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      Everything was red.

      Red like blood, like life itself. Swaths of vermillion velvet hung heavily from my body, clinging to my arms and ribcage and hips before spilling out into a train that dragged twenty feet behind me. On top of that was a cloak, crafted from ancient silk and embroidered with glimmering ruby threads that spelled out a ceremonial blessing in curling runes. The hood of the cloak covered my head and most of my face, hiding my blond hair from view for the moment.

      I walked slowly, just as I had been instructed, down the thick carmine carpet that stretched the length of the aisle between the pews. The long benches, constructed from rare crimson oak that was native to this region, were full of black-cloaked spectators. They were among the only things in the cavernous sanctuary that were not bathed in red, though the sunlight filtering through the sanguine stained glass offered them a rosy hue nonetheless.

      My hands clutched the hilt of a dagger encrusted with so many glistening rubies that one would not know it was made from gunmetal steel if it weren’t for the sleek, silver blade that rested against the front of my skirts. Like the cloak, the dagger was not mine to keep. They were relics of the Sisterhood, holy artifacts intended for occasions like this, designed to be shared over the centuries and enchanted by the magic of each witch who’d carried them.

      The organ, with its cerise pipes stretching high toward the vaulted ceiling, drowned out the hammering of my heart. Still, I could feel my pulse thrumming brightly through my veins.

      Today was the day I’d been waiting my entire life for.

      I’d spent countless days of my youth at Prima Temple, awash in rufescent light, dreaming of the morning that the sun would rise on my eighteenth birthday and I could officially join the Sisterhood of the Veil. I was born for this. It was my calling.

      The fiery gown was weighing me down, but I had a feeling the dressmaker did that on purpose.

      She walks too fast, talks too much, and dreams beyond her reality, the Elders would have told her before I arrived for my first fitting. For this ceremony, she must be slowed down.

      They would have said it with affection, but their delicate critiques never bothered me anyway. I was proud of who I was.

      The organ continued to dole out weighty chords that reverberated deep in my bones even when I reached the altar and halted at last. Before me were hundreds of spindly red candles lit with flickering flames, dripping wax slowly as if bleeding from a wound.

      I already knew what to expect, but I wanted to savor this moment—this brief heaven between my training and my destiny, a breath of air linking two beginnings together—so I gazed up at the enormous window before me that reached from floor to ceiling at the very back of the temple. A kaleidoscope of pink and red shards of glass was arranged to depict our origin story: the history of the Veil. I knew the story by heart, of course, but I never ceased to be amazed at the artistic retelling of it.

      Then, it was time.

      I sank to my knees at the altar, gripping the dagger even more tightly as the music faded to silence at last.

      A tall woman in a scarlet robe, her face shrouded by a veil of red lace, stepped away from the six identically dressed witches standing beside the altar. She carried a claret-red staff carved with the blessing of the first Prima of the Sisterhood in one hand. I didn’t need to see her face to know who she was. It was Athena. Not the Greek goddess, but the current Prima Elder of the Sisterhood. I’d lived under her leadership and guidance my entire life.

      I bowed my head respectfully as she stood before me, casting her arms wide to address the entire room.

      “Sisters of the Veil,” Athena greeted the black-cloaked people in the pews. “Today, we gather to induct a young soul into our ancient way of life. As witches of the Sisterhood, we devote ourselves to the protection of the Veil and the upholding of the law between our world, Darkness, and our neighbor, Earth. It is a holy, lifelong contract that we bind ourselves to for the betterment of all creatures, both Dark and human.”

      Athena paused. I reminded myself to stay still, to not fidget or flinch in the slightest with impatience. Today of all days, it was crucial that I behaved.

      When the Prima Elder spoke again, she addressed me directly in a tone loud enough for all to hear.

      “Aniesa, daughter of Elder Sarmatia,” she declared clearly through the lace veil over her face. “Today is your eighteenth birthday. You have trained with the Sisterhood since birth. Now it is time to choose your Assignment.”

      Athena leaned down to place a small bowl, white as bone, before me. Next, she lay a swatch of ivory cloth beside the bowl. She did this silently and then stepped back to rejoin the Elders.

