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      Fourteen Years Before

      I had a terrible feeling.

      The rickety walls around me creaked gently—a sound I’d grown so used to, I barely noticed it anymore. The wooden beams were weathered, the paint chipping in multiple places, exposing the panels and rot beneath. A single candle flickered with flame in the center of the dining table, casting deep shadows across the small room. My father had been meaning to replace the light bulb, which had blown a few days prior, and we’d already burned through all the pinewood for the fireplace that he’d chopped last week.

      I poked at my mushroom risotto. The saucepan sitting atop the stove behind me held the remaining portion—which I’d reheated carefully with the lighter, the way my father had taught me—but it had since gone cold.

      The terrible feeling made my stomach churn. I felt too sick to eat and pushed the remainder of my pasta aside, my gaze sliding to the front door, which was only just visible from here.

      He had been gone too long. He was never gone this long.

      My eyes began to droop, but I refused to drag myself to bed. I didn’t want to move from this spot until I saw the front door open—until I saw my father walk through the door with his bright smile and his warm laugh.

      The next thing I knew, my head was resting on my folded arms, an urgent knocking sound jolting me awake. I blinked slowly, drowsy and confused, trying to remember where I was. The candle had burned to a stump, a pool of wax dangerously close to overflowing in its hold. I quickly blew it out, the faint scent of smoke filling my nose.

      The knocking sounded again, loud and abrupt, and my stomach seized up as my head whipped toward the front door. Breath caught in my throat, I slipped off the dining room chair and crept slowly toward it, wincing every time the floorboards creaked beneath my feet. My heart pounded in my chest as I strained to listen for clues, but all I could hear was the wind whistling past the eaves outside.

      As I passed the lacquered, wooden bookshelf in the hallway, I snatched a dagger from one of the higher shelves, gripping it tightly in my hand.

      “Hello?” A higher pitched voice drifted from outside. The kind I’d only ever heard on television, or in audiobooks, but never in real life.

      A stranger.

      I’d never encountered a stranger before, and from the sound of it, the voice belonged to a woman. My father had once said never to let anybody in who wasn’t him, so I kept quiet. Clenching my free hand, I did my best to steel my nerves as I reached the front door, peeking through the narrow, stained-glass windows. The woman was old, with graying hair cut in a short bob, framing a face lined with age. She wore a blue coat and a scarf, gazing at the door, oblivious to my peeping eyes.

      “I’m a friend of your father,” she called out again, her brow furrowed. Despite not noticing me, she clearly knew somebody was here. “Please, open the door. It’s important.”

      That terrible feeling hadn’t left my gut. Still, my father wasn’t here, and I didn’t know when he’d be back. I could go hide somewhere in the house and wait for the woman to leave. But what if she broke in? And how had she even known I was here?

      No... nobody ever came here. It was too unusual for her to show up. I was a big girl, and this was my home. I could handle this older woman. And besides, my father had been training me in self-defense since I was old enough to hold a dagger...

      Gingerly, I unlocked the door, hearing the brass click as the dead bolt released, and revealed myself to the women standing in the shadowy night. Her gaze raked over me, from head to toe, as she took me in.

      “Look at you,” she breathed, her eyes widening. Her mouth pulled into a thin line as she kneeled down so that she was eye level with me, wincing as if the action took more effort than she’d expected. “My name is Margot,” she introduced gently, resting her elbow on her knee. “Your father mentioned he had a daughter... but he never told me your name.”

      “How do you know my father?” I questioned, eyeing her warily and holding the dagger between us. She didn’t seem like a vampire—there were no signs of red in her eyes, and she was dressed according to temperature.

      “We hunt together,” she informed me, pulling her coat open to reveal a familiar, glinting dagger sheathed within. It belonged to my father. “Or, at least, we did.”

      Did?

      I bit my lip, waiting for her to go on. She let out a weary sigh, as if this conversation had already exhausted her.

      “I came to find you because... earlier today... I’m afraid something happened to your father.”

      No.

      That terrible feeling in my gut sank deeper, and I began to shake my head, taking a step back. She quickly reached for me, her hand landing on my shoulder and holding me there with surprising strength.

      “Cherie, I’m so sorry to be the one to give you this news. Your father... was killed by a vampire on our hunt.”

      My breaths were coming out ragged now. I turned away from Margot, still gripping the dagger, sinking to the ground onto my knees. A sob I didn’t recognize escaped me.

      Margot said nothing, simply waiting as hot tears welled in my eyes. The dagger finally clattered to the ground. I buried my head in my hands, unable to control my sobs or the heaving breaths that escaped me.

      My mind went numb.

      He was gone.

      He wasn’t coming back.

      He was never coming back.

      “Cherie...” Margot said gently, after a few minutes. I turned back to face her, my face stained with tears, my breaths still heaving. She outstretched her hand toward me, offering it to me. “Come and live with me. I’ll take care of you. And besides, you can’t stay here alone.”

      “No,” I gasped. This was all happening so fast. I shook my head at her, wary of the stranger. “But... this is my home.”

      This was our home. Me and my dad... this was the only place I’d ever known. I didn’t want to leave.

      “How are you going to take care of yourself all on your own?” Margot prompted gently, and I continued shaking my head.

      “I don’t know...” I whispered. I didn’t know what to do. With my father gone, who was I supposed to turn to when things went wrong? I wasn’t strong enough yet to chop the firewood outside. I didn’t know where to find a replacement light bulb or how to change one... and I knew I wasn’t tall enough to reach the ceiling, even standing on a chair, since I’d tried it when the bulb had originally blown.

      These were all things my father had promised he’d take care of. And now, he was gone. I wanted to believe I could take care of myself, but... I was already stumped at just those two small things I’d been waiting on.

      A small part of me still couldn’t accept it... he couldn’t be gone. I couldn’t leave here when, surely, he’d be back any moment. But the reality had sunk in hours ago, though—when he hadn’t returned at his usual time and a deeper part of me had known something was wrong.

      A kind smile appeared on Margot’s face, creating crinkle lines under her eyes.

      “Your father meant a lot to me. It’s the least I could do, to make sure his daughter is taken care of.”

      She waited patiently as I considered her words. I didn’t have anyone else. Or know anyone else. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I glanced back at the empty, dark house. I didn’t know where my father got food and supplies from. I knew I would run out of food within the week.

      Waves of grief still coursed through me, threatening to send new tears spilling. My mind kept coming back to one question: why?

      Why did he have to leave me so soon?

      Why him?

      Still, despite my hesitance... despite wanting to stay... I didn’t want to be alone. The thought was too scary.

      “Okay,” I agreed finally, not sure what else to do. Her hand was still outstretched, so I placed my hand in hers, and together, we helped each other to our feet. “I’m Fleur,” I told her, reaching to steady her as her knees wobbled, though she quickly regained her balance.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Fleur,” she replied, then gestured into the house. “Why don’t you go pack a bag? I’m afraid we can’t take everything, but some clothes will do for now.”

      I nodded slowly. My entire body felt hollow as I made my way back into the house—the place I’d called home my whole life. The place that felt familiar and safe.

      Now, without my father... it already didn’t feel the same.

      I felt as if I were floating as I absentmindedly drifted around my bedroom, pulling items of clothing into a bag. I packed a few books that I didn’t want to leave behind and my favorite dagger.

      Then I found myself headed for my father’s room and slowly pushed the door open. The room smelled like him, and hot tears welled again.

      A dark-green sweater lay on the bed in the darkness, as if discarded at some point. I picked it up and clutched it close, inhaling the scent.

      Fresh sobs began, and I crawled onto the bed, curling up into a ball and hugging the sweater. Exhaustion came over me quickly as I cried quietly, and I must have passed out there.

      I heard the faint sounds of shuffling, my extreme exhaustion keeping me locked in a deep sleep. After some time, I felt as if I were being lifted and carried, the rocking motion steady and soothing. I drifted in and out of sleep, never fully waking, even when my awareness told me I’d been placed down somewhere soft and warm.

      It wasn’t until late morning that my eyes opened in an unfamiliar room, with faint sunlight streaming in a nearby window. I sat up, looking down at the single bed I’d been placed in, and took in the room around me. It was scarce, with a mirror on the far wall and an empty, antique desk beside my bed.

      It smelled wrong. Like something floral and earthy and... all the things that weren’t familiar. That weren’t home. A lump formed in my throat.

      I swung my legs over and tentatively placed my feet to the ground, noticing how much colder the floorboards felt here as I crept toward a closed door. When I tried it, it opened, revealing a floral wallpapered hallway. I continued on until I reached a cozy kitchen, where I found Margot chopping crisp, fresh lettuce at a bench. She looked up when she saw me.

