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  To everyone who thinks their taxes are high. At least the IRS doesn’t hold a “Blood Tithe” to keep the sun from coming up.
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The bell begins to toll at the seventh hour, and I lose count of my heartbeat.

I find it again. Forty-three. Forty-four. Forty-five.

Thryse’s fingers tighten around mine, her palm slick with sweat. She has always run warm, my sister. Even now, pressed together in the crush of bodies that fills the Tithe Square, her hand is a furnace against my cold skin. I focus on the sensation. The heat. The pressure. The small bones of her fingers grinding against mine.

Forty-six. Forty-seven.

“Aelira.” Her voice is barely a whisper, swallowed by the murmur of the crowd. “Aelira, I can’t breathe.”

“Yes, you can.” I do not look at her. I keep my eyes fixed on the raised platform at the center of the square, where the census keeper is climbing the stairs with the ledger tucked under his arm. “In through your nose. Out through your mouth. Count with me.”

“I don’t want to count.”

“Then just breathe.”

The bell tolls again. The sound reverberates through my chest, rattling something loose behind my ribs. I have heard this bell every seven years since I was old enough to stand in this square. I was four the first time, perched on my mother’s hip, too young to understand why the woman beside us was screaming. I was eleven the second time, holding Thryse’s hand just like this, watching a boy from our street walk toward the platform with his chin raised and his hands shaking. I was eighteen the third time, and I had already started planning.

Forty-eight. Forty-nine. Fifty.

I am twenty-five now. This is my last eligible year. After today, I age out of the lottery. After today, I am safe.

If the bribe holds.

The census keeper reaches the top of the platform and turns to face the crowd. His name is Aldric Ven, and he has held this position for thirty-two years. He is mortal, like the rest of us, but he serves the Sanctum with the fervor of a man who believes service will save him. His robes are grey, the color of ash, the color of the unchosen. The ledger in his hands is bound in red leather that gleams dully in the perpetual twilight.

“Citizens of Thornhold.” His voice carries across the square, amplified by some Veincraft trick I do not understand. “We gather as we have gathered for eight centuries. To honor the pact. To pay the tithe. To offer our blood to those who protect us from the darkness beyond the Pale Teeth.”

Protect. I nearly laugh. The darkness beyond the mountains is nothing compared to the darkness that rules within them.

Thryse’s breathing is too fast. I can feel the flutter of her pulse through her wrist, a hummingbird trapped beneath the skin. She is twenty-two, still eligible, and she has never been as careful as I have. She trusts too easily. She believes in too much. She has spent the last seven years praying to old gods the vampires outlawed, whispering hymns under her breath as if faith alone could shield her from the lottery.

Faith cannot shield anyone. Only planning. Only preparation. Only coin pressed into the right palms at the right moment.

I gave Aldric Ven forty silvers last year. Forty silvers I saved for three years, skipping meals, mending clothes until my fingers bled, taking extra shifts at the tannery until the smell of cured leather seeped into my skin and would not wash out. Forty silvers to list me as already claimed, already removed from the pool of eligible names.

It was supposed to work.

Fifty-one. Fifty-two.

The census keeper opens the ledger. The crowd holds its breath. I can feel the tension radiating from the bodies pressed around us, thousands of hearts beating in ragged unison. The lower tiers have emptied for this. Every mortal between the ages of sixteen and twenty-five is required to attend the calling. The streets behind us are silent, the market stalls shuttered, the forges cold. Even the canals seem quieter, the dark water barely moving beneath the bridges.

Above us, on the upper tiers, the Sangreth are watching.

I do not look up. I have learned not to look up. But I can feel them there, standing on their balconies of black iron, draped in silks that cost more than my life is worth. They do not need to attend the calling. They choose to. They find it entertaining, I think. A spectacle. A reminder of the power they hold over us, effortless and absolute.

“Seven tributes will be chosen,” Aldric Ven announces. “Seven to enter the Rite of Crimson Thrones. Seven to compete for the honor of serving the Sanctum.”

Honor. Another word that means something different in their mouths than it does in ours.

Thryse makes a small sound, something between a whimper and a prayer. I squeeze her hand harder.

“When your name is called, you will proceed to the platform. You will not speak. You will not resist. Any attempt to flee will result in the immediate conscription of your nearest eligible relative.”

He pauses to let that sink in. It always works. The threat keeps us docile, keeps us planted in place even as our names are read like death sentences. Run, and your sister pays the price. Fight, and your brother takes your place. The vampires have perfected the art of using our love against us.

Fifty-three. Fifty-four.

“The first tribute.” Aldric Ven looks down at the ledger. The torchlight catches the silver threads in his grey robes, and for a moment he looks almost sacred. A priest at an altar. A butcher at the block.

