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        OCTAVIA

      

      

      I pride myself on many things: my exceptional taste in mansions, my ability to keep secrets, and my genuine love for my brother. I do not, however, derive any satisfaction from my mistakes. Of which, I have just made the mother of all fuck-ups.

      “I had no choice,” I mutter over and over as I pace the halls of Castle St Clair. My eyes shift to the corridor ceiling. I need to be gone. After I compelled her, Red fell asleep. But even a floor below is too close, so I make my way to the first floor.

      Then again, is it really safe for me to leave her, given who she really is? What she really is?

      I shuffle forward and back, indecision tearing me apart. I slap the wall between two portraits once, twice, ball my fist and punch it through the plasterboard. It hurts. I like it. The sharp heat in my knuckles travels up my arm right to my brain, and all my fragmented thoughts coalesce into clarity.

      I should let her wake alone to ensure there’s no risk of me undoing the compulsion, because the temptation is there. The last thing I want is to endure Red having forgotten what I mean to her again. I make my way to the castle bar. It’s closed. No one is in here, not even staff.

      The room is sumptuous, with expensive chesterfield furniture and a black wood burner in the corner. The embers are molten and crumbling into ash. I dart around the back of the bar and pull a bottle of whisky off the optic.

      Fuck using a glass. I’m going to drink the entire bottle. I can’t believe I did it, especially after I swore to her I wouldn’t compel her again.

      But what fucking choice did I have? This is for her own safety. I skulk back into the corridor and make my way to the back door of my mother’s castle.

      I close it behind me and slide down the studded wood to slump in the doorway. I uncork the whisky and take an enormous gulp. It burns hot like the sun as it slides down my throat.

      Good.

      I deserve it.

      “You look like shit…” Rumblegrit says in his raspy voice as he looks down at me. I grunt at him but remember the way Red treated Broodmire, the Whisper Club’s goyle.

      I sigh, push up onto my knees, and raise a finger in offer of a drop. His stone collar ruffles, and he opens his mouth, a smile he can’t quite hide lifting the corner of his stony lips.

      I push my finger onto his spike and allow not one, but four beads of blood to roll onto his tongue. He bristles, and I swear for a brief second the grey of his skin washes pink.

      “Thank you,” he says. “Most unusual.”

      “Perhaps I’m changing,” I say.

      “Do vampires change?”

      “I thought not. But I’ve been wrong about a lot of things recently.”

      There’s a scraping of stone against wood as he tilts his grey eyes down at me. He narrows his gaze. “You look like shit, and the whisky stinks like regret. What did you do?”

      I sag back against the door and tickle him under his chin. “I broke a promise.”

      “And why would you do a thing like that?” he asks.

      I smile up at him: a thin slip of a thing. But I stay silent because as much as he is ugly-cute, he’s not my goyle, and I haven’t forgotten what Mother did to that vampire responsible for the carriage attack. She was quick to temper. Quick to violence. That’s not the mother I know, and I can’t imagine my secrets would stay secret if I blabbed them to her goyle.

      “Fine,” he shrugs, as much as his half shoulders allow. “Keep your secrets. I have plenty of my own.”

      I frown. “Do you now?”

      “You’d be surprised what the doors and walls hear, Ms Beaumont. We’re always listening.”

      “Perhaps you already have my secret, then.”

      “Mmm, I can tell your heart is aching.”

      I huff at him. “You know nothing.” But my hand wanders to rub my chest like it is aching.

      “Blood can tell many a remarkable thing about a person. And I’ve tasted not one but four drops this eve.”

      In the distance, Sadie’s snow-coloured hair drifts through the night breeze like eddies in a pond.

      “Sadie,” I say, surprising myself. We have a strange relationship, and I don’t much want to be near her, but yet I’m drawn to call her over.

      She halts as she levels with the gates into Mother’s garden that heads out towards the entrance. She turns, looking this way and that. I must be obscured in the shadows under the porch, so I inch out and wave.

      “Over here,” I say and waft the whisky bottle I’m holding. Her face lights up. She waves hello and changes course, drifting over to me in her usual angelic way.

      I take in her appearance as she draws close. She’s wearing a long, flowing black dress, reminiscent of the style of outfits the blood monks in her church wear, albeit slinkier and more elegant. Her hair is wound into two braids either side of her head that join at the bottom of her skull to form one plait that drapes down her spine. She’s tall like me, but her fair features and pale hair set her apart from all of us.

      I don’t bother standing up. Too miserable. Which is also why I called her over. Misery likes company, and I’m alone enough.

      “I was having a drink here with Rumblegrit,” I say.

      She nods and leans down to kiss me on the forehead. Something she almost always does as a greeting. Only to me, though. I suppose that’s the funny thing about siblings. We all have our unique ways of greeting each other or interacting with each other, and no two relationships are the same. Xavier and I are each other’s favourites—to which that, Hello, favourite, is our usual greeting. Dahlia and Gabriel, though, are birth twins as well as vampire siblings. They speak in a language unique to them, all silent words and hard-to-decipher expressions. They can have entire conversations in silence. I used to be jealous until Dahlia turned out to be a bit of a cunt, at which point, I felt sorry for Gabriel instead.

      I hold up the whisky bottle, but she leans over and tickles Rumblegrit under his chin. She dabs her finger on the spike, offering him a drop of blood. And I really do wonder whether I’ve been ignorant to the ways that everyone treats each other. It was a natural movement for Sadie to offer the goyle that kindness.

      “I’m being treated this evening, it seems,” he chuckles out a deep rumbling crackle of a laugh—the origin of his name. His eyes roll back, and he yawns as the overdose of mine and Sadie’s blood knocks him out. His lids drift shut, and he falls into a light slumber, his stone nostrils fluttering and emanating snuffles and snores.

      I smile up at him and check myself. Gods, Octavia, what is wrong with you? He’s a fucking gargoyle. He is not cute. You do not need to develop a soft spot.