      “Ah, you’re awake,” she noted, placing the kitchen knife down. It glinted dangerously in the sunlight.

      “Where are we?” I asked, looking around. Through a nearby window, I noticed a small greenhouse full of vegetables and herbs. And farther beyond, a neighborhood of quaint little houses. I’d never seen so many houses before. Why were they so close together?

      “I brought you to my home,” she informed me, coming around the bench to stand closer to me. “You were exhausted, and I didn’t want to wake you. I put your bag in your room.”

      Panic seized me as I realized what she’d done—she’d taken me away from my home and everything I’d left behind. My breaths began coming out shorter again.

      “What about my father’s sweater?”

      “Relax, Cherie—I brought that too. It’s packed in your bag,” she promised. I blinked back fresh tears, thankful for that small relief. But it wasn’t enough. My hands circled my waist, digging into the hem of my shirt.

      “How far away from home are we?”

      Maybe I could go back and get more of his things. I hadn’t really had a chance to decide what I wanted to keep.

      “We’re a long way away—and I’m afraid that’s not your home anymore. This is your new home,” she told me carefully, her tone soothing. I swallowed hard, shaking my head. She placed a gentle hand on my shoulder to soothe me. “Listen, everything is going to be okay. I know this is hard, but I’m going to take good care of you.”

      I felt uneasy and shrugged her hand off my shoulder, taking a few steps back. I didn’t know this woman. But I didn’t know anyone else, either. I had no options, nowhere else to go.

      I was trapped.

      Her expression revealed nothing but patience and understanding.

      “How about you have something to eat? I’m making a creamy lettuce soup for lunch. And then, after lunch, I have some friends I’d like you to meet, at the guild your father was part of.”

      I froze, my eyes widening.

      “Guild?” I asked. He had never told me about any guild. Suddenly, I was curious. I wanted to hear more about my father—anything to distract me and ease this persistent ache in my chest that grew stronger whenever I remembered he was gone forever.

      She waved me toward the kitchen, gesturing to a dining table where I could sit down, before returning to her cooking.

      “It’s called Guildwood—original, I know,” she informed me, with the hint of a smile, as she resumed chopping lettuce. She waved the knife around almost carelessly—confidently.

      My father, despite his skill, never would have done such a thing.

      “And your father was a legendary hunter in his time. I’m sure he would want you to carry on his work... if you’re interested?”

      My father had taught me everything I knew about defending myself from vampires... but never about hunting them. He had said maybe when I was older, he would consider it.

      “I don’t know how to hunt vampires,” I confessed, my shoulders dropping. She let out a chuckle.

      “Not to worry—I can teach you,” she promised, lighting the stovetop behind her before scraping the lettuce across the chopping board into a cast-iron pot, then setting the pot on the stovetop. “And if you get really good at it, you might even be able to track down the vampire that killed your father someday. How about that?”

      “You think I could do that?” I murmured, my mind wandering at the new thought.

      “Well, of course. You are your father’s daughter.” She smiled gently at me. “I wish I knew more about the vampire that got away—he slipped through our fingers, unfortunately. But there are records in our guild’s archives from previous hunts... maybe there’s a clue that can help you once you’re finally really to access them.”

      It hadn’t even occurred to me while I’d been grieving that I could track down the vampire that had done this. But as I considered her words, a new emotion found me.

      Anger.

      Hatred, at the thought of someone taking my father away from me.

      How dare they take his life? How dare they take away the one person I had left, the one person I loved more than anything in this world?

      If Margot was serious about teaching me... if she could help me find the monster who did this... would some of this grief finally cease? Would this never-ending pain feel less prominent?

      All I knew was that I needed something to hold on to. Something to ease the ache in my chest. And the thought of finding this vampire and inflicting the hurt upon it that it had inflicted on me? On my father?

      It gave me hope—hope that one day, things would feel different.

      For the first time since last night, I wiped away my tears, and no more fell. A new resolve had settled in me, and I could have sworn I noticed a smug, approving twinkle in Margot’s eye as she watched on.

      Finally, she said, “You and I are going to get along just fine, Fleur. I already know it.”
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      Eight Years Before

      Our horses had been riding hard through wind and snow for days, but we had to be close now. My father led the way farther ahead as his horse weaved through the trees, the sparce branches making up the outskirting woods of Monsec.

      Holding the reins with my right hand and reaching into my satchel bag with my left, my fingers closed around the handful of runes we’d procured from a witch. My shoulders relaxed slightly at the familiar texture, the faint tingle of magic reverberating from them.

      After all these years... we finally had what we needed. It had taken years to track down a witch willing to give us runes, let alone teach us the signets we’d need for our mission. My father had even traveled as far as Odyssey Bay, tracking an uncertain lead that had thankfully proven fruitful in the end.

      But the plan wouldn’t be simple.

      It would be dangerous.

      And there was a decent chance none of us would make it out alive.

      We reached the crest of a hill, which sloped down through valleys to the distant, lifeless, unlit town ahead. Monsec. Finally, we had reached it—and the only reason we’d made it this far was thanks to the signets we now wore on our wrists, deterring us from the magic that threatened to send us back the way we came.

      The air was thick and full of that magic. That dark, twisted magic that Nolan—Salvhark’s founder and my uncle—had warned us about. Before now, we’d only been able to patrol the outskirting woods of Monsec, capturing the occasional vamprich that the dreaded witch within sent out to us.

      It was a warning. A taste of what was coming, and an occasional reminder that she hadn’t stopped, wouldn’t stop, until we were completely outnumbered.

      But now, at last... we had a way into the town, thanks to the signets.

      And we had a plan to put an end to this before she put an end to us.

      We pushed on, beginning our descent down the slopes. As our horses cantered, I felt mine tense beneath me. Our horses had signets too, but they could sense something was wrong about this place. I stroked my horse’s mane soothingly, attempting to keep it calm as we approached the town.

      Eventually, we slowed to a trot, crossing a stone bridge over a canal into the town. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      Everything was gray—like the very essence of the town had been stolen away. Multiple tendrils of seeping, drifting magic floated in the air, creating trails that led us to the source.

      We followed those trails further into the town. I felt like I’d entered a black-and-white film, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. Everything appeared devoid of life, completely unmoving, as if frozen in time.

      Our horses trotted around still cars as we made our way onto a university campus. And even then, we continued through withered parks and deserted courtyards until we saw a sign labeling the Arts and Humanities division of the campus.

      The trails thickened here, signaling that we were closer than ever before.

      And then I started to see the faintest hint of color again.

      It started in the bushes, the leaves a dull, dreary green. Buildings began to appear brown and cream. We eventually found ourselves in front of an art gallery, the bricks full of color and the hardwood door a deep mahogany brown.

      Our small group dismounted our horses outside and entered the gallery, stepping onto cool, polished marble floors. A series of paintings greeted us as we walked through the space, none of which fit the description we were looking for. Thankfully, the tendrils of magic continued to guide us through the narrow hallways until we came to a rather large, open space.

      Each snaking tendril of magic was pouring into one particular painting in the space. A huge painting, which took up an entire wall on its own. It was a mirror image of the town we’d just trekked through... except, this version was full of color.

      My father walked to the front of our group, then turned to face us, straightening his coat which bore the crest of Salvhark embedded on the right-hand sleeve. He hadn’t shaved in days, his chin sporting the beginnings of a beard. It made him look older, wearier, as his deadly serious gaze swept over us.

      “This is, without question, what Nolan was referring to,” he told us, gesturing to the painting as his voice carried over the space. Each of us stood, looking up at the painting that we’d heard countless tales about... but had never seen with our own eyes. “Our mission is more important than anything we’ve ever done or will ever do.”

      If I looked close enough, I could see the painting moving. There were so many tiny details that it was hard to pinpoint the slight rustle of leaves in the surrounding woods, the ripple of the canals that streaked around the town, even puffs of smoke that came out of chimneys.

      Her blood was channeling the magic—the girl we’d been tasked to find. To kill. Margot was draining her to essentially create magical paint. I knew the girl would be powerful as all hell, and it terrified me that we’d be going in blind to face her.

      I shifted my weight as my father’s eyes landed on me, as if speaking directly to me, despite his voice carrying over the entire group.

      “Remember what I told you—this is a world that will alter your perception of reality. If the information we have gleaned from the vampriches is accurate, then we know that once you’re inside, you will have no memories of the real world. Your past memories will be altered and changed by the magic.”

      I hadn’t realized how tense my shoulders were until I felt an ache building between my shoulder blades, and my upper arm was already sore from the tattoo my father had inked onto it a few days earlier. He’d then had me do the same to him.