“Merek Thorne. Seventeen years. Sector Twelve.”

A ripple moves through the crowd as a boy near the back begins to walk forward. I catch a glimpse of his face as he passes. Young. Too young. Brown hair falling into eyes that have gone glassy with shock. His mother is somewhere behind him, keening, but she does not try to stop him. She knows the rules.

He climbs the platform. He does not speak. He does not resist.

“The second tribute. Orith Venara. Nineteen years. Sector Eight.”

A girl this time. Thin and silent, moving through the crowd like a ghost. I have seen her before, I think. At the market, or the well, or one of the dozen other places where the unchosen cross paths without truly seeing each other. She walks with her head down and her shoulders curved inward, as if she is trying to make herself smaller. As if she could disappear into her own shadow.

She climbs the platform. She does not look at the boy.

“The third tribute. Aldis Crowe. Twenty years. Sector Three.”

“The fourth tribute. Yannic Marsh. Sixteen years. Sector Fifteen.”

“The fifth tribute. Lirien Vesper. Twenty-three years. Sector Seven.”

Three boys. Two girls. Five names. Two left.

Thryse is shaking now, a fine tremor that runs through her entire body and into mine. I am still counting, but the numbers have started to slip, sliding out of sequence like beads from a broken string.

Fifty… fifty-something. Sixty. Seventy.

No. Focus. Start over.

One. Two. Three.

“The sixth tribute.”

Aldric Ven pauses. It is a small thing, barely noticeable, a hesitation of perhaps half a breath. But I notice. I have spent years learning to read the small things, the tells, the moments when the mask slips just enough to reveal the machinery beneath. And something in the census keeper’s face has changed. The blandness has cracked, just slightly, revealing something underneath.

Is it guilt? Is it triumph? I cannot tell. I cannot breathe.

“Aelira Vane. Twenty-five years. Sector Eleven.”

The world goes very quiet.

I am aware, distantly, of Thryse’s hand tightening on mine. I am aware of the faces turning toward us, the bodies shifting to create a space around me, a clearing, as if my name has made me contagious. I am aware of the platform in the distance, the five tributes standing in a line, the census keeper looking down at me with those flat, grey eyes.

But I cannot move. I cannot think. I cannot feel anything except a cold, spreading numbness that starts in my chest and seeps outward, filling my lungs, my throat, my limbs.

Forty silvers. I gave him forty silvers.

Someone sold me out.

Four. Five. Six.

The counting starts again without my permission, a reflex so deeply ingrained that even shock cannot stop it. My mother taught me this. She was nervous, too, prone to spiraling thoughts and racing hearts. She learned to count as a child, and she passed the trick to me, pressing my small hand against her chest so I could feel the rhythm. Count with me, little wolf. One heartbeat at a time. The world can only reach you one heartbeat at a time.

She was wrong about that. The world reached her all at once, in the end. The sickness took her in three days. But the counting stayed.

Seven. Eight. Nine.

“Aelira.” Thryse’s voice is high, thin, cracking. “Aelira, no. No, there has to be a mistake. You’re not supposed to be… she bribed them, she paid, you can’t… "

I hear myself speak. The voice does not sound like mine. “Let go.”

“I won’t. I won’t let you go up there, I won’t… "

“Thryse.” I turn to look at her. My sister’s face is blotched with red, her eyes brimming, her mouth a trembling line. She looks so young. She has always looked young to me, even though there are only three years between us. Perhaps because I have spent those three years trying to protect her from everything I could not protect myself from. “If you hold on to me, they will take you too. Let go.”

The words are a blade. I watch them cut into her, watch the understanding flicker across her face, watch the hope drain out of her like blood from a wound.

“I can’t,” she whispers.

“You have to.”

“Aelira… "

“One heartbeat at a time.” I reach up with my free hand and touch her cheek. Her skin is wet. When did she start crying? When did I stop? “Remember? One heartbeat at a time. You can survive this. You will survive this.”

“I don’t want to survive it. Not without… "

“Stop.” The word comes out sharper than I intend, and she flinches. I force myself to soften. There is no time for softness, no space for the goodbye that is crawling up my throat, but I give her what I can. A breath. A moment. A lie. “I am not going to die. Do you hear me? I am going to walk up there, and I am going to do whatever I have to do, and I am going to come back. But I need you to let go now.”

She is shaking her head, but her fingers are loosening. I can feel the surrender in her grip before I see it in her face. She does not want to let go. She is letting go anyway. Because she trusts me. Because I have always protected her before.

Because she does not know what I know: that the Rite of Crimson Thrones has a survival rate of less than one in seven, and most of those survivors are claimed as servants or consorts, never to return to the lower tiers. Because I have never told her the full truth of what happens to the tributes who do not win.