      “Drink?” I offer Sadie again, if for no other reason than to drag my mind away from itself.

      Sadie takes the bottle out of my hand, and to my surprise, downs an enormous gulp. She hands it back and raises her hands to sign at me.

      “You look like shit tonight,” she says.

      “Thanks,” I huff. “I’m hearing that a lot.”

      “No offence, I’m worried about you,” she says and touches my chin. Her fingers are warm and caring. This is the Sadie our siblings never see, and I wonder why she chose me to connect with. But then, why did I choose Xavier? Sometimes when you come from a big family, you resonate with certain siblings more than others. It’s these softer moments that are almost enough to make me forget Sadie’s dark side.

      I lean into her touch and pull the bottle up to my mouth. I do not trust her. Not when I’m aware of what she’s capable of. I’ve seen her slaughter villages for fun. Not in my territory, I might add. She knows I’d come for her. It’s a reminder I need, though. Much as this is a lovely moment, we are still in competition with each other, and I don’t trust anyone, not when it comes to winning the city and replacing Mother. I have got to change the face of this city for the people like me who have always been pushed to the edge. I need my home to be a home instead of a prison.

      “I come bearing news,” she signs at me.

      “Oh?” I say, swigging from the bottle again and handing it back to her.

      My chest aches. Pathetic, really. I fucked up and now what? I’m feeling things? Gods, I can’t even be a proper vampire. I should be dead inside, not pining over a fucking human.

      A human you’ve loved for three years.

      She swigs and hands it back, and I decide to down the rest, dregs and all, to numb the… the sensation in my chest I’d rather not put a name to. I drop the bottle between my legs and rub my sternum.

      Sadie’s eyes drop to my hand. She narrows her gaze.

      “You okay?” she signs.

      I wave her off. There’s no way I’m going to explain that I am pining after a hunter. I’ll never live it down. She continues to squint at me as if trying to work out the issue, but explains the news she brings.

      “Mother is pissed.”

      “Why?”

      “Someone’s won the last challenge,” she says, her hands moving in a flurry of gestures.

      It takes all of my control not to go vampire still. If I did, she would know I was suppressing something, hiding the fact I have more information than I should.

      Instead, I embrace the pain in my chest, which seems to build. What the hell is wrong with me that emotional pain would manifest like this? Maybe I need to see a doctor or a vampire specialist. Red broke me.

      “I see. Well, who won?” I say, trying to push as much rage into my voice as possible. I need to be convincing. Honestly, it doesn’t take much to put the ire simmering in my gut at not being able to claim the win into my voice.

      “That’s the thing,” Sadie signs. “The winner is staying silent.”

      I do my best impression of a frown and play dumb. “What do you mean? No one knows? Of course they do. Surely Mother checked the amulet?”

      Sadie nods. “There’s blood inside it. Someone found the dhampir and sealed their blood inside. It’s the most beautiful thing in the city. One of us won but is choosing to keep it quiet.”

      Her eyes form slits as she tries to read my expression. Thankfully for me, my chest hurts enough that it’s a distraction.

      “Was it you?” she says.

      I laugh, a sharp nasty thing. “Sadie, please. You know exactly how much I want to take over from Mother. Do you really think if I’d won a round, I’d be keeping that quiet?”

      Some of the tension eases in her shoulders, and it makes me wonder exactly how much she wants to win. Did I discount her as a competitor too soon?

      “True,” she says. “I guess that means either Dahlia, Xavier or Gabriel’s partner must be the dhampir. They’ll need to keep an eye on them. The more trials we do, the closer we’re going to get to discovering who it is… and the more danger they’ll be in.”

      That makes me uncomfortable. I hadn’t considered the consequence of protecting Red would mean putting others in danger. But if my siblings want to aid in protecting their hunter, that’s their problem. They’re all partnered with highly trained hunters who can protect themselves. They’ve all survived attacks so far. It will be fine. They will be fine.

      Besides, I don’t care. My priority is Red, always. If there’s collateral damage along the way, too bad.

      “That doesn’t put Red out of danger, though,” I say. “No one knows who the dhampir is, therefore attacks could come from anyone.”

      She shakes her head, her lips pressed thin. “The Festival of Blood is coming. With how high the political tensions are, it seems like a bad idea for the festival to happen.”

      “Slow down, too fast,” I say.

      She tuts at me and slows her signing down. I manage to catch everything the second time.

      “Shit. When is it?”

      “It’s going to end up coinciding with the attempt on the boundary,” she says.

      I knead my temples. “Well, Mother will need to work with the Chief to put extra security on. Though it could work in our favour as a distraction.”

      Sadie nods. “That’s true. I hadn’t considered that. Well, I have business to attend to. If you find out which of them actually won, will you inform me?”

      “Sure,” I shrug, knowing exactly who won and the fact I’ll never confess. She scans my face as if trying to find a lie.

      I rub at my chest again, irritated at my weakness.

      “What’s up with that?” she gestures at my hand.

      “Nothing. Just chest pains. Probably the stress of the competition and knowing I’ve lost another round.”

      “Is that so?” she signs, her eyebrow rising as she folds her arms.

      “How is it you can still be sarcastic while totally silent?”

      She laughs. It’s a whispery sound, like clouds and summer daisies dancing in the wind.

      “It doesn’t appear to be stress to me,” she says.

      “What makes you say that?”

      She shrugs and steps off the porch. “I have to get back to the church, but I’d monitor that if I were you. Almost looks like you bound yourself to someone, and they tried to leave you. But you wouldn’t be stupid enough to do that, would you?” She steps away and outright winks at me as she turns around and saunters into the distance.

      “No,” I shout into the night as she disappears into the darkness. “I WOULDN’T, SADIE. THAT’S RIDICULOUS.”

