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For the Black girls who love fiercely
and deserve to be loved back.


&


For the Habesha girls who dream of home.
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Content warning: Eternal Ruin continues the story of Kidan Adane as she navigates Uxlay University with her vampire companions. It features heavy elements such as parental abuse, blood drinking, death, gore, murder, strong language, and violence. Readers, the new semester begins now.
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ፍቅር የመጀመሪያ ጠላት ሲሆን:


ሞት ሁለተኛው ነው.


LOVE IS THE FIRST ENEMY.


DEATH IS A CLOSE SECOND.


Translated from Amharic texts destroyed in the Fires of Abyss Country of origin: Ethiopia











Lessons from the Last Sage


On the Origin of Vampires


[image: ]


Like all ruinous things, he came from the abyss.


The abyss stretches between two intersecting mountains mistaken for an unmoving collection of dark clouds. Yet the people native to those mountains know two truths:


One, whatever falls into the abyss never returns. No trace of bone is found at the bottom of the cliffs. Human bodies vanish as if folded into the universe, never to be seen again.


Two, on the night of an eclipse, a man emerged from the abyss, with skin dark as night and hair the burning white of stars. He carried death beneath his feet, and every blade of grass he touched wilted, the earth rotting below it.


Before that man appeared, the villagers’ greatest predator on those mountains had been lions, but even those beasts bled when struck—not this creature. No weapon, no arrow, no spear pierced his iron skin. The natives fled, but the blackened ground snared their legs, held them helpless as the creature opened his gash of a mouth and bared its fangs, draining their blood as they screamed.


They called him Varos the Night Lion.


The First Vampire.


After years of blood and death, the abyss would offer up one more soul. This man wore a glowing mask and a red ring, with silver weapons strapped to his body. The bottoms of his feet glowed like balls of sun, and where he walked, the earth healed, the rot clearing at once to a lush green.


The natives fell to their knees and wept. At last, their salvation was here.


They called him Yonas the Sun Bird.


The First Sage.


*Accurate to the myth found in Ye Abyssi Tarik, pages 3—6.
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KIDAN


DEATH WAITED IN KIDAN ADANE’S HOUSE, AND TONIGHT IT WOULD regret ever visiting her.


Locked in one of the private wood-and-metal workshop rooms in the School of Art building, Kidan finished her reread of Weapons of the Dark and picked up the tool that would kill vampires.


An impala horn.


Tonight, Samson Sagad would die.


And Kidan would finally use hellfire to snap her sister free from his hold.


The thought of June made her fingers tremble, and a familiar square appeared on top of her desk. Kidan shook her head, adjusted her safety glasses, and focused.


Samson had to die first.


Kidan’s fingers smelled like the ash of cigars, but even the ghost of Mama Anoet couldn’t reach her in this place. For three hours each day, Kidan came to the fourth-floor room that looked out onto Ahnd Cemetery, locked herself inside, and ground a curved impala horn against a whetstone, creating curling peels of animal remains. It was tough work, but the process of deconstructing an object, even one such as this, gave her peace of mind. Sometimes, she imagined using just her bare hands to shatter an object. It almost happened a few days ago, when June appeared on her doorstep with fucking Samson. The metal doorknob had bent under Kidan’s hold. Since then, she kept searching for that wisp of power again, willing things to break at her mere touch. But it seemed only her anger at June could call forth that power.


Cupping a hand on the edge of the desk, Kidan scraped the shavings into her palm with the other and deposited them in a small black cup. Reaching for a blowtorch and a pair of thick gloves, she paused to glance at the empty desk across from her.


A memory came to her, Susenyos bent over the artifacts she’d shattered, a frown between his straight brows as he taught her how to piece broken objects back together.


The last time they’d spoken had been four days ago, the start of winter break, the day June arrived on her doorstep. They were allies now, had agreed to work on mastering the house together. So why did he suddenly leave?


He’d told her to wait until he got back, and nothing else.


Kidan’s hand drifted to her neck, remembering his burning bite in the Bath of Arowa. The solid outline of his body under his drenched shirt, impossibly close to hers. She shook her head, trying to stop the images. But the longer he stayed away, the more she went back to their old conversations and burning touches, slid them under a microscope, and tried to understand where they stood.


He’d said he didn’t blame her for the loss of his immortality in Adane House. But he also hadn’t touched her since.