Some lies are kindness. Some lies are the only gift we can give.

Her hand falls away from mine.

The cold rushes in to fill the space where her warmth used to be.

I turn. I begin to walk.

The crowd parts around me, faces blurring at the edges of my vision. I recognize some of them. The woman who sells bread near our sector. The blacksmith’s apprentice who once tried to court Thryse before I scared him off. The old man who sits by the canal every morning, feeding crumbs to birds that never come. They watch me pass with expressions I cannot read. Pity, perhaps. Relief that it is not them. The particular shame of witnessing something terrible and being unable to stop it.

I do not blame them. I would feel the same, if our positions were reversed. I have felt the same, three times before, watching other tributes make this walk while I stood safe in the crowd.

Safe. The word tastes like ash.

Ten. Eleven. Twelve.

The platform draws closer. I can see the details now, the things I could not see from the back of the crowd. The wood is old, stained dark with something that might be water damage or might be blood. The torches at each corner burn with a red tint, a Veincraft flame that does not flicker. The five tributes stand in a line, carefully not touching, carefully not looking at each other. The boy who was called first, Merek, has started to cry. The tears slide down his cheeks in silence. He does not wipe them away.

Aldric Ven watches me approach. His face is blank again, the crack sealed over, the mask restored. But I see him. I see the man who took my forty silvers and swore I would be safe. I see the man who read my name from the ledger as if it meant nothing.

Someone sold me out. Was it him? Did he take a higher price from someone else? Or did the information leak some other way, through some other crack in the system I thought I understood?

It does not matter. Not now. Now, there is only the walk, and the platform, and the seventh name that has not yet been called.

I climb the stairs. The wood creaks under my feet. I take my place at the end of the line, beside the silent girl, Orith. She does not look at me. I do not look at her.

From here, I can see the whole square. Thousands of faces, thousands of bodies, a sea of grey and brown that stretches back to the base of the cliffs where Thornhold begins its climb toward the upper tiers. Somewhere in that sea, Thryse is watching. I cannot find her. The faces have blurred together, smeared by distance and the strange, flat light of eternal twilight.

“The seventh tribute.” Aldric Ven’s voice rings out, and the crowd stills. “Kaiven Reth. Twenty-four years. Sector Nine.”

Movement in the crowd. A man emerges, older than the rest of us, broad-shouldered and loose-limbed. He walks with an ease that seems wrong for the moment, a casualness that borders on arrogance. As he draws closer, I see his face: sharp features, dark hair falling across his forehead, a mouth that curves slightly at one corner, as if he is amused by something the rest of us cannot see.

He catches my eye as he climbs the platform. The smile deepens, just for a moment.

I look away.

“Seven tributes.” The census keeper closes the ledger with a sound like a door slamming shut. “Seven to enter the Rite. Seven to compete for the honor of the Crimson Throne. May the pact be honored. May the tithe be paid. May the blood endure.”

The crowd echoes the last phrase, a murmur that rises and falls like a wave. May the blood endure. The words taste like prayer and curse both.

From somewhere above, a horn sounds. Low, resonant, the kind of sound that settles into your bones and refuses to leave. The Sanctum guards emerge from the edges of the square, their armor gleaming dull red in the torchlight. They move toward the platform in formation, their faces hidden behind visored helms, their hands resting on the hilts of swords that have never known rust.

The tributes around me stiffen. I feel it in the air, the collective intake of breath, the instinctive urge to flee that everyone here is fighting. The guards are not Sangreth. They are mortal, like us. But they serve the Sanctum, and that service has stripped something essential from them. They move like men who have forgotten how to doubt.

One of them reaches the platform and extends a hand toward the first tribute. Merek. The boy flinches but does not pull away. He allows himself to be guided down the stairs, toward a covered transport that waits at the edge of the square.

One by one, the guards come for us. Orith goes silently, her head still bowed. Aldis struggles for half a moment before a guard’s grip on his arm convinces him otherwise. Yannic, the youngest, is crying openly now, his whole body shaking with sobs he cannot contain. Lirien walks with rigid dignity, her chin raised, her jaw clenched so tight I can see the muscles jumping.

Then a guard is standing in front of me.

I look at his visor. I cannot see his eyes, only my own reflection, distorted by the curve of the metal. A pale face. Dark hair escaping its braid. An expression that reveals nothing.

Good.

I step forward before he can reach for me. I will not be grabbed. I will not be pulled. If I am walking toward my death, I will do it under my own power.

