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        OCTAVIA

      

      

      For a thousand years, I have lived under the assumption that love would very much be, enough.

      Honestly? I feel naive. How could I place my trust in someone who, time after time, has betrayed me, hurt me, and blamed me?

      I shuffle my feet, lean back against the tree Red handcuffed me to and let the sounds of rustling leaves and trickling river water in the distance calm me.

      Except it doesn’t. Nothing will calm me down tonight because of what she has done.

      This entire time, I’ve fought for Red. Made choices I thought would be best for her. Well, no more. The moment Red stepped into that trial ring, she broke us. Destroyed us. I cannot subject myself to her lack of faith in me anymore.

      No part of me wants to watch her fight my sister. Dahlia will beat her to a pulp. I know Red is a trained hunter and that she should be able to hold her own. But Dahlia is something else. She’s vicious, mean, there’s no remorse or hesitation with her. She’s kill or be killed. And even though this fighting trial isn’t meant to be to the death, I’m certain Dahlia would relish the opportunity to slaughter Red because she’s well aware of how much she means to me…

      Meant to me.

      Past tense.

      I squint into the distance, trying to make out the fighting ring. But the silver cuffs are too distracting. Where they’re locked around my wrists, it chafes and burns, my skin blistering.

      How fucking could she?

      The fight begins. I should look away. Force myself to close my eyes and turn away from what Red’s doing.

      Intentionally losing.

      Throwing away everything that we’ve worked for. But I can’t. I’m like an addict trying to get my fix even though this fight is a carriage crash in slow motion.

      They tussle. For a while, Red holds her ground. Even landing a thumping whack on Dahlia. But that only pisses her off more.

      Red clings to the ring and then the blows really begin.

      Dahlia doesn’t hold back.

      Even this far out, tucked in a copse of trees and barely able to see, I can hear the reverberation of smacks and the crunching cracks of bones shattering.

      I grit my teeth. The night air chills me to my core. My teeth chatter, my fangs clattering against my lower canines. And I’m not sure if it’s terror or rage. Probably a little of both.

      Red knew what she was doing. And she did it intentionally. To ruin me. To fuck our chances of winning and me taking ownership of the city.

      The only thing I’ve ever wanted was to feel like I belonged, and this was my chance. I cannot believe that someone who professed to love me would commit such an atrocious act.

      She doesn’t… Love me…

      It’s the only answer I can come up with. Vampire bond or not, she doesn’t love me.

      I would never do this to her.

      Dahlia’s hits come thicker, quicker, harder. I bite down on my lip so hard I draw blood.

      Under my skin, the shadow beat of her heart thuds. It echoes through my soul and clouds my mind.

      It speeds up as she fights and then slows as she’s beaten.

      Now it slows too much.

      Slows too quick.

      She’s going to die.

      I am so furious with her. I can’t do anything to stop it. But worse, I don’t know if I want to.

      She’s the one who cuffed me in silver handcuffs. Unless I cut my own hands off, I’m not sure there’s anything I could do anyway.

      So I slide my bound hands down the trunk and drop to the ground, watching the woman I loved for the last three years throw away the only dream I’ve ever had.

      I don’t cry. I’m too numb.

      My insides are cold, silent, resigned.

      There’s a whip of wind, the trees rustle and then a disembodied voice slices through my thoughts.

      “Octavia, Mother of Blood. I’ve been looking for you everywhere. I tried to stop Red,” Xavier, my favourite sibling, says.

      His floppy black hair is slick, there’s a sheen of sweat across his brow.

      “My, my, Xavier, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you break a glisten, let alone a sweat. You must truly have been fearful for me.”

      He fires me an irritated stare. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Oh, you know, just having a sit down and rest while I watch the big fight,” I say, stone-faced. “The fuck does it look like, Xavier? She trapped me here. So that she could sabotage the trial.”

      “What? No. Why would sh⁠—”

      “Sadie. I don’t know what she fucking said. But clearly, I underestimated her desire to win. She manipulated Red, gave back her memories in exchange for losing this round.”

      “Gods,” Xavier says.

      “Quite. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to leave.”

      “You can’t leave,” Xavier says, his gaze dropping to my wrists. He tugs on his jacket sleeve until it sloughs off and then wraps it around the silver cuffs. His fingers curl around the fabric-covered metal and he wrenches. His neck cords with strain. But finally, the cuffs snap, freeing me.

      “Thank you, brother. I’ll see you later.”

      “You can’t leave, you’re bonded. What if she dies and it fucks with you?”

      “Then so be it.” I step away, but he grabs my arm.

      “You don’t mean that. She’s the dhampir, for god’s sake. If she dies, that cure dies with her, you don’t get the city and you lose everything.”

      “I already have, Xavier. She’s intentionally losing this round. We won’t get enough points to win.”

      He frowns, his eyes skittering as he thinks the situation through.

      “You could still draw.”

      “I need. To. Win. The city hates me, remember? This isn’t just about points. I need to win them over. I’m starting from negative, unlike you and Dahlia,” I snarl.

      He pauses, his chiselled jaw flexing. His gaze flits across my face, searching for something, and then he squeezes my arm before letting me go.

      “I didn’t think you were a quitter.”

      I growl at him and grab his jacket lapels, ready to headbutt him.

      He slides his hands over mine. “Octavia, we need to stop this. Dahlia will kill her. No matter how angry you are, you don’t want that.”

      “You have no idea what I want, Xavier.”

      He tilts his head at me, pursing his lips. “You’re mad. I get that, but don’t take it out on me.”

      I relax my grip a little. “You cannot fathom the depths to which I need to win this.”

      “So explain it,” he says, his thumb stroking the back of my hand.

      I release his jacket and snatch my hand away. His gentle touch stings like a poisoned thorn.