      But she doesn’t return. I watch her until she disappears, and then a nervous laugh bubbles up and spills out of me. I’m left cold, a reminder that Sadie has that effect on people. The occasional show of softness is not to be mistaken for anything other than the game she’s currently playing. She’s as ruthless as the rest of us, otherwise Mother wouldn’t have adopted her. The night air wraps a chill around me as the knowledge that I did, in fact, bind myself to someone weighs heavy on me.

      But Red wouldn’t leave, right? We have a competition to compete in, and I’m not sure if she’ll even remember we’re bound at this point. Not after what I did.

      Besides, she was asleep on the roof when I left her.

      “I’d go and check if I were you,” Rumblegrit says, scaring the life out of me.

      “I thought you were asleep,” I snap. “You better keep whatever you think you know to yourself or no more blood for you.”

      But I don’t wait for his answer. I’m already up, shoving the door open and sprinting for the roof, my chest aching worse than ever.

      She wouldn’t leave. Even if I took her memories.

      She can’t.

      But the sinking feeling in my gut and the pulling in my chest say something different.

      I burst out onto the rooftop and slide to a halt.

      Red’s gone.
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      Run little dhampir, I’ll be here watching...

      Waiting...

      Octavia might have hidden your identity from everyone else, but not from me.

      Never from me. I saw what Octavia did. What a delightful sacrifice she made for you, losing this round on purpose. Why, it’s practically chivalrous.

      I’ll be observing you...

      But don’t worry that pretty little head of yours.

      It’s not what you think... I don’t want you dead.

      Not yet, anyway.
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      It took a monumental amount of self-control, but I let Octavia believe I’d fallen asleep. I waited, listening to her every movement. She paced for a while, waiting for me to fall asleep. And then she bent to kiss my knuckles. I wanted to yank my hand away.

      I wanted to ball my fist and knock her out, quite frankly. But I did none of those things. I kept my eyes shut, forced my breathing to slow and deepen and I pretended to be asleep.

      When her footsteps retreated, I swore I could hear her pacing in the corridor beneath the roof. I waited another five minutes, and when I figured the coast was clear, I shot up like a bolt and got the fuck out of there.

      Which is why I’m now running through the castle.

      How could she?

      I scurry through the hallways as fast as I can, keeping my head down. The number of vampires in the mansion and the notoriety of these fucking trials mean I need to keep a low profile. No point hiding the fact my blood is warm. I find a cap and cloak on a rack by one of the side doors. I steal them both and shove them on.

      And then, I run.

      I run harder than I’ve ever run.

      My feet pound over the cobbles, carrying me across Cordelia’s courtyard, down the long avenue that leads up to the castle and into the underground tunnels beneath the base of the castle.

      By the time I stop, my chest is killing me. I must have run hard enough to give myself a muscle spasm in my ribs. Gods, I assumed I was fitter than this. I’ll have to work harder, go back to daily running.

      I wait for a carriage to appear. This is the fastest way to get across the city and to the harbour where I can leave.

      I need to get out of this city. I need to be away.

      From her.

      From the truth of what I am.

      But more than anything, from what she did.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage ride takes longer than I’d like, which means I sleep part of the day away. When I finally reach the harbour, I pay the carriage driver and head towards the underground tunnels beneath the docks. I have to pay the dock man in sketches and painting to keep my comings and goings quiet. He makes a note of what I owe him, and I head into the tunnels.

      Fuck Octavia.

      Fuck her forever. We are done. She broke the one promise I begged her to keep. She tried to compel me to forget everything we had and for fucking what? Because I’m the dhampir? How fucking could she?

      It’s only as the light dips and I enter the tunnels, the cool, damp air washing over me, that I realise…

      She tried to compel me.

      Tried.

      It didn’t work.

      Fuck me, it didn’t work. Why didn’t it work? It should have. Not that I want to be compelled, but I am no different to any other human or hunter. We’re all susceptible and she’s admitted she did it before—the night she turned Amelia.

      So why didn’t it work?

      I run through the possibilities. Maybe it’s because I’m the dhampir? Or I’m meant to be. I won’t be if I have anything to say about it. Would being a dhampir make me immune to compulsion? It would make me half vampire. That has to have some impact on the susceptibility of being compelled. That must be it.

      Though, wait. Vampires can compel each other. Or rather, Octavia and Cordelia can because they’re two of the original three—they’re stronger than all the others—which makes this make even less sense.

      I rub at my chest as I step into another carriage that will take me most of the way towards New Imperium—there’s only one person I want to see right now. Part of me feels guilty for not going to Lincoln, but he’s in too deep and too close to Dahlia right now that I’m not sure where we stand. It’s too much of a risk. I’ll have to walk part of the way to the city. Which wouldn’t be a problem if my chest didn’t hurt this much.

      I spend the entire journey wondering what caused Octavia’s compulsion to fail. What if she didn’t mean it enough?

      Who am I kidding? Octavia doesn’t do anything without intention. I’m not going to defend her actions. She can go fuck herself.

      The carriage driver deposits me about a kilometre away from the New Imperium border. It’s a little further from here, but I should be in the city soon. I can’t wait to see my bestie. Bella will calm me down. She’ll know what to say to make it better.

      I break into a run, deciding now is as good a time as any to bring up my cardio fitness. But before long, my chest is heaving, and I have to stop and catch my breath. Each time I stop, I get more irritated with myself.

      What the hell is wrong with me? I can normally do a ten kilometre run without much difficulty. Why am I struggling today?

      By the time I hit the city border, I’m dizzy. I slow even further as I meander through the tunnels and out into the heart of New Imperium. This is the new town, or I’m fairly sure it is. And if it is, Remy—Bella’s girlfriend—lives close by. I could start by going there and seeing if Bella is with her.

      I’m staggering now, my breath short. My chest is full of hot irons, stabbing and pulling at my lungs, my heart. I find the street Remy lives on a little by memory and a little by luck.