      We couldn’t risk being specific, in case we were caught... but we hoped the message Guildwood has the cure would be enough to point us in the right direction, even if we forgot everything else. If we could discover the truth and remember our original purpose, we may just manage to complete our mission and escape the world that Margot had created.

      “We know Margot has created a guild where she is hiding the cure,” my father continued. “If we find her, we can lure Margot out and put an end to the threat this wretched witch has unleashed onto our world.”

      When Nolan had asked this of my father and I, my father had been defensive at first, arguing that I was too young, that I wasn’t ready. Despite my father’s protests, Nolan had insisted, stating that keeping things within the family would ensure a higher chance of success.

      But deep down, I knew better... which is why I couldn’t fail this mission.

      Our group was made up of our best Salvhark hunters, handpicked by my father. Some had even brought their children, who were old and skilled enough to fight.

      We were going into a world where anything could happen. And if we were successful... then my father would never have to worry about me again. We could finally be a family.

      My father turned toward the painting, his shoulders straight, his posture determined, as he said to us, “If you’ll follow me, then.”

      He reached for the painting. In seconds, he was tugged forward—and then he was gone. Pulled into the world that Margot had created when she had used blood magic to create a world beyond ours. When she had stolen an entire town and pulled their essence into the fabric of a constricted space, where nobody could escape. Where nobody knew anything was wrong and the residents were trapped forever.

      Resolve settled in my stomach. With my father already inside, there was no going back now.

      I walked forward quickly before anyone could follow him. My father’s memories were already lost to the magic. The only way to ensure he got out alive was to follow him into the unknown... and ensure we found the girl.

      To ensure we cut off Margot’s supply of blood before she unleashed hell on the rest of us and ended us all.

      I reached out, my fingers grazing the surface of the painting. I felt a tug as it pulled me into the darkness.

      And even as my memories tore away, as a numbness spread across my skull and the world tilted and warped... that deep drive to succeed, to prove to everyone I was worthy, to make my father proud took deep root in my heart.

      I knew, whatever it took, that I would track down that girl... and I would kill her.
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      Present Day

      Percy loosened his grip on my hand, turning to face me. Around us, Nolan and his men now had us surrounded in the art gallery we’d somehow stumbled into, more of them continuing to trickle in with every second that passed.

      Still standing between myself and Nolan, his expression had turned cold and unrelenting, with no hint of warmth in those red-brown eyes of his. I recognized that look from back when he had hated me—except somehow, this time, it was far more lethal.

      “Guess the jig is up,” he said calmly, his voice strangely low as he took a single, calculated step toward me.

      Instinctively, I took a step back, my heart hammering. I spotted Katrina in the corner of my eye, watching the scene unfold with a grave expression as she monitored the guards closest to her. That strange ice still coated her hands, dancing like a mist around her fingers.

      “What is this?” I breathed, shaking my head. Percy had the audacity to smirk—a cruel, savage smile—as he continued his slow approach.

      “Come now, Fontaine, just be a good girl and let us take you,” he said, and something twisted in my gut at the use of the familiar, intimate words. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the way he flexed his fingers, as if preparing to drag his claws clean through me.

      He wouldn’t really hurt me... would he?

      My breath quickened, my heart pounding in my chest. He had told me to run but... why was he approaching me like this now? A quick glance to my side had me realizing every exit was blocked. There was no way out of here.

      I didn’t understand what was happening. But I wasn’t about to come willingly with... whoever these people were.

      Fear seized me, taking over, and I darted to the left, breaking into a sprint. Despite there being nowhere to go, I ran anyway. A moment later, strong hands tackled me to the ground hard. I screamed and thrashed, pain radiating through my knees and shoulder. I didn’t catch Percy’s familiar scent of spice and wood—someone else had me pinned. They began to search me for weapons, and I felt them take my phone from my jacket pocket.

      I heard a shout from Katrina, followed by a strange crackle from somewhere behind me. Twisting my neck, I saw sparks of ice flying, but my view was blocked by the bulky guard tying my hands behind my back with rough ropes. A moment later, the sound of a scuffle ensued, along with a thud, and the shouts ceased.

      Percy and Nolan came into view as they walked toward me.

      “Well done, Percy,” Nolan complimented, slapping Percy on the back as he regarded me with curious eyes. “How did you manage to find her?”

      A sob threatened to spill from my chest. This wasn’t happening. My mind refused to process what I was seeing with my own eyes.

      But as Percy’s cold eyes bored down at me, like I was nothing—like the past few weeks had never happened—doubt continued to spread through my chest, grabbing hold like a venomous weed.

      The way I felt for him... the way I’d risked everything for him...

      My breaths were coming out even faster now.

      “Simple,” he said, squatting down to look me in the eyes. All hint of the concern and gentleness that had been there minutes ago had vanished—like it had all been an act. “If you want to lure out a succubus, they can’t resist a good fuck.”

      My chest went hollow, a numbness spreading over my body as a million moments flicked through my mind. Like the moment we’d had in my bathroom only mere weeks ago, the way his eyes had raked over me as he’d unzipped my dress. As he’d said those things to me... and how dumb I’d been to believe him. Of the look of pure desire and want in his eyes every time he’d touched me, his gentle caresses as he’d kissed me...

      Numbness turned to rage. He had fucking tricked me. Used my feelings and desire as leverage. I wanted to scream at him, to curse him out, but my body was stuck in shock. His smile was cruel as he stood again, walking away without so much as another look.

      “Get them on the horses. We have a long journey ahead,” Nolan ordered, also turning away. Unable to move, my body was lifted and slung over a shoulder, and we were marched out of the art gallery, into the town beyond.

      I could barely comprehend what I was seeing. It was Monsec, except... it wasn’t. I felt as if I were looking at an unfinished painting, where the color hadn’t yet been added. The houses and buildings standing blocks away were lifeless and gray, the trees unmoving, the streets deserted. I only saw so much before I was slammed stomach first onto the rear of a horse and tied down with rough, thick rope. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Katrina slumped over another guard’s shoulder—except she was unconscious. They tied her to a different horse before everyone mounted and began the ride through the town.

      I didn’t dare speak or ask questions. But as I watched the town pass around us, I struggled to put the pieces together. We had been living in a painting that resembled the very town we rode through... except, the painting had been filled with life, while this town was not. Why?

      As we rode over the canals, approaching the woods, I saw the first hint of color again. Before long, we were surrounded by splintery tree branches flecked with icicles and towering evergreens coated in a fresh layer of snow, their towering trunks a deep brown.

      The ride was long and tedious. I could have sworn we rode for hours and hours, my mind spending the entire time still trying to process recent events. The fact that we’d been in a painting. The fact that Percy had betrayed me. The fact that I’d been stupid enough to fall for it.

      This was why he’d been so obsessed with getting into the Guildwood Archives. It had to be. And somehow, he’d made me believe he’d been as in the dark as I had been, convincing me to go behind Margot’s back. He’d made me believe that Margot wasn’t to be trusted. He’d weaseled his way into my head, planting seeds of doubt. And it had worked—it had led me here.

      I wished I knew what they wanted with me. But as the ride dragged on, all I could do was wait for it to be over.
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      The journey continued for two days. Nolan’s men only stopped a handful of times to give their horses time to rest, but none of them slept, including Percy.

      Those stops were the only opportunity we had to relieve ourselves as they unbound Katrina and I from the horses and led us into the forest. They were decent enough not to watch us, but they stayed close enough to hear if we tried to take off—I only knew that because it was the first thing Katrina attempted, and she was quickly tackled and dragged back to her horse screaming, her opportunity to relieve herself lost. She didn’t dare try to escape again.

      I had the decency not to comment on the smell that trailed us in the hours afterward.

      Not once did they feed us, so by the time we arrived at our destination, my stomach was rumbling savagely. I’d drifted in and out of sleep on the second day, and between that and the dizziness I felt from starving, I was completely out of it as they pulled me from the horse and dragged me through a grand, towering structure built of stone. A castle.

      I let out a laugh at the sight of it, a sense of mild hysteria bubbling within my chest. A fucking castle. Because of course that was completely normal and made sense. Vampires had always been my normal, but the more time I spent with Nolan Salvhark, the more I was starting to feel like I was in Dracula and not just reading it for my group assignment.

      Ignoring the looks the guards were throwing me as I continued laughing, I tried to shake the hysteria and focus, to remember which way they dragged me, how many staircases we climbed, which way they took Katrina...

      But it had all blurred into one by the time they cut my bindings and threw me into a room, where I collapsed on the ornate rug.

      I’d been expecting the worst, but to my surprise, my room was far from unpleasant, which only made me laugh harder for the next few moments as I doubled over, my mind reeling.