      “Do you have any idea what it’s like not to be loved? Not to be wanted? You have everything. Beauty gives you everything in this world.”

      His forehead wrinkles.

      “I dare you to argue with me.”

      He holds my gaze, his lips trembling as if words want to spill out, but they fall away, his lips stilling.

      I continue. “You’re popular, have connections and friendships. You’re invited to all the noble parties. You’re respected, adored. People willingly do you favours and support you.”

      His eyes drop to the floor.

      But I am relentless, and I need him to understand. “I am derided. Vilified. People look away from me and flinch when I pass them. I am only invited to parties because of Mother, or because of you. Not because people respect me or love me or want me there. You cannot comprehend the depths of loneliness I have reached, Xavier. So don’t you dare claim to know how angry I am with Red.”

      I make to leave, but he grips my wrist. I glance at where he grazes my skin, sliding his hands until he only holds my fingers.

      “I hear you. I see you. I acknowledge everything you have said.”

      I roll my eyes. “Why is that a complete sentence and yet there’s a but coming.”

      He smiles; it’s soft, warm and filled with pity. My insides burn.

      “While I do accept what you’re saying, I have also stood by your side for five hundred years, Octavia. Which is why I know that come tomorrow, if she is not in this world, no matter how furious you are, your heart will break again. And then the depths of loneliness you have felt will be trivial compared to the pain you will experience if she is gone forever.”

      My lip curls.

      “Then I will relish every second of that pain.”

      I rip my hand out of his. But he shakes his head at me.

      “If you’re so fucking bothered, Xavier, you save her.”

      And then I speed out of the forest, and I don’t look back.
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      I really thought dying would be a little less fuck-me-this-hurts and a little more, old haggard lesbian in her bed, wrinkled and cranky with the love of her life.

      But this… this is something else.

      Every nerve in my body is on fire. Every cell has exploded with a blaze of fire and light and agonising pain. The fighting ring blurs around me, the only thing I can focus on is the old monk in front of me. He wobbles. His eyes flutter shut, and I know I have to do this before it’s too late.

      I open my mouth, my fangs—because that’s what they are now, I can’t keep denying it—drop down.

      He teeters, leaning down for me, his wrist still spraying blood everywhere. The scent of iron is thick in the air, and it makes my mouth water. My stomach curls, my chest tightening as I try to work out whether it’s desire or disgust I’m feeling.

      His weight bears down on me, but I’m too broken to help. As his neck brushes my lips, smearing the scent of blood over me, my instinct takes over.

      There is no hesitation left.

      My fangs sink into his neck, a haze of claret swims over my vision. Iron and tangy, sweet metal fill my nose and mouth, my senses overflowing with flavours. It’s not just blood I’m drinking; I’m consuming him. Like drinking every memory, every emotion, every experience. It’s so filling, so overwhelming.

      I pull and tug and draw his blood into my mouth. I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing I could block it out, pretend it’s not happening, that I’m not stealing the life of an innocent. And not just any innocent but a fucking monk—a religious man. I’m going to hell.

      A wave of nausea rolls around my gut, and I have to stop, swallow, breathe, before resuming drinking. I cannot throw up his sacrifice or it will have been for nothing, and we’ll both die.

      I have to continue. Drain his essence, his life, his blood. I won’t let his sacrifice be in vain.

      What choice do I have? He cut his wrist and would have bled out anyway. This way, at least his life has gone for a cause. Though as I drink him down, I’m not sure if I really am a decent cause. And definitely not when I think about what I’ve done to Octavia.

      As his blood flows down my throat. My body tenses up. Bones mat themselves back together. My insides rip and shred as much as they knit and heal. Internally, I’m screaming as everything forms and reforms and breaks all over again.

      But I keep drinking.

      It’s funny, I thought I was ready to die, to give up after Dahlia landed her last blow. But faced with the end of my life, I realise I am not ready. Not even close.

      I need to make things right with Octavia. I fucked up… Like royally-screwed-literally-everything-I-possibly-could up.

      I took the one thing Octavia wanted, and I pissed it up the wall all because Sadie fucking manipulated me.

      I really thought our only competition was Dahlia. She’s the favourite, after all. But no. The real competition is always the quiet ones. What I don’t understand is why Sadie sided with Eleanor and Cordelia. Has she been promised the city if she convinced me to transition? Did Cordelia hand Sadie the city as penance for what she did to her? Maybe the myths of Sadie being locked up and screaming her voice away into the walls of Castle St Clair are true.

      Well, mission accomplished, Sadie. I’m the dhampir now.

      Or I will be if I can drink down enough of this monk. My stomach is so full and bloated with his blood, I gag over his carotid artery.

      As his body is drained and weakens, mine grows stronger and healthier. It ripples out from my stomach. A glistening energy that throbs and pulses with waves of what I can only describe as the most peaceful golden light I’ve ever experienced. It’s like I’m everywhere all at once. I am in my body, above my body. I am in the earth and the sky. I am the forest around us, the night clouds and stars. My veins thread under the soil and flow into the wind. I am connected and yet alone.

      My toes tingle, my calves and legs pinch and throb. My core undulates as waves and pulses of energy fly around my body.

      My vision whites out. All I taste is the iron tang of blood. All I hear is the roar of blood pumping through my body and the slowing beat of my heart.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      It no longer beats with the same fast rhythm. It slows. Slows. Slows and then…

      It stops.

      I’m no longer drinking. The monk is empty. My tongue tugs and pulls but instead of liquid, the squelch of arterial tissue brushes my teeth. I reel back, gagging against the fleshy pulp. I’ve drained him dry.

      I push and his body flops off mine.

      But I can’t move. Not yet. My back arches off the fighting ring ground as my spine cracks. The most agonising muscle clench grips my heart. One final beat. One final scream. A sound that booms and reverberates like the city itself is crying.