The stairs creak under my feet. The square stretches out around me, vast and grey and still. I can feel the weight of a thousand gazes pressing against my back, and I wonder how many of them are relieved that my name was called instead of theirs. I wonder how many of them knew about the bribe and said nothing. I wonder if Thryse is still watching, or if she has turned away, unable to bear it.

I wonder if I will ever see her again.

Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.

The transport waits. Its walls are black, featureless, the kind of metal that swallows light. There are no windows. No markings. It could be a carriage or a coffin; there is no way to tell from the outside.

I climb inside. The interior is dim, lit only by a single red lamp that hangs from the ceiling. Benches line the walls, and the other tributes are already seated, arranged by order of calling. I take my place at the end, beside the girl called Lirien, who does not acknowledge my presence.

The guard closes the door. The darkness thickens.

For a long moment, no one speaks. I can hear breathing, uneven and ragged, six people trying to control their fear in six different ways. Merek is still crying, soft, hitching sounds that he is trying to muffle with his hand. Yannic has gone silent, which is somehow worse. The man called Kaiven, seated across from me, is watching the rest of us with that same faint smile.

“Well,” he says, his voice low and conversational. “This should be interesting.”

No one answers.

The transport lurches into motion. I feel the jolt in my bones, the grinding of wheels against stone. We are moving. Away from the square. Away from the lower tiers. Toward the Crimson Sanctum, where the Rite waits to remake us or destroy us.

I close my eyes. I do not want to see the faces of the people I might have to watch die. I do not want to think about Thryse, standing alone in the crowd, her hand empty where mine used to be. I do not want to calculate the odds or plan my next move or rage against the betrayal that put me here.

I just want to count.

Sixteen. Seventeen. Eighteen.

The numbers anchor me. They always have. When my mother died, I counted. When the sickness swept through our sector and took a third of our neighbors, I counted. When I first understood what the Blood Tithe really meant, what it cost, what it took from us every seven years, I counted until the horror faded into something I could carry.

I will count now. I will count until the transport stops. I will count until the Sanctum guards open the door and drag me out into whatever nightmare awaits.

And then I will do what I have always done.

Survive.

Nineteen. Twenty. Twenty-one.

The man across from me, Kaiven, shifts in his seat. I can feel his gaze on my face, curious and assessing. I do not open my eyes. I do not give him the satisfaction of knowing I have noticed.

“You’re different,” he says quietly, pitched just for me. “The others are falling apart. You’re… counting something. I can see your lips moving.”

I say nothing.

“Smart,” he continues. “Keeping yourself together. Most people who get chosen just start screaming. You’re not a screamer, are you?”

I open my eyes. He is leaning forward, elbows on his knees, that infuriating smile still playing at the corners of his mouth. Up close, I can see the details I missed in the square. A thin scar running through his left eyebrow. Calluses on his knuckles, the kind that come from fighting. A glint in his eyes that is not quite madness, but something close. Something hungry.

“I am not anything,” I tell him. “And neither are you. Not anymore.”

The smile falters. Just for a moment, just a flicker. Then it returns, sharper than before.

“Fair enough,” he says. “But we’re going to be spending a lot of time together, you and I. Might as well get to know each other.”

“Why?”

“Because only one of us is going to survive.” He leans back against the wall of the transport, crossing his arms over his chest. “And I like to know my competition.”

I hold his gaze for a long moment. Then I close my eyes again.

Twenty-two. Twenty-three. Twenty-four.

The transport rumbles on, carrying us toward the Sanctum.

Toward the Rite.

Toward whatever is waiting in the dark.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, beneath the counting and the cold and the carefully constructed calm, a single question burns.

Who sold me out?

I will find out. I will survive long enough to find out. And when I do, I will make them understand what it costs to betray Aelira Vane.

Twenty-five. Twenty-six. Twenty-seven.

One heartbeat at a time.

* * *

The transport shudders, and I feel the change in the road beneath us. Smoother now. We have left the lower tiers behind, crossed from cracked stone to polished surface. The Sanctum roads. I have never traveled them, but I have heard stories. Black marble veined with red, wide enough for six carriages to pass abreast, maintained by servants who scrub them on their knees every dawn that never comes.

Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine. Thirty.

Merek’s crying has stopped. I do not know if this is better or worse. The silence in the transport feels heavier now, thick with all the things none of us are saying. I can hear the rattle of the wheels, the creak of the metal walls, the faint whistle of wind through some unseen gap. Outside, the eternal twilight presses against us like a held breath.

I think about the census keeper. Aldric Ven. The way his hand did not tremble when he turned the page to my name. The way his voice did not waver when he spoke it. Forty silvers, and he read my name as if it were any other, as if the coins I had pressed into his palm meant nothing at all.

Perhaps they did. Perhaps someone paid more. Perhaps the Sanctum itself demanded my name, and no amount of silver could have saved me.

