” His eyes homed in on mine, glowing faintly. “What is your name, child? Where do you come from?”

I had the impression he was doing his best to speak kindly. Yet I knew beyond a doubt there was nothing truly kind about this man.

Nevertheless, a warmth flooded through me and I found my lips parting before I could stop myself. “My name is Medra Pendragon, my lord.”

A wave of murmurs spread through the crowd. I did my best to ignore them.

“As for where I come from . . .” I cleared my throat “. . . you would not believe me if I told you.”

Another ripple went through the crowd and I saw the older man frown as if I had said something inadvertently defiant.

“You have no knowledge of Sangratha? Of the Thralldom?”

I shook my head. “I don’t even know what those words mean.”

Though Thralldom was pretty clear. I disliked the implications. Was this vampire kingdom based entirely upon slavery or some form of it?

“All I ask, my lord,” I said, continuing onwards as carefully as I could, “is for your forbearance and mercy. I may have been found in your land, yes, but I had no intention of being here. I did not mean to trespass. I wish only to return home.”

The man was silent for a long moment. Then, “Tell me, Medra Pendragon, how does one find oneself in a strange land as you did? And having no knowledge of how you found yourself here, how could you possibly return home? Where is home?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. He was right. I had no idea how to traverse worlds as I had apparently done purely by accident. I had been snatched somehow from the jaws of death but not by my doing or my choice.

“Your silence speaks volumes. You do not speak of your home. Therefore, are you a spy?”

“I’ve forgotten it,” I blurted out. “I’ve forgotten my home. If I’m a spy, I’ve forgotten that, too. But I know I don’t belong here.”

“How convenient,” the man said softly. “And yet perhaps this is precisely where you belong. Now, tell me, what other dangerous information have you forgotten?”

I lifted my chin. “I said I’ve lost my memories. Not that I mean you any harm. There’s no need for you all to be so suspicious. Why do you stare at me? Because of my hair? Red hair is not so rare where I come from. I remember that much. Is this realm so weak that you see me as a threat?”

The room erupted with noise.

“Silence!” the other man on the platform, the one who resembled Blake, bellowed. “We will have order here or the hall shall be cleared.”

Quiet descended immediately. Around me people shifted uncomfortably, no one daring to look up at the man on the platform.

“If I may, Lord Drakharrow.” It was the young woman in the violet dress. She stepped forward, her hands clasped modestly together.

So, the man who would deal my fate was related to Blake Drakharrow. Was this his father?

“Miss Pansera.” Lord Drakharrow smiled indulgently. “Do you have wisdom to impart to the court?”

The young woman gave a simpering smile. “To believe I had any wisdom to impart to you, Lord Drakharrow, would be the utmost presumption.”

A titter of laughter came from the crowd. But the laughter was gentle. She was one of them, after all.

The young woman took a small step forward, her eyes coming to rest on me. “No, no wisdom, my lord. Simply anger.”

“Anger, Miss Pansera?” Lord Drakharrow’s eyebrows rose.

“Anger at this creature.”

I bristled.

“At this female’s defiance,” she continued. “Anger at her disrespect for your house, for this court, for our sacred traditions.”

“I know nothing about your traditions,” I said loudly. “And I meant no disrespect.”

The young woman’s face took on an expression of disgust. “Even now she speaks to me as if she had a place here. As if she had a right to speak among the Pure of Blood. But she was found on a heap of dirt. She reeks of the grave and I cannot help but hope you send her back to it, my lord. You do not deserve to be spoken to with such disdain.”

Lord Drakharrow tilted his head thoughtfully. “What of the marks she bears, Miss Pansera? Would you have me kill her or allow her to depart despite that?”

The girl in the violet gown shrugged. “What does it matter if she bears a rider’s marks when there is nothing to ride?”

I glanced quickly at the prince, confused by the words, but he would not meet my eyes. His lips were pressed together in a thin line. Was he displeased with Miss Pansera’s speech? Or was he simply annoyed at having to be there at all?

Miss Pansera was stepping back demurely, taking up her place amongst the other nobles on the platform, her head bowed respectfully. But though her head was tilted downwards, her eyes remained on me. It was clear she wanted Lord Drakharrow to kill me here today. What had I done to make her my enemy? Or was it simply that I was not a vampire?

“Regan Pansera speaks true,” Lord Drakharrow admitted to the crowd. “There have not been dragons in our lands in more than one hundred years.”

My heart leaped at the word. Dragons.

“The last riders died out long before that.” Lord Drakharrow scanned the crowd. “And we—the Chosen, the Pure, the Blessed Blood—are sadly the weaker for it. Are we not?”