      As my voice surges through the forest, it breaks the tree branches, cracks teeth and shatters watches and goblets.

      Spasms wrack and contort my body as I’m surrounded by a light so fierce that it blinds me. I am only sensation.

      I am blood. I am energy. I am power.

      I jerk across the fighting ring, my body rolling around, flipping upside down and front to back. I curl into a ball and then fling my limbs out as if controlled by a puppet master. My body fractures, reforms and floods with power.

      Finally, finally after what feels like an eon, I come to rest. It’s over. I am no longer human.

      My hand lays on my chest and where it once rose and fell with the thumping beat of my heart, it does nothing.

      And yet, my skin is still warm. I still breathe. I am no longer human. But I am not a vampire either. I am something more, something less.

      I am something different.

      The dhampir.

      And now? The entire city knows.

      There is nothing but silence in the forest clearing. I can sense the heartbeats, no, maybe I can hear them? Hundreds of fluttering raps. Each one thudding an erratic melody against the others. The people’s eyes bore into my skin. But not one of the nobles, hunter elders or the monks draws a breath.

      They all stand around the ring and stare at me.

      It’s not until Cordelia steps under the ropes and peers over me that I realise everything is going to go south.

      I just transformed. I drained a monk in front of the entire city.

      A city of people who have been trying to get me on their side. Who have been hunting for the dhampir so they can control them…

      Me.

      Shit.

      I’m helpless, splayed right in front of them, ripe for the taking.

      Cordelia stands upright, her arms held open to the crowd. “THE DHAMPIR HAS ARISEN. MAGIC WILL RETURN.”

      I try and get myself up, but while I’m strong of body, I’m weak of energy right now. The blood I drank all used up in healing and the transformation.

      “GET HER,” someone in the crowd screams.

      “LET HER BLESS US,” another shouts.

      Oh, shit.

      I try and roll myself over, but I scarcely manage more than an inch off the floor before my body gives out under my own weight.

      Still silent, a hunter breaks rank first, lurching out of the crowd and gripping the fighting ring rope. Cordelia outright hisses like a cat and swipes her nails so fast across his wrist that his hand—still gripping the rope—separates from his arm.

      It’s only then that the world explodes.

      His arm pisses blood everywhere, spraying Cordelia, even I get hit, the arterial spray is so severe.

      He shrieks, and several vampires, not expecting the strong scent of blood, snap into a blood lust rage. Nobles stream out of the ranks. Hunters throw fists and arms and feet out to stop them. But the crowd surges forward ever closer to me.

      The Chief—Eleanor, fuck, when am I going to get used to that—leaps into the ring, her fists already balled.

      “You did amazing, Red. I’m so proud of you,” she says.

      I want to knock her out. “Fuck you,” I spit.

      How fucking dare she. She manipulated me for her own gains. She is dead to me. I’ll take the Academy from her. She doesn’t deserve it. The same way I suspect Octavia feels about me.

      I need to make it out of the ring so that I can find her and explain.

      Someone lands millimetres from my head, my body bouncing from the nearby impact. I crash back to the floor as the body is dragged away screaming.

      This is chaos.

      There are people everywhere.

      The ring ropes are yanked and pulled. Someone swarms in and cuts several of the ropes, giving the crowd easier access. My name is screamed a thousand times in a thousand different voices with a thousand different requests.

      “Red. Red. Come here. Let me help you.”

      Others scream, “Dhampir! Dhampir!”

      All the while I am unable to escape. The monks that were at the front of the ring, are all kneeling in prayer while limbs and blood and bodies are flung above them.

      This is absurd. I need to get out of here. But as I push myself up, my body gives way again, and I collapse back to the floor. Mother of Blood, I’m not getting out of here alone.

      Amelia rushes into view. A man—human—swings for her. She growls at him to get away, but he brandishes a stake.

      I scream her name but it’s too late. He lunges, and just like in the market, she’s lightning quick, darting out of the way. The man spins and springs for her again. But again, he misses.

      This time when I bellow her name again, it’s not to protect her, but in the vain hope I can stop her.

      Her head rears back as her fangs descend and her eyes darken.

      “No, no, no. AMELIA. NO!” I am screaming, trying desperately to haul myself off the ring floor and reach for her, but it’s useless. I’m so tired.

      I know I’m a hypocrite too. I literally just drained a man to death. And yet, I can’t stand the thought of watching Amelia take a life. Not when she’s so young. So innocent. My baby sister.

      In one swift snap of her teeth, all the growth I thought I’d seen, all the change in her for the positive, evaporates away.

      This isn’t what I thought she was growing into. This is savage. This is ruthless and ugly. She bites not to stun or wound. But to kill.

      She wants to drain him, I can see it in the glimmer in her eye. She likes this. Loves it. She kicks out a leg, tripping up another human as her lips pull on the man’s skin. Her expression glimmers as she holds him in place. His body goes slack, the light fading from his eyes.

      “No, Amelia,” I whine.

      But she can’t hear me through the cacophony of noise and bodies and limbs.

      Cordelia and Eleanor fight back to back. Something I’d never have dreamt of seeing but after the revelation of them working together to manipulate me, nothing is surprising anymore.

      They keep me guarded. Preventing hunter or human from getting too close. But still, I need to get out of the ring. I need to leave, and certainly not with them.

      I yawn.

      Such a strange action to take in amongst the roaring shouts of my name and heavy thumps against hollow chests and crack of bones and slurps of blood from human necks.

      I am utterly exhausted.

      My eyes flit back to Amelia. Her cheeks and lips are covered in blood, she smears her arm across her mouth, wiping some of it away, but mostly making a mess of it. She smiles. “I’m coming,” she says and runs towards me.