      “Keep it together,” I muttered over and over to myself, and I finally managed to cease my laughing as I took a few deep breaths.

      Finally, I glanced around and took in every inch of finery the room was draped in—from multiple intricately woven rugs to the handcrafted, oak wood side tables and standing wardrobe, to the silk bedding.

      Weakly pushing off the ground, I stumbled toward a bathroom, which was made of marble and gold. But a quick sweep of both spaces told me it was unmistakably a prison, since there was no weapon in sight nor anything sharp within either room.

      Turning back to the door and crossing the distance, I tried it, but it was locked, which I’d been expecting.

      With a ragged sigh, I felt another wave of nausea sweep through me and grimaced. I needed food, and I wasn’t sure how long they intended to keep me here. I also reeked of horsehair, the stench becoming unbearable, and I decided to at least attempt a change of clothes before I passed out.

      Inside the standing wardrobe against the wall were a few different dresses hanging limply. Each one was simple and dark, and only one short black dress was in my size. I took that one, scowling at the ruffles and scratchy fabric as I pulled it on. But it was better than what I had.

      Finally, I crawled into the bed for lack of better options, exhaustion weighing heavy on my bones. Best-case scenario, I managed to sleep and regained some energy. Worst-case scenario, I kept my ever-swirling nausea at bay. Curling into a ball under the sheets, I lay there as the room spun around me, and it wasn’t long before darkness overtook me.
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      When my eyes opened, I realized I was back in my dreamland, not Nolan’s castle, and the immediate thought was that it hadn’t changed much. The same unruly vines tangled through the streets of Monsec as I walked slowly through them. At least it was more familiar than the opulent room I’d been confined to in Nolan’s castle of a home.

      A figure came into view at the end of the street, and for the second time in my life, I was surprised to have company. This time, I didn’t waste a second, breaking into a run as I approached. I quickly recognized him, and my stomach dropped.

      “Jules,” I said, coming to a stop, and he spun on his heel. His gaze raked over me from head to toe. Every muscle in his body tensed, his red eyes glowering as he growled.

      “Where am I?”

      Since discovering what I was—a succubus—and with all the time I’d had on that tedious two-day journey on horseback, I’d been contemplating the connection between Louis and his encounter with me right before he died. Wondering about why he’d never woken up after biting me and falling into an endless sleep. Wondering about the power I’d siphoned off him and how it had most likely killed him.

      Before he and Percy had attacked me, Nolan had said I was the cure... but why hadn’t my blood cured him when he drank from me? Why had he ended up here, in my dreamland?

      I didn’t know enough to give Jules the answer. I didn’t even know if it would be the right answer. But I knew enough to voice a gut feeling.

      “Welcome to the brink of life and death,” I told him quietly. Because if he was here... it meant Caleb had fed him my blood, the way Percy had instructed him to.

      It was the only explanation. The only similarity in events.

      And now the clock was ticking for Jules.

      “Brave of you to reveal yourself to me,” he snarled, narrowing his gaze on something beyond me. “I didn’t think your kind existed anymore.”

      I blinked, not knowing how to respond, as I carefully followed his gaze over my shoulder. My eyes widened when I saw the wings protruding from my shoulders, barely visible from this angle.

      With a quick glance at a nearby shop window, the full reflection stared back at me now.

      Large, leathery wings were poised behind me, as if they’d always been there, curving large in an arch before pointing straight down as they became two talons. I recognized them from all the times I’d thought I’d been hallucinating, every glimpse caught in a moment of power...

      As I stared at them, I knew they were innately a part of me... a part I wasn’t inclined to reject. But I didn’t know how to feel about it at that moment.

      In fact, I didn’t know anything about succubae. Vampires, yes, but clearly the former information had been hidden from me for reasons that had now become more obvious.

      Turning back to Jules, I folded my arms.

      “What do you know about succubae?”

      He sneered, but I ignored it. Truthfully, I didn’t have much to say to Jules at this point. He had also tricked me, to try and get back at Percy since the Salvhark Guild had taken his brother. He had lied to me, pretending to be human, then openly admitted to planning to kill me in a torturously slow manner.

      And yet, he was now here because of me. I could let him die... or I could find a use for him. Starting with any and all information I could get, since I clearly couldn’t trust Percy anymore.

      I kept my expression nonchalant and my shoulders relaxed as I waited for a response from Jules, but he didn’t budge. We stared at each other for a few moments until, finally, he turned his disinterested gaze to the ground in dismissal.

      “Fine,” I shrugged, remembering how Louis had looked when I’d last seen him. I turned to leave. “I suspect by tomorrow, you’ll start feeling rather poorly. Maybe you’ll be more amenable to talking then.”

      I didn’t wait to gauge his response. If he wanted to waste my time, he would soon learn time wasn’t on his side... and would soon bargain with me for whatever time he could get when I deigned to offer it again.

      Until then, I had to get myself out of my current predicament.

      Glancing around, I thought about the identical layout of the town we’d traveled through on our way to Nolan’s palace. It stared back at me now, covered in vines and shadow.

      If this was the same... then was it possible my dreamland extended beyond this place too?

      My gaze turned toward the starry sky above. Dark, drifting clouds masked half of them, but they were the one thing that hadn’t been strangled by this dark, twisted version of Monsec I lived in every night.

      Closing my eyes, I focused for a moment, finding my awareness of my back muscles. I’d used them for balance and hunting nearly my entire life... but never like this.

      Now, with my wings clearly intact, it was a new feeling to try and work those muscles, to locate the connecting limbs as my wings flexed. I managed a single flap, which took all of my concentration and ached as numbness shot through them the way my leg might ache and tingle after sitting in the same position for too long.

      Gritting my teeth, I pushed through that pain, that weakness, forcing my wings to flap again—faster—until they felt stronger. Until I felt the wind catch beneath me.

      I could already tell that I would need more to take off.

      Without so much as a goodbye to Jules, I broke into a run, pushing my wings as hard and fast as I could. The air skimmed beneath my feet as wind tugged and caught in my wings. The more I felt it, the more I instinctively got the hang of how I needed the wind to catch. I angled my wings more, and then I was finally drifting.

      Just a bit more.

      I was panting now, my feet tearing at the ground every time I landed, my wings burning with a hotter, angrier pain. I grunted as the wind caught just right⁠—

      I soared, my legs still kicking from the momentum of running. I was almost a hundred feet from the ground⁠—

      The town began to shrink around me as I gained altitude, and beyond the canals, the forest of evergreens surrounding it, the mountains in the distance... I could see distant roads weaving through the trees, despite the dark night. Almost as if I had night vision in this world, this form...

      Still, I looked from road to road and couldn’t remember which one we’d traveled.

      Thinking fast, I flew a few paces across the town below and quickly found the art gallery in the Arts and Humanities division of the campus. I recognized the wilting bushes outside and followed the road through the town until I reached a bridge leading over a canal.

      Following that road took nearly all night before I finally spotted and reached Nolan’s castle—even with my speedy flying taking no time at all. Time passed faster in my dreamland, and what felt like a few minutes was actually hours in the real world.

      I knew I was running out of time when I arrived because the sky had begun to lighten, the stars fading already. I would wake at any moment.

      But right now, this was my only advantage. Nobody else was here, in my dreamland, except for Jules. Nobody could stop me from learning the layout of his castle, from figuring out my nearest escape route, from finding weapons.

      I had to move fast.

      Unpracticed, my bare feet landed so hard in the snow outside the front door that stabbing pain shot from my soles to my knees. I stumbled, almost buckling, before I came to a stop. My back throbbed with pain now, my wings screaming for rest. Wincing, I stretched out a seized muscle in my upper back, then pushed though that pain too, taking the front steps two at a time and shoving through the front doors with all my strength.

      I barely registered the expansive foyer as I tried to remember which way they’d taken me. Left?

      Turning, I raced up the lacquered staircase, my hand running over the smooth, polished handrail as my muffled footsteps echoed off the stair runner.

      Up and up I went, taking note of every statue that held a sharp spear, every decorative dagger that lay in cabinets and on walls like prized trophies. I entered so many wrong rooms, turned around too many times, found myself in an endless maze of bedrooms and studies and lounges—some stained with blood, looking as if they were used as feeding rooms, which made my stomach turn.

      I continued upward, noting the way the sky turned pink and orange through the arched windows. My heart thudded with panic. I still hadn’t found my room.

      Panting hard, I began another set of stairs just as my foot caught on something and I flew forward⁠—

      —and lurched upright, sheets tangled around me.

      For a few moments, I could only breathe hard, my head spinning as I regained sense of where I was.