      But I collapse to my knees, entirely winded, wondering if I can call Bella to come here, but… I’m not carrying the orb calling device that Remy made.

      And that is my last thought as I bend forward, dropping to all fours and collapsing into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Red, you silly cow, wake up,” Bella’s voice drifts into my consciousness along with the most potent and rancid scent I’ve ever had the displeasure of inhaling.

      “What is…?” I mumble, but my words come out jumbled.

      “She’s had enough of that. Gods know I have, it’s vile,” Bella says.

      “She needs to be fully conscious,” another voice I recognise says. I can’t place who it is, though.

      My eyes flutter open. Bella’s curvy body is bent over me. I cop an eyeful of her tits and I’m pretty sure I saw nipple.

      “Mother of Blood, Bella,” I say, shoving her back by the shoulders, trying to miss her cleavage. “What are you wearing?”

      She glances down. “What? Remy and I were out for dinner.”

      “And you wear that for dinner?”

      “Well, no,” she shrugs, wrapping what I now see is a dressing gown tighter around her body, covering up the extremely skimpy lingerie I got an eyeful of.

      “We finished dinner and were… having pudding… it was—” she starts.

      “Please do not feel obligated to finish that sentence,” I say, rubbing a hand over my face. I’m in an apartment. I glance around. There’s a lot of glass and everything is clean and sharp, save for a messy office table in the corner with cogs and wires and a fuck ton of books.

      Bella huffs at me and helps me up. Which is when I sort out who the other voice’s owner is. “Quinn. Hey.”

      “How are you feeling?” she asks, waving a finger in my face and applying a daub of something gritty to my forehead.

      I bat her hand away. Quinn and I aren’t close like Bella and I are, but she’s one of Remy’s friends. They all work together for the crown in this city, and Quinn happens to be a rather excellent medic. No wonder she’s here.

      “I found you,” Quinn says, running a hand through her hair. It’s shaved on the sides but a mass of curls on top. “I called Bella down immediately. Scarlett’s outside, guarding the building block.”

      “Where’s the rest of your gang?” I ask.

      “Remy got called out on a RuneNet server break-in. She owed a guy a favour. Stirling has stayed at the palace in Morrigan’s place—because she should arrive at any moment.”

      A knock at the door startles me. Quinn dances off to open it as a kettle clicks off in the kitchen. Bella shuffles to the kitchen and clatters about. A minty smell drifts into the room and a moment later, she returns and hands me a piping hot mug of the minty brew.

      Then she rubs my shoulder. “You’re really shook up. What happened?”

      “I fucked up, is the summary,” I say, blowing cool air on the tea.

      “What’s going on?” Morrigan says, appearing from behind Quinn, who tuts at the tea and takes it out of my hand.

      “Bella,” Quinn whines.

      Bella rolls her eyes. “It’s only tea.”

      “It is not just tea.” Quinn trots back to the kitchen, opening cupboards and making a racket before returning and handing me the now much cooler mug of tea. The colour has changed too, and it smells decidedly less appealing. I sigh and take a sip, and my mouth contorts at the bitterness.

      “The fuck, Quinn?”

      She laughs, “Drink it, and don’t be a baby.”

      I do, and because it’s cooler, I can take big gulps.

      Morrigan pulls two chairs over from the dining room table. Quinn grabs the other one, but Bella pushes me up until there’s space for her on the sofa. Then she takes my hand in hers and strokes the back of it as I slump against her.

      “I asked you a question,” Morrigan says, her tone a little clipped. I’d almost forgotten how in touch with her power she is. Morrigan is, to my knowledge, the single most powerful magician in this city. Her arms, neck, and legs and probably other parts of her are smothered in Collection tattoos—a sorcerer’s marks that connect them to their buildings and enable them to wield magic. But aside from that, she’s also a princess who will be queen and have control of the most powerful palace in the city, too. Essentially, she wears the don’t-fuck-with-me-or-there-will-be-consequences type of pants. And aside from that, she reminds me a little of Octavia. She has the same dark-coloured hair, though Morrigan’s is blunt across the fringe, and she wears a lot of black.

      I take another gulp of tea. Each one I drink makes me a little brighter.

      “We don’t know yet,” Bella says. “Give her a chance. Quinn called me and said she found Red collapsed at the end of our street. I called Stirling, who got in touch with you and Scarlett. And here we are.”

      “Why are you here?” Bella asks, patting my hand.

      I frown at her and rub my chest. It still aches, though considerably less. But worse, the hunger is gnawing at my gut. The rising need for a piece of her. I’m never drinking blood again. I yank myself out of my thoughts and focus on Bella.

      “Did you not consider, oh, I don’t know… putting some clothes on before welcoming me into the flat?” I say.

      She pouts. “I sorely hope that if Quinn phoned you in the middle of the night and told you I was unconscious on your street that you’d drop everything and come running, too.”

      I open my mouth to remind her she flashed nip at me, but have to concede she’s absolutely right. “You make a good point.”

      “Exactly,” she says. “Now, what the hell are you doing here? I wasn’t expecting you.”

      Between Quinn and Bella coming to my rescue, and the tea, which is now finished, I feel considerably better. The ache in my chest has eased almost completely.

      “Okay, look. I realise I came here unannounced, and I owe you an explanation. But I need to get back to Sangui City before anyone comes looking for me. Is there any chance you can take me back to the tunnels and I’ll tell you everything on the way?”

      “Who’s going to come looking for you?” Morrigan fixes me with her regal stare.

      Suddenly I recall that vampires and magicians don’t mix, and me coming here without explanation when Octavia knows who Bella is was probably an epic mistake.

      I stand up. “Bella…”

      Her eyes widen as she takes in my expression. “Okay, okay, fine. I’ll throw on a tracksuit.”

      She rushes off to the bedroom and reappears in about twenty seconds flat.