      But I don’t want her to get me. I no longer know who that is. It’s not my Amelia, the little girl I used to know. The one full of sweetness and light who loved cookies and her teddy and would run to greet me when I returned from the Academy. I’ve never seen her drain a human, aside from me during her transition, I’ve only seen her drink from blood bags and goblets.

      This is different. This changes things. The feral wildness in her eyes, the gluttonous consumption. The absolute disregard for that human life. Who is she? My sister would never behave like that. I wonder if she lost her humanity in the change to vampire. I don’t know what stands before me, but it isn’t my sister.

      It’s a monster. A broken soul and I only know one thing that will fix it.

      The cure.

      I have to get up. But even as I think it, my body feels heavy.

      A vampire slams into Amelia trying to get away from a human wielding a stake. Amelia’s knocked off course, and it gives me another chance to drag myself a few feet away. I can make all my limbs move, but I can’t seem to coordinate anything. Despite the fact my muscles are even more toned, I feel heavier, thicker set with even more muscle than before. I am useless. I just want to shut my eyes.

      I think I have to.

      I can’t make it out alone. If they take me, I wonder if they’ll kill me or worship me. And if Octavia hates me, I’m not sure any of it matters anyway.

      As my eyes drift shut, strong hands grip me. There’s movement.

      And then everything goes black.
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        CORDELIA

      

      

      
        
        One Thousand Years Ago

      

      

      I am a prisoner where once I was free.

      We should have kept running.

      It’s been six weeks since I was torn from Eleanor’s arms, and now, as free as we were for all those months, we are now prisoners.

      Or at least, I am. I would love to know what has become of her. But for all I know, she could be as dead as she is lost.

      All I know is that she is lost to me, and it makes the marrow in my bones ache. She is the only thing on my mind, the only thing I dream of and the only thing my heart pines for.

      I get out of bed, for all the good it will do me, and I traipse around my room. I bathe in the bath the maid left me. The water is tepid now, but I don’t care for anything, so I climb in anyway.

      When I’m dressed, I walk the eight paces it takes me to reach my window.

      There are bars on it now. I can see the field where Teddy resided. The same field I used to escape through and in the distance on the horizon, the same woods that gave me my freedom.

      All of it seems so far away now. There are three smudges on the glass from my fingers. Two dots for eyes and a smiling mouth. I am anything but happy. But I figure if I lie to myself long enough then perhaps I’ll believe it.

      I grip the bars; the iron is cold and bites into my skin. Winter is descending and it makes everything seem more bleak, more lost.

      I breathe onto the glass. The mist makes the face smudge pop to life.

      I sigh, and sit back down on the bed, taking a sheaf of paper and my quill and attempting to write another letter to Eleanor.

      I’ve no idea whether I’ll be able to get it to her, but I don’t want to quit. I have to keep trying. If I give up, I’ll lose all hope, and I can’t live without hope. I still have a small amount of coin I scrabbled together, I figure I may be able to bribe one of the lower-ranked housemaids who may need the money more than the senior staff, who are all entirely in Mother’s pocket.

      I finish the letter as a key rattles in the lock of my bedroom door.

      Just another reminder that I’m a prisoner now. I am only allowed out when Mother deems it necessary; either because a gentleman caller has arrived, or she fears for my sanity. Being trapped in a small room for long periods of time, utterly isolated, is enough to make me wobble.

      Lest she forget, my heart is also broken.

      Not that she cares.

      The key—worn by my mother and occasionally by her senior housemaid—clicks in the lock and the door opens.

      I glance up from my sheaves of paper, where I’ve hidden the letter in the middle. The last thing I want to do is risk Mother seeing or asking questions, then my chance of getting a letter to reach Eleanor vanishes.

      “Good morning, Cordelia.”

      “Mother,” I say through gritted teeth. I cannot even summon the civility I once could. There is no love lost between us. I am here to perform a duty, and she expects me to fulfil it.

      Give her an heir so that my child can inherit the family fortunes and businesses, because clearly I am too much of a shameful disappointment to do that.

      “You’re to walk the gardens for the next hour, and then a gentleman caller will be arriving,” Mother says.

      “No.”

      This is the game I like to play. Say no to every request, just to irritate her. To get a rise and make her realise that she can’t break me the way she wants to. She thought that dragging me back home would make me compliant, that suddenly I’d realise she was right, and that I should be marrying a noble of proper blood.

      I couldn’t give a hoot what she wants or believes, the only thing I know is that I’ll fight her till my dying breath.

      Mother sniffs, it’s a mixture of a laugh and a huff, and it’s riddled with the kind of discerning disapproval that makes my skin crawl.

      “You shall, or I will make your time considerably worse.”

      “You’ve already taken everything I care about, what more could you do to me.”

      “My dear, sweet Cordelia, don’t be so naive. Things can always get worse. Now, get your backside up, and in a coat and outside. NOW.”

      I grit my teeth and get up, my rebellion drained for the day. I grab my coat and shawl with my back turned and slip the note inside my inner pocket. She doesn’t see, thankfully. I shove past her as I exit the room, making sure to knock into her.

      “Childish,” she sneers. I ignore her. It is childish, but it also helps me cope. It’s a small enough rebellion she’s only irritated. I make doubly certain not to let her cross to outright annoyance. She could pick some awful noble for me to marry, someone four decades my senior with some hideous body odour and a weird fetish that would make me have nightmares.

      No, while my fate lies in her hands, I continue to rebel only enough to irk her.

      I make my way outside and immediately shiver, even with my outer layers on. But I stroll around the garden as instructed. My eyes skirt to the horse field, but just as I watch the ponies, Mother’s staff watches me.

      I glance around the garden, hoping to see one particular member of staff but see nothing. So after my walk, I decide to make my way towards the kitchens and hope to find her there.

      There’s a chance, it’s small and she would be risking her job to help me, but I think with enough coin, I can probably convince her.