But I do not believe in perhaps. I believe in cause and effect, in transactions and betrayals, in the simple truth that everything has a price and someone always pays it. Aldric Ven took my money. He made a promise. He broke it.

Someone told him to break it. Someone wanted me in this transport, on this road, heading toward this fate.

I will find out who.

Thirty-one. Thirty-two.

“They’re going to separate us.” The voice belongs to Lirien, the woman beside me. She has not spoken until now, and her voice is rougher than I expected, scraped raw at the edges. “When we arrive. They separate the tributes. Keep us from forming alliances before the trials begin.”

I open my eyes. She is staring straight ahead, not looking at me, her hands folded in her lap with deliberate stillness.

“How do you know?” I ask.

“My aunt was chosen. Fourteen years ago. She survived the first three trials before…” Lirien’s jaw tightens. “Before she didn’t. She sent letters, when she could. Told us what to expect.”

“And you kept them?”

“I memorized them. Then I burned them.” She finally turns to look at me. Her eyes are dark, flat, revealing nothing. “The Sanctum doesn’t like it when we know things. Better to keep secrets in your head, where they can’t find them.”

Kaiven laughs, a short, sharp sound. “They can find anything they want. The Sangreth can taste your thoughts if they drink deep enough. Memories, fears, every secret you’ve ever kept. Nothing is safe from them.”

“Then why bother trying to hide anything?” The question comes from Yannic, the youngest tribute. His voice is steadier than it was, though his face is still blotched from crying. “If they can just… take it all anyway?”

“Because trying is all we have.” Lirien’s voice is flat. Final. “Stop trying, and you’re already dead.”

Thirty-three. Thirty-four.

The transport lurches again, and this time it does not settle. We are climbing now, the angle steep enough that I have to brace my feet against the floor to keep from sliding. The Sanctum is built into the cliffs, I remember. The Crimson Sanctum, seat of the vampire court, rising above Thornhold like a wound in the stone.

I have seen it from below. Everyone in the lower tiers has seen it. The spires of black iron, the bridges that span the gaps between towers, the walls of red marble that gleam dully in the twilight. From a distance, it looks almost beautiful. A dark jewel set into the mountainside.

Up close, I suspect it will look like what it is.

A cage.

“What do you know about the trials?” I ask Lirien, keeping my voice low. “What did your aunt’s letters say?”

She is quiet for a moment. Then: “Seven trials. Each one designed to test something different. Strength. Cunning. Endurance. Will. The first trial is always physical. The last trial is always choice.”

“Choice?”

“That’s all she said. Just… choice.” Lirien’s hands tighten in her lap. “She didn’t survive long enough to find out what it meant.”

Across from us, Kaiven is watching our exchange with undisguised interest. “You two are already forming an alliance. Didn’t you just say they try to prevent that?”

“I said they separate us,” Lirien replies. “I didn’t say it works.”

“And what about the rest of us?” He gestures at the other tributes, the ones who have not spoken. Merek, still pale and silent. Orith, who has not lifted her head since we boarded. Aldis, the young man who struggled briefly against the guards, now slumped against the wall with his eyes closed. “Are we invited to this little partnership, or is it exclusive?”

I look at him. Really look at him, for the first time since he sat down across from me. He is still smiling, but there is something beneath it now. Something calculating. He is not as careless as he wants us to believe.

“Partnerships require trust,” I say. “I don’t know you.”

“You don’t know her either.” He nods toward Lirien.

“No. But she’s not the one asking to join.”

His smile widens. “Fair enough. I can wait. By the third trial, you’ll be begging for allies. Everyone does.”

Thirty-five. Thirty-six.

The transport levels out, and I feel the change in motion. We are slowing. The wheels grind against the marble, the sound shifting from rumble to scrape. Through the thin walls, I hear voices. Commands being issued. The clank of metal, the stamp of boots.

We have arrived.

My heartbeat quickens, and I force it back down. One heartbeat at a time. The world can only reach me one heartbeat at a time.

The door opens.

Red light pours in, so bright after the darkness that I have to squint against it. A guard stands in the doorway, his armor gleaming, his visor reflecting the glow of torches I cannot yet see.

“Out,” he says. “Single file. No speaking.”

Merek goes first, stumbling over his own feet, nearly falling down the steps before the guard catches his arm. Then Orith, still silent, still small. Aldis, rubbing his eyes like a man waking from a dream. Yannic, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Lirien, her spine straight, her chin raised.

Then me.

I step out of the transport and into the Crimson Sanctum.