      Although the audience could only see my ruby-shrouded back, they knew what came next. Even the younger witches who weren’t yet old enough to attend their own Assignment ceremonies could picture what came next, though the seven Elders at the altar and I were the only ones with a clear view.

      I took a deep breath. When I woke up that morning, I still had no idea what choice I wanted to make. However, it only took one conversation with my mother for me to know which path was right for me.

      Gripping the hilt of the dagger in my right hand, I held my left one aloft over the bowl. I was relieved that I didn’t shake with nerves as I touched the tip of the blade to the pale skin of my palm. Blood magic was the most binding—and therefore most dangerous—of all, which was exactly why it was used for a ceremony like this. To sacrifice one’s own life source and endure pain for the sake of a spell was not an action to be taken lightly.

      I applied pressure with the dagger, barely wincing as the sharp edge bit into my skin. From the wound blossomed a well of wine-red blood. I set the dagger aside and tilted my hand, so it spilled into the bowl. Once there was an adequate amount, I cradled my bleeding hand in my lap. I wasn’t worried if it stained my dress for it was the same color as my blood.

      Using my free hand, I dipped two fingers into the warm blood and angled my body toward the blank canvas. Without hesitation, I traced the shape of a familiar rune onto the fabric with my blood—first, a circle, simple and as close to perfect as I could make it. Magic pulsed in my veins as I drew a straight line across the circumference of the circle from side to side and then a second line from top to bottom.

      A circle with a cross in it. A shield. The rune symbolized protection, defense, and security. It was also the representative mark of a Scout.

      Witches of the Sisterhood were encouraged to decide our own fates. When it came time for us to choose our Assignments, there were many paths available to us. There were Wardens who studied and contributed to the ancient lexicon of spells the Sisterhood had been using for centuries. There were Guardians who upheld law and order within Darkness in a variety of formats, with Dire Guardians having the most treacherous and foreboding role of all—to guard the prison known as Dire Island.

      Among the many other options, there were also Scouts. A Scout had one of the most complicated and delicate jobs. It was their duty to go to Earth and patrol the Veil for evidence of natural ruptures or abuse by Dark creatures, then patch up the rips. The Veil was the only thing protecting ordinary humans on Earth from Darkness—the only thing maintaining life as we all knew it—so there was a lot of responsibility on a Scout’s shoulders. It was not an Assignment that was taken lightly.

      Not that any of us took painting a powerful rune with our own blood lightly. This was serious business.

      When I was finished, all the Elders could see what I had drawn, but they remained silent and still as I rose to my feet and turned to face the pews, holding the bloodied cloth for all to see.

      “I choose to be a Scout,” I announced loud and clear.

      Seconds later, Athena pounded her staff on the floor with a resounding boom.

      “And so it shall be,” she declared.

      “And so it shall be!” echoed the congregation.

      The power of the Sisterhood combined as one, setting the decision into metaphorical stone. It was final. I was a Scout. The cloth in my hands started to smoke at the edges. Before I knew it, the whole thing went up in flames. I let go seconds before the fire burned my fingertips, watching the remnants of the fabric float down to the carpet in swirling tendrils of ash and smoke.

      At that exact moment, I felt a stinging sensation on the palm of my left hand. I lifted it, observing with awe as the punctured skin healed itself. Instead of a scar, I earned a subtle tattoo in the form of the shield rune, drawn just a few shades darker than my skin tone. If I ever chose to switch my Assignment, the tattoo would change after another ceremony, but few witches switched careers later in life. Usually, the rune they received when they were eighteen was the one they wore on their palm until their dying day.

      The deafening thud of Athena’s staff on the floor of the temple sounded out three times in quick succession. In unison, the witches of the Sisterhood stood up in the pews and applauded. I searched the front row for a familiar face that I knew would be there and found my best friend Kali, who had her Assignment ceremony last month, grinning up at me.

      After that, the formal part of the ceremony was over. Hums of chatter took over as the witches shrugged off the hoods of their black robes and mingled with one another. I followed their lead, pushing off the red silk hood and letting it drop back against my shoulders.

      It was done, but this wasn’t the end of something. Rather, it was the true beginning of my life. I wasn’t just an adult now but officially part of the Sisterhood of the Veil. I was bound by blood magic to serve them for as long as I lived, so I had a long journey ahead of me. It was exhilarating.