      I slip inside the kitchens, and the heat is instant. It flushes my cheeks and warms me from foot to scalp. The head chef tuts at me and jostles me out of the way. But the scents of roasting chicken and herbs and warm buttery vegetables make my mouth water.

      How I love a roast dinner on a weekend. It must be Sunday because the chef never cooks roast chicken on any other day.

      Mother has forbidden me from reading newspapers, so I lose track of time stuck in my room the way I am.

      The chef bustles me all the way to the other side of the kitchen and out into the hallway. I pout at her, because the hallway is cold, the sconces are never enough to keep the warmth from leaching away through the stone walls.

      She huffs but reaches back into the kitchen and hands me a warm baguette that’s been freshly buttered, and then she shoos me away like you would a mouse.

      I give her a small curtsey and say thank you, and she wafts a hand at me before shutting the door. I meander through the corridors and spot the maid I’m looking for. I make eye contact and jerk my head towards one of the quieter corridors, then I dive down it.

      I press my back into the shadows of the corner of the hall and wait. Hoping that she will find me.

      She takes her time, long enough that I worry she didn’t understand my gesturing. But as I’m about to make my way back to the main corridor, she appears, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “You can’t be asking me for help like this, miss, your mother strictly forbid it,” the maid says.

      “I know. But I’m begging you, Mabel. I’ll get on my hands and knees and plead with you.”

      “I could lose my job,” Mabel says.

      “I understand. Truly, I do. But I love her. You understand that, don’t you? I just need to know she’s okay. It will just be this once. I swear it. I’ll never ask again. But I was torn from her, and I need to know she lives and that she’s okay.”

      Mabel’s lips press into a thin line. She stares at me for what seems like eternity. Finally, she nods, and I almost break into tears. I rub my face and pull myself upright. There’s no time to dilly-dally, we could be caught at any moment.

      I pull a little bag of silver coins from my coat and the note I scrawled to Eleanor.

      “I beg you see that it gets to her.” She nods just as Mother rounds the corner.

      Her eyes darken. “What is going on?”

      Mabel moves so fast I scarcely see the sleight of hand. She slips the bag of coins and note I gave her into her skirts while simultaneously grabbing me and barking, “COME ON, CORDELIA.”

      Her fingers slip to my wrist as she drags me out of the hall, sparing no delicacy. But as Mother’s eyes linger on us, I realise what she’s doing and play along.

      “NO. I SAID NO. I DON’T WANT TO.”

      “And I said you’ll be late. NOW. COME. ON.” She tugs me hard enough I leap off the wall and have to stagger in order to prevent myself from falling.

      She glances over her shoulder and mouths an apology, and then her face crumples into a frown as she turns back to my mother.

      “Honestly, Lady St Clair. Your daughter is a handful. I should rather like to be put on a different duty.”

      “Hmm,” Mother says. “I understand. Please accept my deepest gratitude.”

      Mabel bows her head in servitude and continues dragging me towards the bathing chambers.

      “She needs to be ready by teatime,” Mother calls after us. Mabel aggressively shoos me just like the chef did, and we head towards the household bathing chambers.

      I make a show of huffing and puffing and folding my arms to make sure Mother believes she really was trying to corral me out of the corridor, praying to the witch-gods that it works.

      We reach the bathing chamber door, only to find a suite of other maids waiting for me. “Ugh,” I groan, knowing precisely how childish it sounds and being unable to hide it anyway.

      Mabel winks at me and scurries away. I watch her totter all the way down the corridor, quietly praying she manages to smuggle out the note. The first chamber lady drags me into the room and begins undressing me.

      “I’m capable of taking my dress off, thank you,” I say, my tone a little ruder than she expects.

      “Very well,” she snaps. “See to it that you’re quick about it. We have much to do before the gentleman caller arrives.”

      My top lip curls at her words. “Well, I hope he’s completely unsuitable,” I snap back and drop my dress.

      She hands me the soap bar and nudges me towards the steaming tin bathtub. “I did bathe this morning, you know.”

      Mabel tuts and says, “Mother’s orders.”

      I pout but climb in and wince against the heat of the water. It scorches my skin, no doubt an intentional punishment from Mother.

      She nudges my back and then three more ladies crowd around me, one with soap, one a loofah and the other with a razing device.

      “For the love of the gods, I am capable of washing.”

      “We know,” the maid who shoved me into the bath says. “But your mother thinks you’ll intentionally sabotage the tea. So we’re having to tend to you like you’re a child.”

      The one holding the loofah pipes up next. “We’re as unhappy about this as you are. So why don’t you make it easy on all of us and comply?”

      I grit my teeth but accept that she’s right. This is not their fault, and they are just doing their job. I do make it easy for them, raising my hands and arms when requested. Presenting my legs for razing and only snatching the loofah away when she reaches for my private regions.

      “I am doing that myself,” I bark and grab the sponge.

      “Fine,” she says and presses her lips together.

      When I’m out of the bath and dried off, they tend to my hair, brushing and airing it out, twirling it and attaching flowers and decorative hair pieces and curling it with hot tongs.

      Finally, after they smear a line of kohl across my lids and blush on my cheeks, I’m presentable.

      All three of the maids have lightened up considerably now I’m dressed and ready. The first maid, the one who shoved me into the bath, grips my hands.

      “He’s got a kind heart, this one. While your mother’s cross with you, she isn’t entirely heartless. Plus a few of us maids suggested a handful of lords we thought suitable. We did our best.”

      I could cry, my eyes sting with gratitude. I squeeze her hands back. “Thank you,” I say and stand, ready to meet my fate.
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      I made a mistake.

      Once upon a time, a thousand years ago, I made a mistake that cost me dearly.

      I’ve worked for a long time to fix it.

      And things are almost in place.