      A few minutes later, we’re all on the street, Scarlett fifty feet ahead of us, scanning the street and darting this way and that. Morrigan, Quinn, Bella and I walk in a huddle, our voices low. Morrigan wears a cloak with an enormous hood that conceals most of her face, no doubt to hide from the public. Though it’s the middle of the night, I hope no one will recognise her.

      “Things have gotten… Mother of Blood, I don’t even know where to begin,” I say.

      “How about at the start?” Quinn says.

      So I do. I explain how there’s a competition that the Chief agreed to run with Cordelia St Clair. I have to stop and explain a little of the vampire-hunter politics, but I get through everything, including the trials and telling them that whoever wins gets to run the city in the future.

      I also tell them about how one of hunters is the dhampir who will bring magic back to our city. Though I don’t tell them Octavia believes it’s me.

      My spiel ends, however, because Bella jumps in front of me as we reach a tunnel entrance, and I careen into her chest for the second time tonight. Thankfully, this time it’s covered by a hoody.

      Bella folds her arms. “Nice try. None of that explains why you’re here, or why you collapsed.”

      I sigh and sag against a bench nestled under a lamppost. Morrigan and Quinn sit next to me. Scarlett dives onto one end.

      “You recall I hate vampires?” I start.

      “To your very marrow,” Bella confirms.

      I lean forward, put my head in my hands. “Right. Turns out… I don’t actually hate them all. Or at least, there’s one specific vampire I don’t entirely hate.”

      “Wait. What?” Bella shrieks. “You need to say a lot more, and quickly.”

      “It’s complicated, and… there’s more… I may have developed an addiction to blood.”

      I can’t bear to look at them. Confessing makes my tongue taste bitter and my throat thick.

      Bella’s face pales, Quinn whistles, and Morrigan’s eyebrows vanish up under her fringe.

      Quinn touches my hand and pulls it away from my face. “I don’t have extensive knowledge, but I know a bit about the physiology of hunters and vampires from my studies when I was an apprentice. The fae too. One thing that I never forgot is that the properties of vampire blood are…”

      “Interesting?” I try to shrug it off with a laugh, but it comes out like a stifled cough.

      “Did you fall for the vampire you were dosing from?” Morrigan asks, taking me by surprise.

      I glance at Bella and then tear my eyes away and nod.

      It makes Morrigan’s lips purse. “I, too, have studied vampire physiology, history, anthropology and politics. You understand it’s expected as part of my role?”

      I wince as I say, “It gets worse.”

      Bella inhales a sharp breath. “I will actually drown you, Red, I swear to the gods. I will murder you, bring you back to life, and then murder you again for good measure. What have you done?”

      Quinn’s eyes flick a surreptitious glance at Morrigan. I suspect between the two of them, they already have the answer to that question.

      “You bonded yourself to them, didn’t you?” Quinn asks.

      I nod meekly and keep my eyes low.

      “I suspect the binding is why you collapsed. Where is she? This vampire you—” Morrigan cuts herself off and then kneels in front of me, gripping my shoulders. Her nails aren’t sharp, but her fingers grip tight enough to shock me. “Did you run? Please tell me she knows where you are, and you didn’t run…”

      “Morrigan, what is it? What the hell is wrong?” Bella says, her voice pitching up.

      But it’s Quinn who answers. “If she ran, that’s why her chest was hurting. When you bind yourself to a vampire, you can’t leave them. Like EVER.”

      “How could you bind yourself without knowing all the fucking consequences, Red?” Bella’s pacing intensifies.

      Morrigan pulls me to standing. “No wonder you collapsed. Your entire system is tied to hers. You need to leave. Now. You have a standing welcome because of what you did for this city, I’m not banishing you. But you can’t be here like this. You need to leave right now before this vampire c⁠—”

      “Shit,” I say, cutting her off. “I collapsed from the pain, straining the bond, I suspect, but now… Now, I’m better…”

      “Which means…” Quinn says, her eyes darting in the direction of the tunnels.

      Morrigan whirls around. “Scarlett! Get to the tun—” but the word is swallowed as I put my hand over her mouth.

      It’s too late. I sense her. It wasn’t Quinn’s tea, or at least it wasn’t all the tea. I’m better because she came after me. Hunted me down like prey. Ironic, right? The hunter becomes the hunted. Oh Octavia, you should be proud.

      “Sweet mother of fuck. There hasn’t been a vampire in this city in centuries,” Bella whispers.

      “I’ll leave,” I say, releasing Morrigan and sprinting towards the tunnel entrance.

      But I am too late because beneath the curve of the New Imperium tunnel arch, buried in the murky gloom, is the shadow of a vampire.

      A vampire I recognise. A vampire whose blood calls to me, as if my hunger summoned her.

      Her foot hovers in the light of a lamppost, waiting, no doubt, because she knows she’ll cause shit if she steps onto the city grounds.

      “Octavia, don—” I bark.

      But she steps into the light as a set of Katana swords press against her neck and heart.
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      “If you value breathing, I would advise you to remove that blade from my neck,” I say.

      “Thanks, but I’ll keep it where it is,” a woman snarls. “Move an inch, I dare you.”

      I sigh. It’s deep and overly dramatic, but I need to demonstrate that no matter what this little magician assassin thinks she can do, I will do it faster and harder and end her quicker than she can blink.

      “Need I remind you of the vampire-magician wars? It didn’t end well for your kind,” I say, my voice deep and full of threat.

      The assassin sneers, “Funny, because I had an entirely different history lesson.” She hitches the Katana sword closer to my neck, dangerously close to nicking the skin.

      “Enough,” Red says, bolting to the tunnel arch. “Scarlett, stop. Please. It’s… this is complicated.”

      “Uncomplicate it,” Scarlett says, not moving an inch.

      “I’m getting bored with this,” I say.