A subdued murmur of agreement.

He raised his voice a little. “This girl, wherever she really comes from, bears the unmistakable marks of a rider. See the color of her hair. The pointed tips of her ears. Look at how her fingers and toes are elongated, just as the riders of old.”

I glanced down at my hands self-consciously, curling them into fists. But my feet were bare. There was nothing I could do to hide them. All around me, everyone stared and murmured. Beads of sweat prickled the back of my neck. I tried to remain calm. My hands and feet were like any fae’s back in Aercanum. Elongated? I was half-fae, so I supposed they were. More than a full human’s. There was nothing unusual about that where I came from.

“Her build,” Lord Drakharrow continued, raising both hands and then lowering them to gesture to my body, “a lean, streamlined physique, optimized for balance and agility.” He eyed me. “Her bones. Were we to conduct experiments, no doubt we would find them to be denser, reinforced. Reducing her risk of injury from maneuvers and impacts.”

I swallowed hard. Experiments sounded ominous.

“I have no idea what you are even talking about,” I announced.

“The only thing I’ve ever ridden is a horse. Certainly not a dragon.”

The crowd laughed. At me. Not with me as they had done with the perfect Miss Pansera.

“Do they not have dragons where you come from, Miss Pendragon?” Lord Drakharrow inquired. “Your name would suggest they do. What land is this you hail from? I would very much like to visit it one day.”

I shook my head. “It’s a name, nothing more. I cannot even recall the name of my land,” I lied. “Perhaps there were dragons there once, long ago, but no one alive has ever seen them. Not where I come from. It’s just a name.”

It was, in fact, the name of kings and queens. The Pendragons were an ancient line. And thanks to my mother’s poor choice of men, I was a part of it through my father’s side.

Poor choice? Or careful plotting? The voice in my head was back again.

Get out, I hissed at her. You have no right to be here.

A tinkling laugh. You have no idea how wrong you are.

But she was silent after that.

“I see.” A thin smile. Lord Drakharrow thought I was lying through my teeth. “Well, this land did have dragons, Medra Pendragon. They were not simply names. They existed. And they had riders.”

“And you think—what? That I’m one of them?” I stared up at him in disbelief. “You’ve already established there are no dragons anymore, right? So why does it matter?” I glanced at Regan Pansera, as if expecting commiseration—after all, we agreed about this, didn’t we? But her eyes remained daggerlike.

“It was an ancient lineage,” Lord Drakharrow was musing. “And your appearance here, today, could be seen as almost prophetic . . .”

“If I may, Lord Drakharrow.” A woman’s voice. Soft but regal. She stood on the other side of the platform, draped in red silk. She looked older than most of the nobles around her—though, not as old as Lord Drakharrow. “As you know, House Avari prided itself on our dragon riders. This girl’s appearance might be nothing. Or . . .” She hesitated, stealing a quick glance down at me. I got the impression this was a woman of great authority and power— but not as much power as Lord Drakharrow wielded. I sensed she would defer to him.

“Yes, Lady Avari?” Lord Drakharrow pressed. “Or?”

The older silver-haired woman bit her lip. “Or it might be an omen. A sign from the Bloodmaiden herself.”

A stir went through the hall.

A heavyset man in silver brocade stepped forward, his steel armored boots clanking against the platform. “House Mortis concurs with House Avari. The girl’s arrival should not be underestimated. She is significant. She must not be permitted to leave.”

“Interesting,” Lord Drakharrow mused. “And the options as you see them, Lord Mortis, are . . .?”

Lord Mortis glared down at me, his face stern. “Test her blood. Either offer her to the goddess should her blood be worthy, or destroy her as if she never were. Or . . .”

Lord Drakharrow’s eyebrows rose again. “Or? Is there yet a third option? Fascinating.”

“Or mate with her,” Lord Mortis growled. I flinched. “Preserve the rider’s bloodline now that it has been found. The riders were all lost. Her blood seems . . .” I suspected he did not wish to use the word pure to describe me “. . . strong,” he settled on. “Her features are distinct. Prominent. That bodes well.” He stepped back amongst the other nobles on the dais.

Evidently those standing on the platform were the ultimate elite. I saw nods of agreement from some of the lords and ladies around him. But to what part of what he’d just said? The part about killing me? Or offering my blood to some goddess?

Or—perhaps worst of all—mating with me? Who was to do the honor? Lord Drakharrow?

A shudder went through me. No. Decidedly no.