      Everyone believes Cordelia has power, but she doesn’t. She’s as much a pawn as Red is.

      I’m the one really controlling this game.

      And it’s almost time for me to win.

      Before the end of this, you’ll know who I am. And I hope… that maybe you’ll understand why I did it all.
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        OCTAVIA

      

      

      I creep through the shadows of Xavier’s mansion. My skin still pulsates with the hot, slick rage of Red’s actions.

      I was almost back to my castle when I smelt Xavier. Then came the sensation of her crawling under my skin—instead of silk and obsession, it was crickets and fire ants. She was alive.

      I don’t know what made me turn around and follow their trail. Perhaps morbid curiosity. Perhaps the need to know if she’d transformed.

      The reason doesn’t matter, I suppose. I’m here. Xavier drops her in a suite as a hoard of healers swoop into the room and guards position themselves by her door.

      Xavier flurries around ordering guards out to the perimeter of his grounds. He speeds this way and that through the mansion, grabbing guards and ordering instructions. I peer down into the foyer as the group of his staff are huddled together.

      A furious line carves his brow as he speaks. “There will be protestors and worshippers crawling all over the city in the next twelve hours, we have to widen the mansion’s boundary. I don’t care who you have to bribe, pull all the security from the other house. We cannot afford to be penetrated here.”

      I peel back into the shelter of an empty room. He doesn’t know I’m here, probably best I just leave. I slip out of the room and retreat further down the corridor, hoping this perpetually bright, white marble obscenity of a property doesn’t give me away as I head towards the rear staircase.

      The air frissons, a breeze rushes over my arms, goosebumps rising. I halt, glance over my shoulder. Nothing.

      When I turn back, I yelp and throw an instinctive fist out.

      Xavier catches it.

      “Hello, favourite.” He smiles.

      “I was just leaving.” I snatch my hand back and fold my arms.

      “I thought you didn’t care…” He lets that hang in the air.

      I bristle.

      “I don’t.”

      “Then why are you h⁠—”

      “You’re in my territory, Xavier.”

      “Nothing to do with her then…?” His eyes glance in the direction of the room he put her in. Bastard.

      I refuse to bite.

      “It’s okay to love her even though she’s hurt you,” he says, his expression soft.

      I clamp my mouth shut so hard I taste blood. My nostrils flare. The fact there are small pieces of me that still love her is a complexity that I will never understand. But I suppose, just as one doesn’t grow to love a person overnight, nor do they stop loving them in an instant. It’s a gradual process of hurt, mistakes, unspoken words and secrets kept locked away. Until they all coagulate into resentment. And I do resent her. Very much right now. I hate every inch of her because she hurt me, and even if I love her, I can still choose to walk away.

      “I’m leaving,” I snarl and step around him, but he moves with me.

      “Xavier,” I growl.

      “Don’t do this,” he says. “Don’t let this break you.”

      I shove a finger in the middle of his chest. “What do you know? I’ve spent my life in the shadows, hiding parts of myself in order to placate others. Pretending to be less than I am in order to not scare children or offend the sensitivities of civilians. I’ve spent years trying to be a fair and reasonable leader, looking out for those in my territory. And they can barely afford me more than a trembling nod. Well, I am so fucking tired of it.”

      “Then don’t be the monster they think you are. You’re better than that.”

      “Am I? I’m tired of bending the knee and mollifying the sensibilities of people who are less than me when they give not one ounce of respect. So. If they want me to be a monster, I will be.”

      He stares at me and changes tact.

      “When are you going to confront Cordelia? She killed your mother…”

      “Cordelia is my mother.”

      “Your birth mother, Octavia. You had the vision from the Mother of Blood gifted to you for a reason. Do you not think you should at least ask her about it?”

      I purse my lips; this is no better of a conversation topic than Red. “No.” My jaw flexes in warning.

      “So you’re not curious?”

      “She drained her because she was transitioning. What’s there to ask?”

      “Then why are you so hurt over it?”

      I grunt in frustration and shove past him, speeding out of the mansion before he can catch me up. And I don’t stop until I make it into the heart of Sangui City.

      I drift through the streets and canals. My hair is up, wrapped in a bun I only wear when I want to hide. Tonight, I am hunting. For the weak, the evil and those in the wrong place. If this city can’t be mine, then I’ll fucking ruin it for everyone. If I can’t win this competition, then I won’t even bother trying to fit in.

      I am sick of trying to fit their mould.

      Tonight, I make a new one.

      I stalk the streets of Sangui City. My footsteps float their way over the cobbles. Silent. Invisible. Just like me.

      Though, I swear the gargoyles know a predator is loose. Their eyes follow me, judging. As if they know who I really am, what I’m about to do.

      I wander down another alleyway, another street. Hunting. Sniffing out prey. Victims. That’s what monsters do, right?

      The city is on edge, it vibrates around me. Whispers drift like ghosts through the streets. She has arisen. The dhampir is here. Magic is coming.

      It sets my teeth on edge, makes my skin prickle. Word travels fast, then again, there were thousands of onlookers watching her transformation, and the city has waited a millennium for this day.

      I perch on a balcony a floor above street level, determined not to think about her. I peer inside the windows; the apartment must have been abandoned years prior by the looks of the layers of dust coating the furniture. The room is small and uniform-like, clean, simple furniture. It looks like the sort of room a student would live in. Or a hunter.

      My thoughts turn back to her. I ball my fist against the window, determined not to pursue them. I shake the thoughts away and turn to discover my first prey of the night. He follows two young women, a knife flashing in his hand. Disgusting. I leap from the balcony, land on his back, plunge my nails into his trapezium and wrench his head to the side as I consume him in one long inhalation. The women run screaming and don’t give me a backwards glance. Good for them. This could have been the other way around. When I’m done, I drop his carcass to the street and step over it.