The courtyard stretches before me, vast and empty. Black stone beneath my feet, polished to a mirror shine. Walls of red marble rising on all sides, carved with patterns I cannot decipher, symbols and sigils that seem to shift when I look at them directly. Torches burn at regular intervals, their flames that same strange red, casting shadows that move wrong, that flicker in directions the light does not justify.

And above it all, the spires. Iron and stone, twisting toward the sky, connected by bridges so thin they look like threads. The twilight presses down on them, heavy and purple and endless.

It is beautiful. It is terrible. It is everything I imagined and nothing I was prepared for.

Kaiven steps out of the transport behind me, and I hear him exhale. A long, slow breath, almost reverent.

“Well,” he murmurs, pitched just for me. “Now it’s real.”

Thirty-seven. Thirty-eight. Thirty-nine.

The guards form a line, flanking us on either side. Another figure emerges from the shadows at the far end of the courtyard, walking toward us with measured steps. Not a guard. The armor is different, darker, more ornate. A captain, perhaps. Or something else entirely.

As the figure draws closer, I see the pale skin, the sharp features, the eyes that catch the torchlight and hold it too long.

Sangreth.

Not a guard at all.

My first vampire.

He is tall, slender, dressed in black that seems to absorb the light around him. His face is beautiful in the way a blade is beautiful, all clean lines and dangerous edges. His hair is silver, swept back from his forehead, and his eyes are the color of old wine, deep red with hints of purple in the depths.

He stops a few feet from us and surveys the line of tributes. His gaze moves from face to face, unhurried, assessing. When it reaches me, it pauses.

I do not look down. I know I should. I know the rules, the protocols, the thousand small submissions expected of mortals in the presence of the Sangreth. But something in me refuses to yield. Something in me wants him to see that I am not afraid.

I am afraid. I am terrified. But I will not let him see it.

His lips curve, just slightly. Not quite a smile. Something closer to interest.

Then his gaze moves on.

“Welcome to the Crimson Sanctum.” His voice is low, smooth, the kind of voice that slides into your ears and makes itself at home. “I am Lord Casven, Master of Tributes. For the duration of the Rite, you belong to me.”

Belong. The word settles into my stomach like a stone.

“You will be taken to your quarters. You will be bathed, dressed, and prepared for the Presentation, which will occur at the tenth hour. You will not speak unless spoken to. You will not leave your quarters unless summoned. Any violation of these rules will result in punishment.”

He pauses, letting the word hang in the air.

“Any attempt to escape will result in death. Not your death. The death of the person you love most. We know who they are. We always know.”

Thryse. The thought slices through me, sharp and sudden. They know about Thryse.

Of course they do. The census records everything. Family, friends, lovers, enemies. Every connection, every vulnerability, every pressure point. The Sanctum has been collecting this information for centuries. They know exactly how to break us.

Lord Casven’s gaze sweeps the line once more. “Do you understand?”

Silence. Then, one by one, the tributes nod. Merek. Orith. Aldis. Yannic. Lirien.

Kaiven.

Me.

Forty. Forty-one. Forty-two.

“Good.” Lord Casven turns, his cloak swirling around him. “Take them.”

The guards move in. Hands grip my arms, firm but not brutal, guiding me away from the others. I catch a glimpse of Lirien being led in a different direction, her eyes meeting mine for just a moment before she is swallowed by shadow. Kaiven is taken through a doorway to my left. Merek and Yannic vanish through another.

Separated. Just like Lirien said.

I am led through a corridor, then another, then a third. The Sanctum is a labyrinth, I realize. Designed to disorient. Designed to make us feel small, lost, dependent on our captors for even the most basic navigation. I try to track the turns, to build a map in my mind, but the passages twist and double back, and the red light makes everything look the same.

Finally, we stop before a door. Heavy wood, banded with iron, no different from the dozens of others we have passed.

The guard opens it and gestures me inside.

The cell is small but not uncomfortable. A bed with clean linens. A basin of water. A narrow window that looks out on nothing but stone. In the corner, a set of white clothes has been laid out, simple and fine, the kind of fabric I have never been able to afford.

“Dress,” the guard says. “Someone will come for you.”

The door closes. The lock clicks.

I am alone.

Forty-three. Forty-four. Forty-five.

I stand in the center of the cell, breathing. The stone walls press in around me, close and cold. The silence is absolute, broken only by the distant drip of water somewhere I cannot see.

I am in the Crimson Sanctum. I am a tribute. In a few hours, I will be presented to the vampire court, displayed like merchandise, evaluated for whatever purpose the Rite demands.

And somewhere in Thornhold, Thryse is alone.

The thought breaks something in me. Just for a moment. Just a crack in the wall I have built around myself, letting in a sliver of grief, of rage, of the despair I have been holding at bay since my name was called.