      Red’s eyes widen. She places a hand on Scarlett’s wrist. “Octavia will behave, won’t you?” she says, glaring at me.

      “You’re required in Sangui City,” I say, ignoring the question. I’m not promising a damn thing.

      “She’s required to stay right the fuck here,” a curvy girl wearing a strange baggy outfit says. The trousers are slung low on her hips, and she has lacy underwear underneath. Do magicians regularly walk around with their knickers out? What unusual attire.

      “Bella. Gods. Everyone stop. It’s going to be fine,” Red says, now tugging on Scarlett’s arm.

      Bella thrusts a hand on her hip. Ah, now I recognise her. This is Red’s friend. She’s spoken about her several times over the years, but for obvious reasons, I’ve never met her.

      “It’s not fine,” Bella says. “You ran away to New Imperium and then collapsed unconscious in the middle of the city alone.”

      That piques my interest, a quiet simmering heat sparks in my gut. “You collapsed?” I say, my jaw clenching.

      “Not that you give a shit, but yes. I had chest pains and ended up collapsing, and Quinn found me.”

      Another girl appears now. Her hair is shorn to the scalp on the sides, and she has an array of tight-coiled hair on the top. I like the style. She holds an awkward hand up to indicate she was the finder of Red.

      “Thank you for finding her,” I say to Quinn.

      She nods, presses her lips into a thin line at me. But her eyes bounce from me to Red to the rest of the group in a skittish motion.

      Scarlett, still holding the swords at my neck and chest, hesitates at my gratitude. It’s enough to make my move. I speed out of her grip and disarm her, knocking both swords out of her hands.

      I’ll give her credit, she’s fast. I swing out of her fist range and lunge forward, grabbing a short-handled blade out of her thigh strap.

      There’s a kerfuffle, a blur of fast feet, tangled limbs, and then a hot body squeezes between us. It’s Red. Though Scarlett and I, both considerably taller than Red, are holding each other’s throats around her head.

      “ENOUGH,” Bella says. “You look like a fucking sandwich all pressed together like that. Scarlett, stand down.”

      “I’ll release her when she releases me,” Scarlett says.

      Wise move, clever little assassin.

      “Fuck me,” Red snaps. “You’re as bad as each other. Right. Release together. In three. Two. One.”

      We do as she says and release each other simultaneously.

      “Was that really so hard?” I sneer.

      “Says the vampire in the magician’s territory. Are you trying to incite a war?” Scarlett lurches forward but Red’s hands land on her chest.

      Protecting me, little hunter? How quaint.

      Red kneads her forehead. “I’m taking her back. For all the bravado, Octavia is correct. I am required in this stupid competition that’s partnered me with a drainer,” Red sighs.

      Drainer? I have to suppress a sigh. Alas, the compulsion has taken us back to hate. I knew it was coming and yet it doesn’t make it sting any less.

      “Then why did you come here? I didn’t think I was seeing you until Morrigan’s wedding,” Bella asks.

      “I…” Red hesitates, her brow furrows, the confusion of compulsion washing over her expression. “I guess I’m not sure. Something happened earlier that made me cross and then I don’t… Maybe I drank too much and figured I’d go see my bestie.”

      Bella—the bestie—frowns, folding her arms under her ample breasts and glares at Red. Oh dear, she doesn’t buy the bullshit the compulsion is making you spew.

      She’s a good friend.

      “Red…” I say, recognising that I need to get her out of here before the spots in her memory make her friend even more suspicious.

      “Honestly, Bella, I’m totally fine. I drank wayyyy too much at the end of the challenge today, and I just missed you.”

      That softens Bella. She opens her arms, and Red flings herself into them. My jaw tightens so hard I’m sure I’ll crack a fang. It’s not that I’m jealous. She can hug whoever she wants, especially her best friends.

      But… she is mine.

      And mine alone.

      And I don’t like people touching what belongs to me.

      I don’t give a fuck who says that’s toxic; I like my romance dark and intense and flavoured with the fieriest spice.

      I glance at Scarlett, who hasn’t taken her eyes off me this entire time. Her gaze is narrowed as she watches me watch Red. Assessing.

      Perhaps I underestimated the magician.

      “I should go,” Red says, disentangling herself from Bella. “We’ll have the winner announced in the morning, and it’s going to take us all night to get back.”

      “Do you still have the orb Remy gave you?” Quinn asks.

      Red nods.

      “Good, use it. For anything. We’re here for you,” Quinn says.

      Red says her goodbyes to Quinn and Scarlett and together we retreat into the shadows. The assassin-magician’s eyes bore into my back long after we’re out of sight.

      We’re silent for a long time.

      She’s keeping her distance, a good three feet of space between us.

      So this is how it is.

      Back to her hating me, hating vampires. Forgetting every time she’s fallen for me. So strange that we can be bonded, and she doesn’t even know.

      It occurs to me that now I’m standing next to her, my chest has loosened. I feel… better? This must be the bond working. We are tied physically, mentally, and spiritually. This is going to make the fact she doesn’t remember falling for me a lot more complicated.

      How will we get through this? I pull a hand over my face, as if that will wipe away the frustration. I can’t look at her. Instead, I glance anywhere, at anything but her. With each compulsion, each tearing of my heart, it gets harder.

      The light in this tunnel is a pale rouge, like watered down blood. But the dark, rough walls make the air seem thick and moody. Ivy and vines grow up some of the tunnel walls, garrotting the lights that hang from the arched ceiling. I don’t recall ever coming into the tunnels this far on foot.

      We continue in silence, which means my mind continues to race.

      What happens when the competition is over and she no longer wants to be anywhere near me? What if she tries to leave and accidentally kills herself because she strayed too far from me? But worse, what if this is the time she doesn’t fall in love with me again?

      Should I remove the compulsion?

      No. That’s stupid. I can’t because if she accidentally let slip who she is… if I’m not with her. Gods forbid anything happen to her. The blood drains from my face as I grasp just how complicated this has become and that all of it is my fault.