      I don’t bother to wipe my mouth, and I don’t bother to clean him up. Fuck him. Fuck the city. Let them see.

      Another victim appears a few streets down, and I drain her. Then two more—drunks this time, trying to sell doses to minors. Pigs.

      I leave their bodies in the street, pleased to let the pigeons and crows pluck their innards out and feast.

      Already I’m full. I don’t need any more blood, but gluttony is the theme of the night, so there will never be enough blood. Besides, I just want to make people hurt.

      I halt when I see one of Mother’s staff hanging a poster on a wall near the market. It’s Red’s face, the poster is advertising a reward for finding her.

      Mother of Blood, she doesn’t fuck around. It’s only a few hours since Xavier took her, and already Cordelia is searching for her.

      The more streets I go down, the more posters I find. One after the other, her face peers out at me. Can I never escape her? Dozens of Mother’s staff are out patrolling and questioning the people of the city.

      Then the posters shift, and instead of rewards, they say ‘found dead or alive.’ The further I go, the more the messages on the posters change. Some wishing her dead, others blessing her.

      I turn a corner and come face to face with what I can only describe as a party. I glance around, realising I’ve hit the back of the Church of Blood.

      Music blares, monks with drums and shakers and metal instruments dance and sing around the church square. I grab one of the humans standing on the edge of this chaos and tilt my head so he can’t see my eyes.

      “What’s going on?” I say.

      “Haven’t you heard? The dhampir has arisen, we’re giving thanks to the Mother of Blood and praying for the dhampir’s safe return to the church.”

      “The church?” I ask, frowning. I nearly glance up at him until I remember I’m not wearing contact lenses.

      “Of course, she’ll be our direct connection to the Mother of Blood. She’s a living deity, she must join the church and lead us.”

      Fucking hell, the city has lost its shit, this is bizarre. I edge back from the crowd wondering what the church would think if I fucked their precious deity in the middle of the pulpit. The encounter produces a sour taste in my mouth and an unease that won’t leave my gut. Red is screwed, she’s not going to be able to go anywhere.

      I approach the main market square only to stumble back into the shadows.

      A pair of vampire nobles I don’t recognise stroll past me, their voices low enough only a vampire could hear.

      “I heard Lady St Clair said if a vampire finds her, she won’t just offer monetary rewards but blood rewards and favours. We really ought to ask the cousins and aunts to help us. This could put us in good standing.”

      “I agree, this could elevate our status. I’ll put in a note with my messenger woman at dawn. Tomorrow, we hunt.”

      They disappear down another street. I focus on them, straining to hear their conversation and work out whether I recognise their voices, but I don’t, and they’ve walked too far too fast for me to follow.

      There are monks from the church sat praying and chanting about the dhampir in every square I walk through. Residents and citizens are clustered around them making offerings, many more of them joining the monks to pray for the dhampir to be found.

      The city really is losing it. I’ve never known anything like this. There are as many people praying for her reappearance as there are putting up posters hunting her, calling for her death by beheading, bleeding the magic from her and all manner of other ugly forms of torture.

      None of this is my problem anymore. Red isn’t my problem. Why my gut rolls with unease at the thought, I don’t know. I stalk back into the shadows determined to find some peace and preferably a new prey to drain.

      That’s when I notice a young woman. She’s an addict. Her eyes hold that glazed look that’s reserved only for blood lust. Too bad for her, she’s done nothing wrong save being in the wrong place.

      I’ve gone past caring about right and wrong. I just want the pain in my chest to stop. I want to cut Red out from my heart and leave the drying carcass of our love out in the sun to desiccate. And if I can’t, then I’ll bury my pain in the hunt.

      Yes, this woman will do nicely.

      I stalk her, following the line of shadows the building roofs provide. I will punish her because I can’t punish Red. I want to. Fuck, every ounce of my body wants to hurt Red in a way that is unhealthy. But I won’t. I can’t. Because I’m afraid of who I would be if I do.

      So instead, I choose an unsuspecting victim. One that doesn’t deserve it any more than I deserve what Red did to me. Unfortunately, collateral damage is a peril of being human in Sangui City.

      The woman stumbles towards the same park bench that I fucked Red on. Gods. Can the Mother of Blood not give me a fucking break? I feel like Red is written into the cement of this city. Written in the cells of my pupils, my heart. Everywhere I look are reminders of her. Of us. How the hell am I going to exorcise her out of my life?

      The woman drinks something distinctly claret coloured from a glass bottle. Blood. Definitely an addict then.

      I rush past her. She halts, her eyes wide, the fear writ clear in her expression. Good. I like my victims afraid. I smile, hidden in the cover of a bush. She stumbles as the blood kicks in and staggers to the bench.

      I’m done waiting. I pounce like a cat. Gripping her by the neck and dragging her into the bushes. All while she screams into the palm of my hand.

      I dig my nails into her shoulders and wrap a leg around her body, pinning her back to my chest. She stinks like week-old sweat, hints of piss and stale fish.

      I regret my choice.

      This won’t do. I drag her to the pond further in the park and dunk her head under, scrubbing my hands over her neck. She screams but the water drowns out the noise. I rub her neck until I hear the gurgles slow. I’d rather eat fresh fish and algae than have to taste this woman’s festering flesh.

      I pull her out just as I think she’s going to drown. Her chest heaves. The scent of piss is stronger now. I glance down to see a dark stain marring her crotch and trouser legs.

      Vile. But the terror washing over her eases something inside me, a loosening, uncoiling of all the tension. I was always a monster, I just played the good girl for my mother. I’d forgotten how good it is to really be myself, to unleash the predator inside me.

      I pull her back to the darkened bushes, her heels leaving drag marks in the gravel.

      “Please,” she whines. “Please don’t.”