I started eyeing the tall arched glass windows that lined the walls of the hall. How fast could I get to one? Would they be quick enough to stop me? If I did manage to dive through one would I fall onto a cobblestone walkway? Or sharp rocks along the cliffside? Or the turbulent waves below? Best case scenario, I decided, I’d be cut and bleeding from the broken window and forced to swim out to sea as Blake’s archers shot at me.

“A mating,” Lord Drakharrow murmured. He raised a hand to his chin, stroking his silver beard. “Binding her to us. Continuing the lineage. Strengthening it. I cannot deny, it is an interesting idea.”

He looked down at where I stood. “Of course, by rights only one man should be bound to her.”

A stir went through the audience.

I looked around at the nobles, my face flushing hot with anger. “I wouldn’t mind having a say in all of this, Lord Drakharrow.”

“Oh? But you do not get a say, Medra Pendragon. Perhaps it has not been clear to you yet, but People of the Pure Blood stand here deciding your fate, and your fate has come very close to death today.”

I let out a hiss between my teeth. “But it won’t be death, will it?”

He smiled, his fangs dropping, lethal and white. I flinched. “No?”

I shook my head, purposely making my hair fly out around my head in a curly cloud. I heard gasps as the mane of red fluttered in the air, then settled against my shoulders.

This was about my survival now. And to my surprise, I found I did wish to survive. I was not dead. I had not died. I rather wanted to keep it that way. At least, for now.

“No,” I said emphatically. “I’m too valuable to be killed. You’ve all decided that already. As Lady Avari already mentioned, I could be an omen.” What was it he’d already said? That I had a dragon rider’s physique. “Look at me. I’m a Pendragon. The only Pendragon. For all you know, the power lies in my blood. Maybe I can bring back the dragons.”

A wave of gasps went up around me.

Had I really just said that?

Mentally, I shrugged. Who cared? I wasn’t actually going to do it. I knew that, but they didn’t need to. Perhaps I’d started off on the wrong foot. I should have been bluﬃng all along. Evidently the only thing these people recognized and respected was power as brutal as their own. I was buying myself time. Time to get in amongst these cold-blooded, fanged monsters. Time to find a weapon and cut some pureblood vampire throats, then escape with not just my life but perhaps a little bit more. Maybe some coin to get me out of this cursed kingdom. Maybe a map. Maybe a ship.

“Getting a memory or two back, are we, now?” Lord Drakharrow’s smile was slit-like, predatory.

“Maybe,” I said, blasé. “Who knows what I’ll remember given enough time? It could be something useful.”

“Perhaps the goddess sent her. Perhaps she’s a gift from the Bloodmaiden,” a woman near me whispered to her neighbor excitedly.

Lord Drakharrow’s eyes shot towards her and the woman squeaked, then fell silent.

But it was too late. I smiled triumphantly. He couldn’t kill me now. Not now that hope was spreading.

“Very well, Medra Pendragon,” Lord Drakharrow said slowly. “Live you shall. But in bondage to the Pure, as are all blightborn. Such is your debt. Your value lives in your blood and your blood must be shared.”

I took a step backward, my face falling, and tried to wrench my hand away from Blake’s grasp. But the bastard held tight, jerking me back beside him with a savage twist.

Lord Drakharrow smiled at us. “You see? Already you are bound to my nephew. He found you. He saved you. You owe him a debt of life. A debt that can never be repaid.”

“He stole me! He chained me, dragged me here,” I protested heatedly. “I owe him nothing. What I wish for is to be free.”

“Freedom within the Thralldom is of the purest sort,” Lord Drakharrow assured me. I felt a prickle of unease go down my spine. “Bondage is freedom. The sooner you accept that, the happier you’ll be.”

He rose to his feet suddenly. “Today your life changes. Medra Pendragon, today you take up your place in the Thralldom. Today I lift you up from the murk and mire. I name you Dragon Rider of Sangratha. Let the one who found you be your guide in this new world.”

Blake’s hand jerked around mine. “Uncle—”

“Silence, nephew.” Lord Drakharrow warned. “I honor you both, here in this hall today. Make no mistake about it.”

The vampire lord waved a hand and I felt power go through me, winding itself around me like an icy ribbon.

There was a sharp pulling sensation and I found my hand not simply being gripped by Blake’s but actually clasping his back as if I wanted to.

There came the sound of tearing flesh.

I screamed, my eyes darting downward. My wrist had been torn open. Blood dripped onto the marble floor beneath. But not just mine. Blake’s wrist was pressed against my own, and it was bleeding, too.

Lord Drakharrow was smiling down at us, his red eyes glowing.

“Let it be known that this bond is unbreakable, as enduring as the strength of our realm. By my will and the power of our ancient rites, Blake
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