      Red jolts me out of my thoughts. “Don’t make a habit of visiting New Imperium,” she says as we trudge deeper into the tunnels. The gloom takes over, making it harder for her to see me, no doubt.

      “I’ll stop visiting New Imperium when you learn to stay put.”

      “Fuck you, Octavia, you don’t own me.”

      “I think you’ll find that you’re my teammate. Which means you’re mine to protect.”

      “I’m not an idiot. I don’t need any drainers knowing where I’m going.” She wipes her mouth.

      God, this is déjà vu. She’d thrown things like this at me not two weeks ago. I wonder if it’s me, if I’m quietly driving myself insane repeating the same mistakes over and over. Sure, the number of times I’ve expunged myself from her memories is limited. But the amount of memories I’ve taken? The number of mistakes I’ve hidden, hurts I’ve removed? She’d never forgive me if she knew. I can’t keep doing this.

      I sigh. “So we’re back to drainer?”

      “Did we ever leave it?” she snaps.

      Fuck. Right. No, we didn’t. Is this the time where I’ve overlaid the web so many times it all falls down? Can I even keep track of which memories are gone?

      Mother of Blood. I rub my eyes, exhausted already. “I suppose not.”

      She turns away from me, hiding her expression. But she keeps wiping her mouth.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      “What’s it to you?”

      I grit my teeth. It’s going to be a long night. “As my trial partner, it’s of utmost importance to me you stay in good health. And frankly, you look terrible.”

      “And whose fault is that?” she snaps.

      I tilt my head at her. “Explain.”

      She pauses one brief second and then flings her hand up. “Forget it. I’m just thirsty. Like really thirsty.”

      “If there’s a carriage that passes, I’ll stop them and ask for their water.”

      “Not. That thirst.”

      “Oh,” I say. “Right. Your addiction.”

      She glares at me. “Don’t call it that.”

      “Would you prefer I called it your teddy bear?”

      She rolls her eyes at me.

      “Well, I can assist you with this problem as well.”

      “I’d rather drink a dying vampire’s blood than yours. Or did you forget you turned my sister?”

      I groan. I can’t help it. Amelia is going to kill me when I tell her she’s going to have to break the news to her sister all over again.

      “You have no choice. You’re not drinking any other vampire’s blood.”

      She rounds on me, shoves me against the tunnel wall. “Did you fucking hear me? You turned my sister. Why the hell would I drink your blood?”

      She shoves and shoves. Something is… off. She’s emanating a strange twist of emotions. I don’t know if I can smell them or if they’re inside me. The bond, perhaps. But they’re visceral. She is visceral. The hot prickle of rage coats my flesh, the static tingle of irritation like pepper in the air. Confusion, disappointment.

      Wait.

      Disappointment?

      I tilt my head, trying to examine her facial expression, to see if I can work out what’s going on. Was this one time too many with compulsion? Have I actually broken her mind?

      She’s breathing hard as she pushes me against the wall.

      “I hate you,” she says, but the words are forced, like she’s trying to hate me. And for the first time, I wonder whether my compulsion is faulty. Did I do it wrong? Has it only half taken?

      Ridiculous. This is just like all the other times. Her head is telling her one thing, and her heart is saying something else. I narrow my eyes at her.

      “I don’t think you do,” I say.

      Her nostrils flare wide, her jaw tightens.

      “See, I think you want my blood. You crave it.”

      “Fuck you, Octavia.”

      That makes me grin. “I’d love you to.”

      She pulls me off the wall and thrusts me back against it. I cock my head the other way, baring my neck, and lock eyes with her. This is what she wants. What she needs. I will always give her what she needs.

      She steps into my personal space automatically. I raise a finger and draw it down my neck until it hovers over a juicy vein.

      “Sure?” I say, tapping the risen thread of skin. This is our dance: the dare, the tease, the temptation. This is how it always starts. “Can’t have my teammate in anything but the peak of physical health. Even if that means allowing the little hunter to dose herself into oblivion.”

      I dig my nail into my neck, threatening to pierce the skin. She rears back, her nostrils wide.

      She looks up at me. “I do. Hate you, I mean. But this… I…”

      We hold each other there, a million things passing between us. All of them unsaid. The air festers with everything we should confess, all our unspoken lies and promises, deceits and betrayals.

      “Don’t be ashamed. Take it,” I whisper, pushing against my neck.

      I swallow my next words, my throat aches with the need to purge them: take all of it. I’d give it all to you if it meant I could keep you.

      Her face hardens like granite and steel and the coldest storm I’ve ever seen. And I know before she opens her mouth, I am well and truly screwed.

      “What? Like you tried to take my memories?” she snarls.

      Oh. Fuck.
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        One Thousand Years Ago

      

      

      My horse gallops through the morning air, its nostrils flaring as I press my heels to his sides, urging him faster. I have to make it to Eleanor’s apothecary because I can’t go on not knowing whether she…

      I push the thought away. I can’t bear to ponder such awful things.

      Air whistles past my ears, joining the scuffing of hooves against grass and mud as he flies across the fields.

      “Yahh, yaahh,” I shout, flicking the reins.

      Finally, I make it to town. Frustrated, I slow the horse into a canter and then drop into a trot over the stone cobbles.

      Better to be safe than not make it to Eleanor.

      By the time we get to the other side of town, the sun is rising high in the sky. Morning warmth trickles over my skin. But it doesn’t thaw the ice wrapped around my heart.

      I spend my time singing a mantra, a prayer to the witch-gods pleading with them to save Eleanor. Let her survive.

      She has to.

      Smoke is fizzling to a noisy steam that scatters through the air as I finally approach her street.

      The anticipation makes my stomach drop when I reach her apothecary. I can’t bring myself to look yet, so I tie the horse to a fence post and locate a bucket of water. Many stand abandoned by the townspeople who must have spent the night putting the fire out.