      As I stared at the locked door across the room, and registered that I was back in Nolan’s castle, sitting upright in the bed I’d collapsed in.

      My fingers clenched hard in the sheets under me, realizing my failure. And that small slither of hope that I’d been stupid enough to let into my heart seeped away, replaced by an endless pit of dread.
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      It felt like hours before I was able to drag myself off the bed and into the bathroom to shower. I still felt sick and weak, and the steam from the hot shower didn’t help much, but the act of showering made me feel less like a prisoner.

      Despite having been in my dreamworld... my back ached like spawning my wings had been real. Every muscle in my upper body had completely seized up the way it had used to when I had first moved to Monsec and I’d been unacclimatized to the cold. Back then, Margot had made me train for hours every night, after school, in the forest or in quiet alleyways, the biting night air an endless misery. I’d barely been able to hold a crossbow steady with my hands shaking so hard from the cold.

      Then again... I’d never been very good with a crossbow. It was why I’d always preferred daggers and close combat. My petite frame made me quick and nimble, and I’d spent a lot of time working on my balance back then.

      Now, as I stood in the shower, I leaned my forehead against the cold titles, closing my eyes, letting the hot water run down my face and body.

      I’d been so close.

      If I’d just been able to locate my room... I’d have known the exact route to the front door in this maze of a castle. I could have bided my time, planned my escape, and been free of this place.

      But what I’d learned from my impromptu adventure is that... this place was massive. And chances of me getting out were looking slimmer and slimmer.

      I stood in that shower for nearly an hour, letting the water ease my aching muscles. Even if I didn’t have wings on this particular plane of reality... I could still feel the exact place they joined with my skin after having used them. I wondered if there was a way to manifest them here—if they might be useful in an escape plan, even.

      Turning the taps off, I stepped out of the shower and toweled off, stepping back into that short black dress again, the sleeves and ruffles rough against my skin. I reached over to massage out some lingering soreness around my shoulder blades as I walked back into the bedroom... and froze.

      Percy was leaning against the closed door, arms folded, accompanied by two of Nolan’s guards. My skin crawled at the realization that I hadn’t even heard them come in. He wore a simple button-up shirt and black pants—which was very unlike his usual style that I’d grown so accustomed to. I supposed that had just been part of the illusion too.

      “What do you want?” I sighed, letting my hands fall to my sides. I had no weapons, which was lucky for him because I wanted to drive a dagger through his lying, unbeating heart.

      “Nolan wishes to speak to you.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him, my tone carefully neutral as I asked, “Do I even get a choice?”

      “Of course,” he replied smoothly, striding toward me with his shoulders back and coming to a stop mere inches from me. I tried to ignore what his proximity did to me. Even his scent reminded me of the intimate things we’d done not that long before he’d turned on me. He pulled a small yellow tonic out of his pocket and extended it to me. “You can drink this and come willingly, or we can come back in a week from now.”

      I took a step toward him, our noses nearly touching as I leveled him with a cool stare.

      “No.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw.

      “Don’t be a child,” he replied slowly, his voice low, and I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “What makes you think I’m going to drink anything you give me?”

      His expression remained cool and collected as he dangled the yellow tonic within my reach, observing my every movement. But then he leaned slowly over my left shoulder and murmured quietly in my ear.

      “This will stop withdrawal bleeding, which might be something you want to consider in a castle full of vampires. The moment they scent you... sinking their teeth into you will be the only thing they can think about. I imagine it’s not the nicest way to die.”

      My cheeks heated the moment I realized what he was referring to. I hadn’t taken my pill in a couple of days now... which meant I would start bleeding soon. I hadn’t even considered the fact with everything going on.

      So, take the tonic now... or they’d come back in a week...

      ...and then what?

      Even if I managed to find an escape route in my dreamland over the next week... there was no guarantee I could fight my way out of here, through all of Nolan’s guards, who were faster than me.

      And what would happen in Monsec if I was missing for a whole week? Nobody knew we were here or where we’d gone. Nobody was coming to find me.

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized I’d gain more information by going with Percy now. Even if I still ended up back here, I’d know more about my enemies, know more about the castle layout, and possibly even know what they wanted from me.

      Begrudgingly, I slowly reached out and took the tonic from him, unscrewing the lid and giving it a hesitant sniff. The strong waft made my nose wrinkle, but I downed the liquid anyway, ignoring the bitter herbal taste.

      “Satisfied?” I asked afterward, keeping my gaze locked on him as I stepped aside to dump the small vial on the nearby dresser.

      He simply stepped aside to let me pass.

      “Let’s go,” he ordered. I folded my arms, refusing to move an inch.

      “I’ll follow you.”

      He shook his head at me.

      “Stop being a brat and get in front of me, now.”

      I threw him a saccharine smile.

      “If you want me to play nice, Renaud, you’ll have to say please,” I drawled, my voice full of venom as I threw the familiar words at him. His eyes darkened with something that should have been malice. Except it was the kind of look that heated my skin.

      Before I could blink, he had circled my wrist, his cold, iron-like grip making me wince. His upper lip curled as he regarded me.

      “Now, now, Fontaine... we both know it’s you who loves to beg. And unless you want to beg for mercy, you’ll do as I say.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I swallowed hard.

      With a rough tug, he dragged me toward the door, and I stumbled after him. The guards quickly fell in line beside us, blocking any chance of my escape. Percy kept his grip on my wrist as we began to descend a number of floors, each hallway drenched in late afternoon shadows due to the overcast sky outside. The sconces on the wall did little to light the way, but I supposed vampires didn’t need much light with their enhanced vision.

      My gaze scanned every wall, every door and window, looking for any hint of familiarity from the hours ago I’d raced through this place. But all the wallpaper looked the same. All the doors were the same cut and made of the same wood. It was like an endless maze... and I didn’t recognize any of it.

      Still, I did see the occasional sword on display. Ornate, decorative things... probably lacking in weight and sharpness for them to be effective.

      Yet it got me thinking... with only two guards following us, if I could just get Percy and I alone... maybe I’d stand a chance of escaping after all.

      We passed through a set of double doors, crossing a large sitting room filled with plush antique lounges and armchairs. A fire crackled across the room, catching my eye, and on either side stood towering double-story bookcases that stretched toward the ceiling.

      But that wasn’t what got my attention. It was the fire poker sitting next to the fireplace, only a few paces away.

      My heart surged in my chest, a spark of excitement crackling through my arms to my very fingertips.

      Percy jolted, his grip loosening in that brief moment, and my brow furrowed as a sliver of purple danced across his fingers where he held my wrist.

      He turned, eyes wide.

      But I had already lunged.

      Ripping my hand from his grip, I leaped toward the fireplace, sprinting the few short paces until my fingers curled around the iron poker. Nearly instantly, the surrounding guards clamped their hands on my shoulders, yanking me back.

      I sliced my arm backward quick and fast, plunging the poker straight into the first guard’s chest. Blood sprayed, covering the three of us.

      Pulling the poker free, I whirled and kicked the guard straight into the fireplace, watching him go up in flames.

      The second one was faster.

      I turned, but he dodged as I struck. As if he’d already memorized my fight pattern, he tripped me in a blur of movement before I could process. My back hit the floor, knocking the air from my lungs.

      I gasped, struggling to breathe, and forced myself to roll as a booted foot came down where my stomach had been half a second ago. Rasping, I pushed myself upward, striking upward with all my might as the guard tackled me.

      The poker went through his gut, spraying me with blood again. I gritted my teeth, trying to yank it free—but the space between us made it impossible now.

      A gut wound would heal. I needed to strike his heart.

      The guard snarled at me, his weight keeping me pinned as I grappled with the poker, trying to pull it out sideways now. His eyes darkened, narrowing in on my neck.

      “Get off her,” Percy ordered from the sidelines. He hadn’t moved a muscle this entire time, standing leisurely with his hands in his pockets. “Nolan wants her alive.”

      The guard snarled again before snapping at Percy, “You don’t give me orders.”

      “Then tell me those aren’t Nolan’s exact words,” Percy added cooly, pinning the guard with a cold stare. “You don’t have to listen to me. But you do have to listen to him. So get. The fuck. Off her.”

      The guard finally lifted his weight, and I gasped down air, pulling the poker free. Before I could even reposition it to strike again, the guard had knocked it clean from my hand, sending it clattering across the stone floor with unnatural strength, all the way to the other end of the room.

      Stepping off me, the guard waited for me to stand, the bloodied and broken skin around his gut already knitting together beneath the rip in his shirt.

      I glared back at him and Percy, unrelenting.

      “Get up,” Percy said quietly, focused solely on me now. His voice was so cold, so demeaning.