I allow it. I let the feeling wash through me, sharp and hot and terrible. Then I close the crack. I seal the wall. I push everything down, down, down, until there is nothing left on the surface but ice.

Forty-six. Forty-seven. Forty-eight.

Someone sold me out. Someone put me here.

And I am going to survive long enough to make them pay.

I walk to the basin and splash water on my face. It is cold, shockingly cold, and the sensation grounds me. I look at my reflection in the still surface, distorted by ripples. A pale face. Dark hair. Eyes that have seen too much and shown too little.

I do not recognize the woman looking back at me. She seems harder than I remember. Older.

Good.

The woman in the water looks like someone who might survive.

I turn away. I pick up the white clothes. I begin to dress.

One heartbeat at a time.

Forty-nine. Fifty.

The Rite begins tonight.
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The holding chamber smells of sweat and fear and something older, something that has seeped into the stones over centuries of use. I count the cracks in the ceiling. Seventeen. Eighteen. Nineteen.

The sobbing has not stopped.

It comes from the corner nearest the door, where the youngest tribute, Yannic, has curled himself into a ball with his arms wrapped around his knees. He is sixteen, I remember. The census keeper called his age like it meant nothing. Sixteen years. Sector Fifteen. As if those words could contain a life, could summarize everything he has been and will never become.

I do not look at him. Looking invites connection, and connection is a liability I cannot afford.

Twenty. Twenty-one. Twenty-two.

The chamber is larger than my cell in the Sanctum, but it feels smaller. We have been brought here, all seven of us, herded through corridors I did not recognize into this underground space that exists somewhere beneath the census hall. A waiting room. A holding pen. The place where tributes are kept before transport, like livestock before slaughter.

The others have arranged themselves around the edges of the room, instinctively seeking distance from one another. Merek sits against the far wall, his knees drawn up, his face blank with the particular emptiness of someone who has stopped processing. Orith stands in the corner opposite Yannic, her head bowed, her lips moving in what might be prayer or might be madness. Aldis paces near the door, three steps forward, three steps back, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. Lirien has claimed the bench beneath the single grate that serves as a window, her eyes fixed on the slice of twilight visible through the iron bars.

And Kaiven.

Kaiven leans against the wall beside me, close enough that I can hear the soft click of metal against metal. He is flipping a coin. Over and over, the same motion, the same sound. Click. Flip. Catch. Click. Flip. Catch.

I want to take the coin and shove it down his throat.

Twenty-three. Twenty-four. Twenty-five.

“You’re counting again.” His voice is low, meant only for me. “I can see it in your face. The way your eyes move. Up and to the left, every few seconds. You’re tracking something.”

I do not answer.

“It’s smart,” he continues, undeterred. “Keeps you grounded. I knew a man once who counted his breaths before every fight. Said it helped him find the still point, the place where fear couldn’t reach him.” Click. Flip. Catch. “He died in a pit fight outside Sector Three. Counted all the way to the end, apparently. The other man crushed his windpipe before he hit twenty.”

“Is there a point to this story?”

“Just making conversation.” He catches the coin and holds it, finally still. “We’re going to be spending a lot of time together. Might as well get comfortable.”

I turn to look at him. He is watching me with those sharp eyes, that faint smile, the expression of a man who finds everything amusing and nothing sacred. Up close, I can see details I missed before. The scar through his eyebrow is old, faded to a thin white line. His knuckles are scarred too, layered with the kind of damage that comes from years of hitting things that hit back. He is older than I first thought, closer to my age than to Yannic’s, and there is something in the way he holds himself that speaks of experience. Not softness. Never softness.

“Why were you chosen?” I ask.

His smile flickers. “Same reason as everyone else. Wrong name on the wrong list.”

“That’s not what I mean. You’re not afraid.”

“Everyone’s afraid.”

“You’re not showing it.”

He considers this for a moment. Then he lifts the coin, lets it catch the dim light from the grate above. It is old, I realize. Worn smooth by years of handling. The face stamped on one side has been rubbed nearly featureless.

“Fear is a resource,” he says. “Like strength. Like time. You can spend it all at once, or you can ration it out. I prefer to save mine for moments that matter.” He flips the coin again. Click. Catch. “This isn’t one of those moments. This is just waiting. Waiting doesn’t deserve my fear.”

Twenty-six. Twenty-seven.

“And what does?”

His eyes meet mine. For just a moment, the smile fades, and I see something beneath it. Something cold and calculating and far more dangerous than the charming facade he wears.

“The trials,” he says. “The trials will deserve everything I have.”

Before I can respond, the door opens.

The sound cuts through the chamber like a blade, and everyone reacts. Yannic’s sobbing hitches into silence. Aldis freezes mid-pace. Merek scrambles to his feet, his back pressed against the wall. Even Orith lifts her head, her dark eyes finding the doorway with an animal wariness.