      I flinch at her words. I’m a monster, but I recognise that this is beneath me. She is beneath me. Yet, I can’t stop. I’m a carriage attached to spooked horses. Galloping, galloping, galloping towards their doom.

      Her neck, though, looks decidedly cleaner than it did. Part of me wants to apologise to her. For stealing what little shred of a life she called her own. But staring at her, at the acceptance washing over her expression, I’m not sure she cares. There’s no resistance left in her.

      Pathetic. The least she could do is fight for the meagre years the Mother of Blood gave her. I will show no mercy, I will feel no pity.

      I sink my teeth in hard. Savagely drinking her down and gulping at her life force. I guzzle and guzzle the warm liquid, hoping to replace the coldness in my bones, in my soul. But as fast as I can drink, the warmth is sucked away and I am left icy all over again.

      I shake her, frustrated and drink quicker, desperate. More frantic. Biting again, again, again. I change positions. Drink more. Take everything she can offer.

      “Octavia.” A smooth, deep voice drifts from the other side of the bush. “It’s time to stop.”

      I know this voice. I know exactly who it is, and my eyes instantly respond, stinging and tingling.

      Fuck him. Fuck Red. Fuck this whole city.

      I keep drinking.

      He appears, haloed by the park lights, his wavy locks coiffed to perfection. I shake my head as I sink my fangs in deeper.

      “You need to let her go,” he says, his voice like silken blankets.

      I pause only long enough to growl at him. “No. Don’t do this to me, let me take her life. Let me hurt her. Just let me play the fucking villain I’m meant to.” I resume drinking, and the woman tenses underneath me, realising how close to the end she is, how futile resistance is, how easily I can snuff her life out.

      “Tave,” Xavier says.

      I crack. Pull off her, a giant, heaving cry wailing from my throat.

      “You don’t want to do this.” He holds his hand out, pleading.

      “Fuck you,” I whimper and then I bite harder. Drink faster.

      “Let her go, Tave. It won’t stop the pain. It won’t stop the ache.”

      I can’t even speak. My whole body is on edge. I don’t cry. Won’t show emotion. Refuse to break. My face tingles, my eyes prickle and sting like they’ve been sprayed with acid.

      “She still loves you,” he breathes.

      “Stop it. Just fucking stop it,” I bark.

      His words have penetrated my ribs. Driven a blade straight to my heart. My fingers release their grip on the woman, and she makes to run.

      Funny how humans don’t value their lives until they’re under threat of it being taken. Xavier grabs her and compels her to forget what happened, he tells her to get some iron supplements and gives her coin, forcing her not to spend it on blood but the iron she needs, and then he sends her on her way. And I stand there shivering, smothered in blood, my mouth and hair and fingers sticky with the life force of the countless humans I’ve drunk.

      I feel nothing and everything. He comes to me.

      “Don’t,” I say, unable to look him in the eye.

      Xavier doesn’t listen. He wraps his thick arms around me and there, hidden in the shroud of the park’s hedges, I break in two.

      I sob, the heaving breaths rocking my chest, and all the while he holds me as though he were the elder sibling and not the other way around.

      We sink to the ground, leaning against the bench, and he holds me, strokes my hair and tells me it’s going to be okay.

      I wail into his chest until there’s nothing left but hiccuping sobs and sore eyes.

      He kisses my forehead, takes my cheeks in his hands and makes me look at him. “You are enough.”

      That makes my bottom lip wobble. An aching lance spears through my ribs for so many reasons.

      For the truth that I have never felt good enough, worthy enough. For the fact that right now, I believe him. And for the realisation that this may be the first time I have ever felt like I am enough.

      Last, for the knowledge that all I ever wanted was to be enough for her.

      “I promise you, Tave, when she wakes up, she will have seen the err of her ways. It’s not for me to apologise on her behalf. But I know you and know how deep your love for her goes.”

      “It’s too late, she broke a piece of me.”

      “Yes, and what did you do to her? You took her control away. She had the choice to die in that ring or change into the thing she hates. And why do you think she drained an innocent?”

      I shrug in his arms.

      “Don’t be petulant. She didn’t transition for herself. She might be unconscious, but we’re intelligent enough to recognise the truth. You know her. She wouldn’t have turned willingly. You have to recognise that you both fucked up. I know she needs to do more than just say the words. But you, too, need to be open enough to hear them and accept her apology when she wakes up.”

      “If…”

      “She will. My healers are with her.”

      “And if she doesn’t?” I whimper, more tears rolling down my eyes, only I don’t know why I’m crying at the prospect of her dying. Relief probably.

      I rub my face with the sleeve of my shirt.

      “I just wanted this city to love me the way I love it. I want to feel like the place I call home wants to be my home. I really thought that this competition would be my chance to influence it for the positive.”

      “It will be. It’s not over yet,” he says, brushing a loose lock of hair back towards my bun.

      “It is over. I’m done, Xavier. There’s no way I can win. And look at what’s happening in the city centre? It’s chaos, Red isn’t safe. She may never well be again. She can’t stay here.”

      He pulls me in tight. “Don’t think about it. Just focus on me and breathing and remembering that at some point we weren’t broken or lost. And that version of Octavia is still somewhere inside you. But more than anything, remember that I love you, and you will always be enough for me.”

      I hate that he’s made me feel better. What is it about the love of a sibling that can repair hurt faster than anyone else?

      “Thank you,” I say, and wipe my face.

      He shrugs.

      “No, I mean it, Xavier. Thank you for this.” I gesture at our sitting position. “Thank you for stopping me from killing that woman. I would have regretted it and felt awful.”

      He nods. “What are brothers for?”

      And this time, I kiss his forehead and together we stroll back through the streets to his mansion. Despite the city collapsing around me, with every step I take, another brick rebuilds itself inside 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
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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