      I put the bucket within the horse’s reach, and he laps happily at the cool liquid. I rub his neck and give him a pat, cooing praise and whispers of, “Good boy, good boy.”

      I’m stalling because I don’t want to face the horror behind me. I’ve carefully avoided staring at the cottage because I’m terrified of what I’ll find, or rather what I won’t.

      I lean my forehead against the gelding’s neck and inhale the musty straw and earthy scent that’s unique to horses.

      “Come on, Cordelia, we must do this. We must be strong and find our love,” I breathe into his silken mane.

      I give the horse one more pat, and then I turn and face the apothecary.

      The sight drops me to my knees. It’s all but smouldering embers.

      There’s no roof; the thatch has completely burned away. Half of the walls have collapsed, and everything is charred black.

      I hold my mouth in my hands and let silent tears fall.

      “Oh my gods, please… please have escaped.”

      I rock back and forth, hugging myself and wiping the tears away for what feels like an age. Finally, my courage returns, and I stand on shaking legs.

      I edge forward until I almost trip over what I think is a piece of charred wood wrapped in what may have once been a sheet. There’s the faintest hint of blue on an edge of the fabric, the only remaining colour left in the house. Everything else is black, charred coal or varying shades of soot.

      I take another step and my ankle gives way. There’s something under my foot. I bend down to pick it up and discover a ring. A ring Eleanor always wore. Bile climbs my throat. Please gods, I pray. The ring is gold, though part of it has warped from the heat. I suspect I could have a jeweller remould it or fix it enough it would be wearable. I slip it into my dress pocket. If she’s gone, then at least I can keep a piece of her.

      I step towards the house, and a wave of warmth hits me.

      I frown, wondering why the apothecary is still hot when the fire is out. I step forward, my fingers inching towards the remnants of stone where the front door was.

      A voice startles me, halting my progress.

      “I wouldn’t touch the stone, miss,” a man says.

      I swivel around to look at him. “Why not?” I say.

      “It’ll still be hot, you see. Fire’s gone, but the stone holds the heat for a while. I wouldn’t go inside either. Very dangerous. The remaining rafters will collapse, eventually. Wouldn’t want a knock on the head, would you?”

      “No, I suppose not. But I…”

      His face is round and ruddy, but he seems very pleasant. “You looking for the healer that worked here?”

      Worked. Past tense.

      My heart spasms; my chest tightens. I’m not sure I can breathe. Everything blurs, and I’m convinced I’m going to pass out.

      I can’t do this. I can’t find her dead.

      He looks away, realising that I’m stricken with emotion.

      “Sorry, miss, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “Where—” I start, but I’m unable to finish the sentence.

      The man nods at me as if he knows what I’m trying to ask. He comes up to me and takes my hand in his. “Such a tragedy. Awful thing to happen. I heard it was because of warring families.”

      I think I’m going to be sick. My stomach churns, rolling and frothing. What if her face has burned away and I can’t tell if she’s my Eleanor? My eyes sting and well with tears.

      I tear my gaze away from him. “P-please… wh-where?” I stutter, unable to catch enough oxygen to give him a complete sentence. I just hope he knows what I’m after.

      “I don’t know what happened to her. But there were some firefighters that put the blaze out. They might help you.”

      “Who were they?”

      “There’s a station in the next village. Easy to find once you get there.”

      “Thank you!” I shout, already running back to the horse. I will not rest until I find her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 6


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RED

      

      

      “What did you say?” Octavia says, her crimson eyes wide as full blood moons.

      “You heard me.” I’m snarling and growling, my whole body contorting under tensed muscles. But it’s not the rage consuming me. This is happening involuntarily.

      The addiction.

      It’s becoming completely unsustainable. I need to feed.

      I mean, drink.

      Fuck. What’s wrong with me?

      Octavia draws a sharp breath, and it brings me back to her. Her head is shaking in slow, steady, confused movements.

      “It’s… It’s not possible,” she says.

      “What isn’t, Octavia? It’s not possible that you did the one thing I asked you never to do? Not possible that you stole my memories? Or tried, I should say. Tried to control me. To take my fucking free will and compel me into obedience? That’s not possible? Because I assure you… you certainly tried.”

      She’s stepped back. One foot, two. Her head still shaking, her pupils blown wide. Her bottom lip is dropped and gulping at the air like a fish.

      “I don’t understand?” she breathes.

      “I do. I understand that you’re a fucking traitor. You betrayed me. Broke my trust. And for what?”

      That makes her snap to attention. Her face crumples into lines, and a simmering fury shivers through her expression.

      “To protect you, Red. For the love of blood. Don’t you get it? You’re the fucking dhampir.”

      “And you think me not knowing that is going to help us? Are you naïve? In what world does me not knowing who I am help the situation? I’d be completely helpless. Entirely at the whims of your protection.”

      Something in her shatters. She shoves me back, gripping my shoulders. “Yes, and I’d give my life to protect you.”

      “YOU’RE ALREADY DEAD, OCTAVIA. You were born dead, for fucks sake.”

      She recoils. Her face crumpling.

      Great. Now I feel bad. But as soon as I think it, I push it away. She doesn’t get to make me feel guilty. She’s the one who betrayed me.

      “I did it to protect you. If you don’t know… If no one knows, then I can keep the secret. No one can torture it out of me, and I can keep you safe.” But she’s no longer looking at me. She’s examining the tunnel floor like there’s a work of art on it instead of dusty cracked concrete.

      I fold my arms. “I can look after myself. That’s the point. You don’t get to choose what I…” but my words fade as I cough.

      My throat goes suddenly dry. The hunger in my belly is twisting and furling until I want to be sick. I buckle, bending over and gagging. Octavia reaches down to help me up. I shuck her off.

      “Don’t fucking touch me.”
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
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