      “Aniesa, darling,” murmured a soft, feminine voice behind me. I spun to face the Elders, several of which had already lifted their veils. My mother smiled tenderly at me as she came forward to embrace me on the altar.

      Because of my ridiculous dress, I wasn’t able to move much on my own, so many people were starting to make their way toward me to deliver their congratulations personally. However, the woman who gave birth to me got first dibs on speaking to the newly initiated Veil Witch.

      “Hi, mother,” I whispered, hugging her back tightly.

      “I wasn’t expecting that,” she replied, holding on to my shoulders as she leaned back from the embrace. “I didn’t know you were interested in becoming a Scout.”

      I shrugged. “I think it will suit me.”

      “I think so, too. My congratulations feel bittersweet, though,” my mother sighed. “I am proud that my daughter is so brave but also concerned that she has chosen one of the most dangerous Assignments. You have always been an adventurer, I suppose.”

      I was surprised she hadn’t deduced the real reason for my choice. Being a Scout meant leaving home—not just the remote mountains where the Sisterhood dwelled, but leaving Darkness entirely—and being as free to move and explore as Veil Witches were able. It was the kind of freedom I needed if I was going to solve the mystery that my mother delivered to me when I woke up that morning and was, therefore, the primary reason why I decided to paint the shield rune on the cloth. Clearly, she did not know me quite as well as she thought she did.

      That was fine. In fact, that was ideal. I didn’t want anyone to know what I planned to do when I received the details of my first Scouting role.

      “I’ll be safe,” I promised her. “I have trained well.”

      “Yes, she has, Sarmatia,” interrupted Athena gently. “For all her mischief, she was at the top of her class. Only Kali ranked higher than her.”

      My mother nodded respectfully at the Prima Elder and stepped aside to allow me to be congratulated properly by the others. It was a bit grueling and, in my opinion, definitely the most challenging part of the entire Assignment ceremony to be forced to stand there under the weight of a dramatically long and heavy gown and an enchanted cloak while a hundred different people approached the altar one by one to shake your hand.

      But it was also an important formality. The Sisterhood valued tradition and formality, as well as hierarchy. It would be considered blasphemous if I refused to accept the congratulations of the Elders, the members Advising Council, and the Grand Wardens. Furthermore, everyone would think my mother raised the rudest Veil Witch in Darkness if I didn’t also greet the lesser ranking people who came to my ceremony—my teachers, my neighbors, and my classmates.

      So, I did my duty, reminding myself that it would be over as soon as the sunset descended on the day. Outside the Prima Temple, other Veil Witches and trainees who only knew me as a daughter of an Elder were going about their regular lives, but to every person who smiled at me in that red sanctuary glowing with life, I was special and worthy of attention. I tried to appreciate that, to hold on to it and savor it instead of allowing my internal monologue to complain.

      Soon enough, I wouldn’t see these people every day. Now that I was a Scout, I was destined to leave for Earth. I would be a stranger amongst strangers there, tasked with blending in and acting like a normal human. There would be no ancient cloaks or blood magic or sacred daggers on Earth. No austere yet wise and patient teachers to guide me. No fellow young witches to lean on for support.

      My mother was right. This really was a bittersweet moment.

      But it would be worth it because this was the only way to find out who I truly was.
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      Some monsters are born. Others are made.

      Up until the dawn of my eighteenth birthday, I thought I was the former. Witches were born to a magical bloodline, inheriting power from their mother and all the other women that came before. Men, too, could be born with the ability to wield magic, but warlocks were rare and weak. They were nonetheless crucial to our society, so they maintained special roles at the temples of the Sisterhood.

      Many other Dark creatures were born into their curses: demons, pixies, and mermaids. However, vampires and werewolves were among those that could be created without a bloodline. A regular human, or another Dark creature entirely, could bear the curse of a vampire or werewolf existence if they were infected with the respective monster’s venom.

      Throughout history, such a phenomenon has been the cause of frightful hybrids. Pernicious pixies who were also bloodthirsty. Deadly demons that turned into vicious beasts on the full moon. It was a nightmare. Or rather, more of a nightmare than life in Darkness already was.