      “Make me,” I hissed back. The slow raise of his eyebrow was his only response, before he shrugged.

      “Fine.”

      One moment I was on the floor—the next, he’d slung me over his shoulder and was marching me down the corridor like a sack of potatoes.

      I began kicking, my nails sharp as they raked down his back, his arms, poised to draw blood. He swore, stopping abruptly⁠—

      —then hauled me off his shoulder, pushing me up against a wall and pinning my arms with firm but surprising gentleness for someone who had just been clawed at. Perhaps he saw me as some fragile, weak thing compared to his vampiric state. And if Nolan wanted me alive, unharmed...

      “Don’t make this harder than it has to be,” he said, his voice low as he met my gaze.

      I cocked my head at him and I replied, “Don’t pretend like you care. Like you ever cared.”

      He looked away quickly, his hand tightening around my left wrist once more as he turned and dragged me along with that ironclad grip. He refused to respond, to even look at me, and I could feel my heart cracking in my chest. Swallowing hard, I buried that pain deep down and continued breathing steady, even breaths. I would not let this man break me.

      Still coated in that fresh spray of blood, the three of us continued the trek down and down and down until we finally reached an elaborate dining room.

      The walls were covered in lacquered wood molding that framed the ornate burgundy wallpaper. Gold finishes accented every doorway and window, and the ceiling was covered in classical artwork that had clearly been custom commissioned for the room and looked as if it belonged in an old church.

      A single mahogany table stretched the entire length of the room, with matching chairs. Three candlesticks were strategically placed, lit candles burning in each one. A drapery of red cloth with pomegranates and black grapes lined the entire length of the table, though I wasn’t sure why since vampires couldn’t eat human food.

      A strong hand pushed on my back from the guard who still followed us, urging me forward as Percy led me through the room. Pulling out a seat for me in front of the only chair that had a dinner setting, Percy finally faced me once more and I scowled at him.

      “Sit,” he ordered darkly, and my jaw locked as I considered refusing again. But I was vaguely aware of that guard coming to stand a little ways behind me against the wall, and another one joined him swiftly enough, replacing the one I’d killed and burned all of those floors above.

      A move that subtly seemed to say... go right ahead and defy us again. We can do this all day.

      So, slowly, I followed his instruction and sank into the seat.

      Percy rounded the table in a blur, taking a seat directly across from me. He didn’t meet my gaze this time, and I was grateful. I didn’t think I could bear to face him right now, in such a long stretch of intimate silence.

      After a few moments, Nolan entered from a different door situated beside another crackling fireplace, accompanied by a pretty woman in a long emerald-green dress that clung to every perfect curve of her body. She wore her cascading chestnut-brown hair down and had blood-red lips that matched the shade of her eyes.

      They both noted the blood coating us but said nothing—as if they’d expected as much.

      Nolan sat at the head of the table, two chairs from where I sat, while the woman sat at his right-hand side, near Percy. I noticed how Percy physically tensed at her presence and fought to keep my expression neutral.

      A servant then followed from the doors Nolan and the woman had emerged from, carrying two wine glasses full of blood. He placed one down in front of Nolan, the other in front of the woman.

      But none in front of Percy, which also struck me as odd. If he cared, he didn’t show it, his expression one of complete calm despite his tense shoulders.

      The woman reached for the glass of blood in front of her, drinking deeply, but Nolan had his eyes glued to me. A shiver went down my spine.

      “Thank you for joining me,” he began, his gaze studying me carefully. “I apologize for the... methods... we used to bring you here. We can never be too careful with those who come out of the painting.”

      My blood singed with anger, the fresh spray of blood barely dry on my dress and face. I deigned not to respond.

      “Well then,” he stated simply, leaning back in his chair. “I’m sure you have many questions. As we have for you.” To my surprise, he glanced at both Percy and I as he spoke, before turning his attention back to me. “Why don’t you start, since you’re our guest?”

      I honestly didn’t know where to start, and Percy’s expression revealed nothing as he continued to look anywhere but at me.

      Finally, swallowing hard, I turned to Nolan.

      “What do you want with me?” I asked, my voice like gravel. Nolan barked a laugh.

      “Straight to the point, I see,” he mused, shaking his head. “I can assure you, I mean you no harm. At least, not immediately. You are of more use to me alive at present.”

      That wasn’t exactly reassuring.

      “So, you plan to kill me eventually?” I pressed, and his eyes glinted dangerously.

      “Perhaps. We will see what I make of you first,” he answered, and I tried to bury the pit of dread forming in my stomach. Staring at the mahogany table for a few moments, I debated what to ask next. I had so many unanswered questions...

      “Do you understand what has happened to you?” Nolan prompted, as if sensing my loss for words. I hesitated for a moment, then shook my head.

      “No,” I replied, trying to ignore how small I felt in that moment. I waited a moment before adding relentingly, “I mean... I understand that I was in a painting. But I don’t understand how I got there, or why I was there. Or what that strange version of Monsec we rode through was. Or if any of that time in the painting was even real...”

      But it had to have been real. I had grown up there, had a life there, had even made friends there...

      Unexpected tears formed in my eyes as I thought of Winona, Darcy, and Margot. I quickly blinked them away given the current company, even as my mind wondered... had my friends even been real?

      Or had it all been part of... of whatever that world had been?

      “Everything in the painting is real,” Percy answered a moment later, and I looked up to find him watching me with an almost pitying expression. “The real town of Monsec still exists. It’s just been... transferred into the painting and rendered timeless in our world. Along with your friends and Margot. My father is in there too.”

      “Ah, yes, your father,” Nolan mused. “And do tell me, what has happened to him?”

      Percy shrugged indifferently, turning to face his uncle.

      “He’s leading Salvhark’s guild. But like I was, he’s currently unaware of the truth.”

      Currently unaware of the truth...

      I studied the way Percy lounged in his seat, his callous words. A part of me was finally starting to understand what had shifted, the jarring change in his demeanor toward me.

      If he’d been unaware about being in a painting this whole time... then what I was looking at must have been the real Percy.

      And whoever he had been in there... the man who I’d yearned over all these years, who had broken down my walls and helped me discover the deepest parts of me... he had been a lie.

      A lie that even he hadn’t known he’d been living.

      It dawned on me that I was now looking at a complete stranger, and I found that I couldn’t stop shaking my head with disbelief, drawing all of their attentions back to me.

      “But how?” I asked, my voice tight as I struggled to keep the emotion out of it. “How is everyone in the painting unaware of the truth?”

      “Have you ever heard of blood magic, Fleur?” Nolan asked, and I shook my head in response.

      “She knows nothing,” Percy added quickly, almost dismissively, as he leaned an elbow on the back on his chair and angled away from me. “Margot hid everything from her. There was no information, no clues to indicate... the truth. The magic made sure of that.”

      A pit of resentment formed in my stomach at his words. Even Percy, it seemed, knew more about Margot, about my life, than I did.

      “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised.” Nolan sighed, leaning back in his chair as he addressed me directly again. “Blood magic is a very ancient form of magic that almost anyone can wield. But it used to be favored by witches, which is why you tend to find a history of it among their kind. That being said, it is a forbidden magic—an extremely dangerous magic. One that is discouraged by almost every being in our world.”

      “So, blood magic was used to transfer the town of Monsec into a painting?” I asked, remembering how he’d said that the painting had been used to hide me. Nolan nodded approvingly.

      “Precisely. Margot used blood magic to paint a separate world—one that would contain you and prevent anyone else from finding you.”

      I shook my head again.

      “But Margot’s not a witch,” I protested, and the corner of Nolan’s lips turned upward.

      “She most certainly is,” he insisted, watching me carefully.

      “Even if she was, why would she care about hiding a vampire cure in a world full of vampires—when she herself hunts vampires?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” he asked, baring his sharp fangs a little as he sat back, his shoulders wide.

      Almost as if he were... presenting himself.

      I frowned. Did she hide me so that Nolan wouldn’t find me?

      My mind reeled through every interaction I’d had with Margot, since the day she’d found me and brought me to Monsec. She had offered me a place in her home, had raised me and taught me everything I knew. Why? Why do any of it? Why go to such lengths to hide me from Nolan, a vampire, when I’d spent most of my life training and hunting them?

      “Now is not the right time in your life.”

      That’s what she’d told me the last time I’d asked for access to the Archives. When I’d begged to know the identity of the vampire who had killed my father.

      It dawned on me so quickly, I barely had time to keep up with my racing thoughts. What if she had been protecting me? Or preparing me, even, for an opponent like Nolan Salvhark?