A figure steps through. Not a guard, not in the way I have come to recognize them. This one wears different armor, darker, more ornate. A Sanctum escort. Behind the visor, I catch a glimpse of pale skin, the faint luminescence that marks the Sangreth.

Vampire.

My stomach tightens, but I keep my face still.

“Tributes.” The voice is flat, empty of inflection. “You will follow me. Single file. No speaking.”

No one moves.

The vampire waits. Patient, unhurried, with the stillness of something that has learned to measure time in centuries rather than moments. The silence stretches, thick and suffocating, until finally Lirien rises from the bench and walks toward the door.

The rest of us follow.

I fall into line behind Aldis, keeping my eyes on the back of his head, counting my steps instead of my heartbeats. One. Two. Three. The corridor beyond the chamber is narrow, lit by those same red-tinted torches, and it slopes upward. We are climbing. Leaving the depths of the census hall, rising toward the surface.

Toward whatever comes next.

Four. Five. Six.

The grief is there, waiting. I can feel it pressing against the locked door in my chest, demanding entry. Thryse’s face. Thryse’s voice. The way she said my name in the square, the way her hand felt when I pulled mine away. I could open that door. I could let the grief flood through me, let it drown me, let it wash away everything else until there is nothing left but the ache of her absence.

I do not open the door.

There will be time for breaking later. Or there won’t be time at all.

Seven. Eight. Nine.

The corridor ends at a heavy iron gate. Beyond it, I can see a courtyard, and beyond that, a transport like the one that carried us to the Sanctum. Black metal. No windows. A coffin on wheels.

But before we reach the gate, I catch a glimpse of something else. A grate set into the ceiling, one of many that dot the corridors of Thornhold, allowing air and light to filter down from the streets above. Through the bars, I can see the sky.

The eternal twilight looks different tonight. Lower. Heavier. The purple-grey clouds seem to press down against the rooftops, as if the sky itself is holding its breath. As if something is waiting in the darkness above, watching, patient.

I have lived beneath this twilight my entire life. I have never known true sunlight, only the stories my mother used to tell, passed down from generations who remembered a time before the pact. Before the Sangreth rose to power. Before the first vampire king made his bargain with whatever lives beneath the Pale Teeth.

The sky has always been this way. Unchanging. Eternal.

But tonight, it feels closer. Tonight, it feels like a lid being lowered onto a box.

Ten. Eleven. Twelve.

“Keep moving.” The escort’s voice cuts through my thoughts, and I realize I have stopped. The others are already filing through the gate, climbing into the transport. Yannic is being helped up by one of the guards, his legs unsteady, his face streaked with dried tears. Orith has vanished into the darkness of the interior. Kaiven stands at the threshold, waiting, watching me.

I tear my gaze from the sky and walk forward.

The transport is exactly as I remember. Dim red light. Wooden benches. The smell of metal and fear. I take my place at the end of the line, beside Lirien, who does not acknowledge my presence. The door closes behind us. The lock engages.

We are sealed in.

Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.

The transport lurches into motion, and I feel the familiar vibration of wheels against stone. We are moving. Away from the census hall. Away from the lower tiers. Away from everything I have ever known.

Away from Thryse.

The thought is a knife, slipping between my ribs. I push it away. Count. Focus. One thing at a time.

Sixteen. Seventeen.

“The sky looked strange.” Lirien’s voice is barely a whisper, meant only for me. “Did you see it?”

I nod, a small motion.

“My grandmother used to say the twilight deepens before blood is spilled. That the pact can sense when death is coming, and it… settles. Like a cat waiting for prey.” She pauses. “I thought it was just a story.”

“Maybe it is.”

“Maybe.” She does not sound convinced. “Or maybe the Sanctum knows something we don’t. They always know more than they tell.”

Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.

Across from us, Kaiven has resumed his coin trick. Click. Flip. Catch. The sound is rhythmic, almost soothing, a counterpoint to the rattle of the wheels. He is watching me again, I realize. Not staring, exactly. Just… aware. As if he has decided I am worth monitoring.

I do not like being monitored.

“You’re from Sector Eleven,” he says. Not a question. “I saw your face when the name was called. Aelira Vane. You weren’t supposed to be eligible.”

I keep my expression neutral. “What makes you say that?”

“The way you reacted. Or didn’t react, more accurately. Everyone else screamed or cried or froze. You just… went still. Like you were running calculations.” He flips the coin again. “That’s not the response of someone who expected to be here. That’s the response of someone who thought they were safe.”

Twenty-one. Twenty-two.

He is more observant than I gave him credit for

































































































