      Nowadays, mingling among species was discouraged. For some of us, it was explicitly forbidden.

      A long time ago, when the icons of human religions roamed Earth as regular men, there was no such thing as the Veil. Chaos reigned, with monsters walking among humans, the former enslaving and destroying the latter more often than not. When the humans started to fight back, there was nothing but war day and night. The oceans ran red with blood. Even the rain itself was tinted with the lives that were spilled out on the once-fertile soil of Earth.

      The angels tried to help the humans by destroying the monsters, but the fallen angels—the demons who were cast out of paradise—fought against them. In order to overcome extinction, the demons formed an alliance with the witches. Together, they combined their strength to divide the world in half. On one side, there would be Earth, where humans and nonmagical beings could dwell only with nightmares of their own creation. On the other side of the boundary would be a world known as Darkness, where the monsters lived separately.

      Between the two worlds, a magical border would stand: the Veil. It was built with darkness itself, forged by the blood of both demons and witches, so only Dark creatures could sense its existence.

      The angels accepted this arrangement, satisfied that the humans on Earth would be safe, and retreated into the distant realm from which they came and were never heard from again.

      Unfortunately, the trouble was not over yet. The witches and the demons remained allies for half a century, but then things started to fray at the edges. Though both Dark creatures, they were not born to see eye to eye. Demons were naturally chaos-seeking and predatory, whereas witches sought balance and order. What was once a partnership designed to stop an endless war had dissolved into a battle for territory. Neither the witches nor the demons could agree on how best to guard and legislate the Veil. They argued over territory, the demons believing that the witches imposed too many restrictions on movement from Darkness to Earth and back again, while the witches opposed the demons’ desire to allow virtually free passage across the Veil.

      In the end, the witches won. The demons were too tumultuous in nature to form a united front against the witches and sank into the deepest shadows of Darkness. Thus, the Veil Witches became the supreme caretakers of the Veil. The Sisterhood was formed to train future generations of witches to carry on the legacy. The rivalry between the witches and demons continued in silence until one day when a particularly anti-demon witch became Prima Elder of the Sisterhood and declared that witches were forbidden from consorting with fallen angels.

      A thousand years later, the declaration was still obeyed by Veil Witches.

      At least most of them.

      “Aniesa, wake up. The sun is rising.”

      I blinked my eyes open reluctantly to find my mother perched on the edge of my cot. As an Elder, she rarely entered the trainee dormitories without warning—and rarely left the Prima Temple in the first place—but I supposed the day of my Assignment ceremony was a special occasion.

      I groaned. “It’s too early.”

      “You have much to prepare for today, Aniesa.”

      “All I have to do is put on a big red dress,” I grumbled. Suffice it to say, I wasn’t a morning person.

      “Wake up,” she repeated in a more commanding whisper. Suddenly, she sounded less like my mother and more like an Elder. We were trained to obey them from the moment we were born, so I immediately forced my eyelids all the way open and sat up straight on the cot.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked her.

      We graduated to private rooms when we turned sixteen, but I still kept my voice low, so I didn’t accidentally wake anyone else in the hall. Something in my mother’s expression hinted that she didn’t want anybody to overhear us, either.

      “No, Aniesa. Nothing is wrong,” she murmured. “It’s just, now that you are eighteen, there is something I must tell you… something that you must not tell anyone else. It’s important that you guard this secret with your life, do you understand?”

      Was this a final test that the Sisterhood didn’t inform us about ahead of time? Was it customary for an Elder to appear at our bedsides on the morning of our Assignment ceremony to deliver one final opportunity for us to prove ourselves? It wouldn’t surprise me if it was true, but I also suspected that my mother was not playing games.

      There was something akin to desperation in her tone.

      “I understand,” I responded, though the opposite was true. “What is it?”

      My mother scooted closer to me. “You know that I came from the Southern Province, yes? That is where I was born.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      There were temples of the Sisterhood all over Darkness, but the Elders and our Prima lived here in the ragged peaks of the Northern Province. Winters were brutal, but summers were peaceful and sweet. However, where my mother was born, it was warm all the time. Winters in the Southern Province were characterized by torrential rain and floods, and the summers were so hot that you could see the steam in the air around you.