      I glanced at Nolan again. He was cool, calm, and collected, like nothing could faze him. Like a hundred-millennia-old creature who had seen everything there was to see. Like nothing could surprise him, let alone a young vampire hunter in her early twenties trying to avenge her father’s death.

      Nausea churned in my gut all of a sudden.

      I hadn’t been ready.

      It wasn’t that she hadn’t trusted me. It was that she’d known, despite my best efforts, that it would take so much more than regular tactics to defeat a vampire like Nolan. And that I was impatient, impulsive, desperate for vengeance—that I wouldn’t have listened to her even if she’d tried to tell me.

      I suddenly felt like the biggest fool on the planet. I’d betrayed her trust. I’d ruined everything she’d done to try and protect me. Now Nolan knew who I was—and had me right where he wanted me.

      “Did you kill my father?” I asked, my voice low as I narrowed my gaze.

      Nolan barked a laugh at my words, but I didn’t think the question was particularly funny. My gaze shifted to Percy, whose expression had turned to stone, and my stomach twisted like a thorn had plunged straight into my gut. I thought back to everything we’d been through. The way he’d supported me and discouraged Margot’s behavior.

      But now I knew, with his allegiance to Nolan, that I’d fallen for his deceptions too easily.

      My hand curled around the steak knife in front of me, and my gaze was drawn once more to Percy’s dinner setting—and the lack of blood offered to him. Despite my wariness, my anger, it bugged me in the way a slight wrinkle in a tablecloth might bug me. Still, I tried to ignore it as I returned to my theory—because the more I thought about Nolan killing my father, the more it made sense.

      I needed to know why.

      “The letters,” I said out loud as I thought it through. Thought back to every interaction with Salvhark’s guild. “My father refused to join Salvhark. And he and my mother had been running from you for harboring a vampire.”

      Well... a vamprich, specifically.

      “That’s true.” Nolan nodded, reaching for his glass of blood, and swirled it idly. “But I didn’t kill your father, Fleur.”

      “You’re lying,” I snarled. “You were tracking the cure—tracking me.”

      “Tracking you, yes,” he stated simply, placing his glass down again carefully as he met my gaze. “But if you’ve found all of the letters, then surely you recall the one from 2000? Where your mother offered you up on a silver platter to me?”

      I froze, thinking back to that letter, and that amused smile returned as I remembered what it had said:

      I will bring you this cure myself—I only ask that you spare my sister.

      I’d forgotten the letter until now... and before now, I’d assumed the cure had been inanimate. But now I realized... it had been me.

      She had offered Nolan me.

      “And the one that followed ten months afterward, where your father evaded us? Even I could not find him... find you. By the time I realized you’d been hidden away in a painting of a lake house with help from a powerful witch that has since taken refuge on an island near Greece... well, Margot had borrowed that idea for herself and made it impossible for any of us to follow you inside her little world. Not without great consequence, that is.”

      His gaze fell upon Percy again briefly, before turning back to me and adding, “I was not impressed by your father’s actions, Fleur. But I certainly did not kill him. If I had, then I assure you... Margot never would have gotten her hands on you, and this ordeal with Monsec would never have ever occurred, for you would have already been long dead.”

      Dread seeped through my gut again at his steady, cold words. But thankfully, at that very moment, there was a bustle of motion as the doors behind Nolan swung open, revealing a servant carrying a covered tray. A moment later, a bowl of beef ragu was placed in front of me.

      I nearly sobbed at the sight of it, my stomach growling in response to the sight and smell of the hearty food. But I restrained myself, ignored my watering mouth despite my lingering fatigue and aching stomach. I didn’t trust anybody in this room.

      Glancing back at Percy, I noticed that he still hadn’t been offered any blood. He was the only one in this room without a meal.

      “You mentioned that witches tend to use blood magic,” I said swiftly, my gaze lingering on Percy for a moment as I guided the subject away from killing me. “And that anyone can harness it.”

      “Yes,” Nolan confirmed, his tone softer now. “And with your blood, plus some guidance from a seasoned witch... it’s easy to see how your father was able to hide you in that lake house painting.”

      “Why my blood?”

      Nolan swirled the contents of his glass for a moment, as if debating whether to answer, before replying, “Blood magic is strongest when using it from creatures whose magic is rooted in the darker arts—sirens and vampires are common examples. But to cast a spell on the lake house painting, or even to create a painting from scratch like Monsec... you’d need something particularly powerful. Something that could create a lot of magical paint and sustain the world in an ongoing state.”

      “Like a succubus,” Percy finished, whose gaze flicked from my untouched food to me.

      My mind was reeling with all of this new information. The woman at Nolan’s side must have noticed because she let out a tsk and said, “Nolie, that’s enough. The poor thing looks like she’s about to pass out. It’s time for my questions.” She turned to Percy and leveled her gaze on him. “Does Jean remember me?”

      Percy turned his head ever so slowly toward the woman. I’d thought he’d been cold with me, but the look he fixed this woman with could have frozen over the depths of hell.

      “You know,” he drawled, raising an eyebrow at her, “I think the best part of being in that painting was forgetting that you ever existed. Eight years of pure fucking peace.”

      She huffed, as if she’d expected this response.

      “Oh, how you wound me, Percy. I was hoping that you’d have matured after all these years, but it seems having no motherly figure around has... roughened your edges.”

      “My father is doing just fine without you,” Percy responded coldly. “In fact, he’s thriving without you.”

      “You will not speak to her like that.” Nolan growled, placing his hands on the table, all hint of charm gone now. Percy rolled his eyes, turning back to his uncle.

      “Or what? You’ll kill me?” he huffed a humorless laugh. “Turns out it’s harder than you think.” He folded his arms and leaned back in his chair, kicking both feet onto the table and crossing them. Nolan seethed, eyeing his shoes like he wanted to smack them straight off the polished wood, and Percy had the audacity to smirk at him.

      Nolan continued, “Like it or not, your father and my sister are mates, which means I tolerate you only as a curtesy to her. But I beg you not to forget your place—you are not of royal blood, and you dare speak to your own mother with such disrespect⁠—”

      “Stepmother,” he corrected, not missing a beat.

      “Nolie, it’s fine,” the woman added, swirling the blood in her glass and taking a sip. “We knew this was a possibility. And Percy has surprised us all with his competence.”

      Despite my anger toward him, hearing her speak about Percy that way pressed something deep inside of me. Nolan’s expression grew cold, but he lifted his hands from the table and leaned back in his chair. “You’re right. We can discuss Percy’s poor etiquette later.”

      Eager to steer the topic away from Percy, I cleared my throat, drawing their attention back to me.

      “I’ve been wondering something. If you’re still alive... then what about Alexander Guildwood? Is he alive too? Or is he entirely made up?”

      I didn’t even know if the guilds were real or part of the painting too. After all, why would Nolan found a vampire hunting guild when he himself was a vampire? Surely there was a reasonable explanation for that...

      “Now that, my dear, is a rather long story,” he said, waving to summon a servant for more blood.

      “I’m guessing we have time,” I deadpanned, and I could have sworn I saw the corner of Percy’s mouth lift, even as his face paled at the sight of more blood being offered to everybody but him.

      Nolan sighed, the servant still pouring blood into his glass from a wine bottle, until Nolan raised his hand to signal enough.

      “Alexander... was a good friend of mine,” Nolan said finally, leaning back in his chair with a wistful look. “We first met in the 1800s. Back then, there were only two lines of vampires—and he was the first of his kind, with thousands that descended from him. It was a truly magnificent era of time.”

      He paused for a moment, deep in his own thoughts, then raised his newly filled glass from the table.

      “When Alexander met Margot in 1933, they were inseparable,” he said, his voice turning serious now, and I perked up at the mention of her. “She was a young, ambitious witch, and he craved power. Together, they were a force to be reckoned with... and they brought out the worst in each other.”

      1933? I thought of Margot’s youthful appearance. She looked like she was at least in her early sixties. But... witches did tend to have longer lifespans.

      “Margot struggled as she grew older. She wanted nothing more than to live an immortal life with Alexander, but it was something he couldn’t give her. Witches cannot become vampires. And so, Margot desperately began searching for a way to extend her lifespan. To become eternally young and retain her beauty. And that’s where the trouble started.”

      He glanced at me again.

      “It was 1935 when they first started dabbling in blood magic—to see what would happen if they mixed witch blood with vampire hearts. The result... well, you’re already familiar with it.”

      It wasn’t immediately obvious, but the way he looked at Percy made my stomach drop.

      “Vampriches?” I whispered, and both he and Nolan nodded.

      “Stronger than any vampire before us. More dangerous since they wielded magic. And more prone to insanity due to the magic that had created them. But of course, witches don’t survive the transformation—it’s the vampire that lives on, absorbing the magic from the witch who was sacrificed. As a result, the original line was wild with unbridled magic and went on to wipe out an entire town in just forty-eight hours. It was then that I knew it couldn’t continue, or the vampriches would wipe out humankind—and our own supply of food.

      “So, I went to the witches, since their kind was being targeted to create vampriches—and I asked them to help me end the line. We worked together, and we managed to kill every last one of them. But Alexander didn’t appreciate when I killed his new creations.”

      I frowned, leaning forward in my chair.

      “But if you killed all the vampriches, how do they still exist?”

      I recalled my mother’s letter again. Vampriches had been around twenty years ago. So how had Monsec ended up full of them, allowing Percy—Nolan’s own nephew—to be turned by one?

      Nolan shook his head, his expression clouding.

      “Back then, with the power the vampriches had... I knew that Alexander was never going to stop. So I ended up having to kill him too. But Margot evaded me, and in revenge, started using my line of vampires to create vampriches.”

      There was a pause, as the admission sank in. From the way his expression fell, I wondered if the words had pained him to say out loud. But he quickly continued.

      “I wasn’t about to let my own line become these... abominations... so I founded Salvhark and tasked them with killing off Margot’s creations.”

      A spark of realization hit me, but he kept talking.

      “Unfortunately, we couldn’t keep up this time, and Margot had perfected the magic, making them harder to kill. Witch magic now does nearly nothing to a vamprich since it’s infused so deeply in their DNA. On the flip side, they’re not so blood-crazed anymore and have a shred of self-control⁠—”

      Unable to stop myself, I quickly cut in, “So Salvhark was originally only supposed to hunt vampriches?”

      At Nolan’s look of confusion, Percy piped up to offer, “That piece of history got altered in the painting—part of the memory skewering magic.”

      He then turned to me as he said, “It’s why there were two competing guilds on the original Monsec campus—one was trying to create vampriches by collecting hearts from Salvhark’s lineage of vampires, and the other was trying to end them.”

      It was my turn to shake my head.

      “But we never created vampriches,” I protested, think back to how vampriches supposedly were created—by merging witch blood and vampire hearts. I shuddered at the thought. “We burned every vampire heart we came across.”

      “Maybe you didn’t create them. It doesn’t mean Margot wasn’t doing it,” Percy replied, folding his arms. “And since vampriches can now be created through bite-and-transition, maybe she didn’t need the hearts anymore.”

      “But why did she bother to keep creating them if Alexander was dead?”

      I mean, if all this had started in 1935? Then it had been nearly a hundred years since her lover’s death. And that was a long time to hold a grudge—surely, she had moved on, met new people, hell, even gotten on some dating apps at this point. There was no way she was still creating an army of fucking vampriches out of some unquenchable thirst for revenge... right?

      But... it did explain her hiding me in a painting. If she was truly creating vampriches, she would never risk Nolan getting his hands on something that could cure them...

      I froze, another realization hitting me, and another wave of dread came over me. As I slowly gazed back at Percy, meeting his gaze briefly, I realized why he hadn’t been offered any blood yet.

      Why he had told me to run.

      My hand tightened around the handle of the knife.

      “Margot has never forgiven me for killing her lover,” Nolan continued, oblivious to my realization. “The vampriches are her way of avenging him—of targeting me. She wants to see my line ended, since I ended his.”

      “And for obvious reasons, you don’t want that,” I said slowly, meeting Nolan’s gaze now. His blood-red eyes studied my shift in posture, and his shoulders grew tense. “But you weren’t tracking me to use me as a cure, were you?”

      His gaze narrowed, a slight smile growing on his lips as he leaned back slowly in his chair.

      “No,” he agreed.

      My mother’s letter stated that the cure could reverse the transformation being done onto vampriches... meaning, Nolan wouldn’t need Salvhark hunters to kill them.

      An abomination, he’d called them.

      “You’d rather see vampriches dead,” I stated firmly, locking eyes with Nolan. “You don’t want to cure them. Or any vampires, for that matter.”

      Did he see Percy like that? Is that why he hadn’t offered him any blood at his own family dinner?

      As for me... what would actually happen when a vamprich was cured? Would they turn back into a regular vampire? Would they turn human?

      Or would a far more sinister fate occur?

      Nolan let out a long, melancholy sigh, noting the resilience in my eyes.

      “Fleur, do you know how succubae are made?”

      Percy had gone very still as I shook my head, clenching the knife so hard, my knuckles started turning white. A wry smile played on Nolan’s lips.

      “Succubae are not born creatures. They are made creatures, through a particular dark magic. To create one, you must be willingly given a newborn baby by a mother who chooses to drink succubae blood leading up to the birth. It is an incredibly difficult magic—after all, very few are willing to give up their child, let alone commit to turning their child into a monster.”

      His gaze studied my reaction for a moment, as my mind reeled.

      “But Margot didn’t just create a monster. She created a threat to our kind. You see, vampire and succubae power are similar enough to cancel each other out, which turns your succubae blood into a cure when consumed by a vampire. That’s why there are no more succubae—we certainly made sure of that, didn’t we, Isobel?”

      He paused, exchanging a knowing look with Percy’s stepmother, and my stomach turned. Nolan continued.

      “And yet, Margot created you—a forbidden creature within our world—as the ultimate weapon to use against me. Because now that she has the vampriches... well... there’s no more reason for my vampire line to exist.”

      I felt dizzy all of a sudden, even though I’d already started to piece together what my mother had done, when she’d offered me up on a silver platter to Nolan in her letter. Still, hearing it confirmed out loud, so brazenly...

      My father had never spoken about my mother. Like he was ashamed of her or something. Every time I’d tried to ask about her... he’d always said as little as possible. I’d thought it had just been too painful for him to talk about her death. But now... I wondered...

      Fresh tears brimmed in my eyes that I quickly blinked away.

      “So... what you’re saying is...” I swallowed, and Percy nodded, his words surprising gentle.

      “Not only did your mother give you to Margot, she sacrificed you in hopes of creating a cure for her sister.”

      The way he was looking at me... I couldn’t not believe him.

      The weight of what she’d done hit me all at once.

      My own mother had never intended to love me. To raise me. I had just been a means to an end for her. I had not been a wanted pregnancy or a child that she had looked forward to welcoming into her life.

      Had my father known what she had intended to do?

      My jaw tightened.

      No, he couldn’t possibly have... my father had loved me. It was the one thing I knew with absolute certainty as I thought back to every moment from my childhood.

      I wondered how it had felt, to learn you were expecting a child with the person you loved most in the world... and to then learn what my mother had done. What she had planned to do. To discover that she had never intended to keep me.

      No wonder my father had never spoken of her or said anything to me. What would he have even told me? I had been so young, so unable to comprehend such a hateful thing.

      I began to shake, tears threatening to spill, as I fought to keep my composure. The way Percy was looking at me, as I processed everything... I couldn’t bear it. The pity, the sympathy—I wished he wouldn’t look at me like he gave a shit. He had gone into that painting looking for me, to kill me or bring me back to Nolan, because of what I am.

      Like my mother, I had been a means to an end for him.

      “Which brings us back to here and now—where the question remains... does the cure actually work on a vamprich?” Nolan asked, pushing up from his chair with his hands, and immediate dread washed over me. “After all, it’s been a very long time since I’ve had the misfortune of encountering a succubus. And no doubt Margot has some kind of trick up her sleeve with you.”

      The guards behind me had come up without me even realizing, clamping their hands down on my shoulders. My breath hitched as I jolted, bringing the steak knife upward in a fast motion, but they disarmed me instantly. The knife fumbled and clattered to the ground before they grabbed my arms with fists of iron and pinned me to the chair. Percy’s jaw was like granite as he watched the scene, but he didn’t lift a finger. My heart hammered in my chest.

      “Let go of me!” I seethed, but Nolan’s gaze had turned to Percy.

      “You will drink from her,” he stated, and Percy’s face turned white. My heart began to race as a mix of emotions flooded me.

      “Me?” he replied, his brow knotting in confusion. He leaned back slowly in his chair.

      “Well of course,” Nolan chuckled, shaking his head. “Otherwise, what use do I have for you?”

      Percy narrowed his gaze at his uncle.

      “I brought her to you!” he stated, planting his hands on the table and standing. “I am plenty of use to you as a vampire!”

      Nolan’s gaze turned stormy.

      “You are nothing more than everything I stand to hate. You come back here, as the enemy, and expect to be spared? Foolish boy.”

      Percy’s jaw locked, as he glanced back at me. Something like fear flickered in his eyes now—probably because he’d realized betraying me hadn’t played out in his favor. He was a fucking coward.
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