      Because of its likeness to Hell, the Southern Province was home to a significant population of demons, but that didn’t mean there were no witches there either.

      “I met your father there,” continued my mother.

      She paused. It was as if she couldn’t find the words to say what was on her mind, which was odd because my mother was accustomed to addressing large congregations of her peers and classrooms full of young witches.

      I never knew my father. I was told that he was a warlock and that he died before I was born. Apparently, an altercation with a band of especially lawless demons didn’t end well, causing my mother to flee. She arrived in the Northern Province at the doorstep of the Prima Temple, seven months pregnant with me.

      It was a typical story. Witches who chose to have children often had warlocks for partners, though true lifelong devotion was always reserved for the Veil, not romance. Furthermore, warlocks contained such small amounts of magic that they struggled to defend themselves against things that went bump in the night in Darkness. Their life expectancy was not promising, so many pregnant witches came to the larger temples for shelter.

      Not once had I questioned the story of my birth.

      “I know that,” I told her.

      “You must forgive me for keeping this from you. Please know that I did it for your safety. If anyone found out, you would never be able to live the life you deserve.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your father is not dead, Aniesa.”

      I blinked once in surprise. “What?”

      “He is not dead,” she repeated. “He—”

      “Is he still in the Southern Province? Did you leave him? Why would you lie about—”

      “Let me finish,” she commanded quietly, stopping me mid-sentence. “Your father is not dead, but that is not all. He is not a warlock, Aniesa.”

      “Okay,” I murmured, frowning. “What is he, then? A pixie? A shifter of some sort? A human? Mother, please don’t tell me you had a baby with a hu—”

      “No, Aniesa. Not a human. Your father… he was—is—a fallen angel.”

      It was impossible. Fallen angel was the traditional, slightly less derogatory term for a demon. While it was not technically illegal for other species to mingle in the reproductive sense, it was definitely prohibited for witches to have children with demons.

      “How?” I breathed.

      My mother wasn’t just any Veil Witch. She was an Elder. It was her responsibility to uphold our laws and traditions more than anyone else. The idea that she might have broken one of the most important rules was baffling.

      Never mind what that meant for me, the result of that indiscretion.

      “I—we were young,” my mother sighed. “Believe it or not, but I used to have a rebellious spirit just like you. And anyway, at the time, I didn’t care that it was against the law. I was in love. It was reckless and foolish of me. Dangerous, too. As soon as I found out I was pregnant, I realized the depth of the mistake I had made. I ran. I never told him why. I didn’t even say goodbye.”

      It kept getting worse. Not only had my father actually been alive for the past eighteen years, but he was also a demon, and he didn’t know I existed.

      Of course, there was also the worst part of all.

      I was half demon.

      Half witch, half demon. People like me weren’t supposed to exist. If we did, we were cast out to the fringes of society. Witches with demon blood running in their veins didn’t get to train at the Prima Temple under the watchful eyes of the most powerful Veil Witches in Darkness.

      In that sense, I understood why my mother kept this a secret from everyone, including me. She wanted the best for me, so she lied. Unfortunately, she also put both of our lives at risk by telling such a lie. If anyone found out, I could only imagine that my mother would be stripped of her Elder status and cast out of the Sisterhood. Even though I was an unwilling participant in the deception, I would also likely lose my chance to choose my Assignment today. All those years of training would go down the drain.

      “I see,” was all I managed to utter.

      “Aniesa, I’m not telling you this to frighten you or stress you out,” she pleaded. “That’s the last thing I want for you on today of all days, but I also feel that you have a right to know the truth. I was going to tell you sooner, but then the timing never seemed right. You’ll keep this secret, won’t you?”

      “Of course,” I replied automatically. I had wanted to hiss the response like a spooked snake and lash out with all the frustration building within myself, but I held my emotions at bay. Obviously, my mother already felt bad enough without my help.

      “As you grew up, I kept careful watch over you,” my mother explained quietly, glancing over her shoulder at the closed door. “Witch genes are stronger than those of fallen angels, but I still worried that you might grow horns. Thankfully, nobody would know what kind of creature your father is just by looking at you.”

      What would she have done if I did start growing horns? It was a
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