In her darkest moments, Kidan thought he’d left her behind. Susenyos was running from something. A danger he wouldn’t tell her about. It had worried her parents enough for them to set a punishing law on him, preventing him from leaving Uxlay. But fear of the Adane House law couldn’t keep Susenyos in place forever.


He was human now.


In all the rooms of Adane House. He had nothing left to lose.


Kidan’s hand shook slightly as the whirring blue flame of the torch sparked like a small spear, illuminating her face.


Wait for me before you do anything, he’d said.


Patience wasn’t really Kidan’s strong suit.


She brought the fire to the bottom of the cup, watching as the shavings writhed in an effort to escape the heat before becoming ash.


Sweat beaded on her forehead as she worked. Going through the motions—shave, burn, collect ash—and letting her thoughts fade. She needed a large amount of impala horn ash. At least a full bag’s worth.


And today, it was ready.


Next came the tricky part.


Kidan stretched the opening of a black balloon apart and funneled the impala ash inside. Once she tied the balloon, she held it up with a smile. She now had seven balloons filled with impala horn ash.


After wiping her desk down with disinfectant, Kidan exited the room with her hand around the balloon strings.


Uxlay’s campus was a ghost town. Most students were vacationing in Africa, visiting distant relatives. Slen and Yusef were here, though, waiting on Kidan’s call.


She checked her watch again. As previously rogue vampires, Samson, Arin, and Warde had to attend three hours of compulsory induction every day. Kidan could weep before Professor Andreyas for giving her such freedom.


South of the Arat Towers, Adane House appeared like a depreciating, exhausted creature. She didn’t feel the itch to burn it down like her childhood home. It certainly harbored more evil than Mama Anoet’s little house and racked her with nightmarish visions. Yet there were some days, rare days, when the sun concealed the old wooden panels and made it look timeless. This house had stood in Uxlay for generations, passed down through her ancestors as the only tangible thing she knew, and it only felt right that it would outlive her.


Besides, Kidan hoped if she was civil to the house, it would let her master it.


Etete opened the front door with a smile. She looked as though she’d been baking, flour stains on her dark elbows, her Afro hair a short crown around her. At once, the tension in Kidan’s shoulders eased. The heady scent of fresh bread welcomed her in.


Kidan swallowed roughly, her stomach tightening. She gazed at the narrow staircase leading upstairs. “Is she here?”


Etete seemed to understand immediately that Kidan was talking about June. “No, she’s still with the dean.”


Kidan sighed in relief, and the tight coil of dread in her stomach loosened. Right after June showed up, Dean Faris had called her to the office, no doubt to have her explain where the hell she’d been and what her intentions were. Kidan wanted to know too, but she couldn’t think about June until she took care of Samson. It would be in her sister’s best interest if some of Kidan’s anger was unleashed before they spoke.


Pushing the thoughts aside, Kidan wrapped her fingers around the doorknob and tried to twist it like before.


Come on, a little strength.


It didn’t move, let alone bend.


She worked her jaw, trying a few more times before giving up. So much for being nice to the house. She would have to try again later. Now there was work to do.


She crossed the hallway and shoved a chair into the middle of the lounge. There was tape in Susenyos’s desk drawer, and Kidan ripped some with her teeth before standing on the chair. She taped the balloons to the ceiling, placing them equidistant from each other.


Etete’s soft movements interrupted her work. “You should wait for Dranaic Susenyos.”


“He may not come back,” Kidan said, continuing her work. She could feel the burn of Etete’s worried stare. And the house glowed with the shimmering blue wave of her own sadness. She ignored it.


All that was left to do was wait for Samson’s return. At the thought, fire licked across Kidan’s feet, the lounge magnifying her newfound rage. Yes, she needed to harness that instead.


“This came for you,” Etete said. There was a black envelope in the cook’s hands.


Kidan stepped down from the chair and took it slowly. Susenyos always loved his letters, and for a moment her heart raced at the thought that it could be from him. She still carried the last letter he’d written her. But this envelope had unfamiliar symbols printed on it—a five-petaled white flower, a fanged panther, a soaring eagle, a lone oryx, and a blue gemstone. They decorated the bottom of a tall, eerie tower. A dull pang spread through her. With a spike of sudden alarm, Kidan realized she was waiting for him. She should be glad his arrogant, demanding presence wasn’t here. In fact, she was glad. Relieved even. Blowing out an irritated breath, she ripped the seal open.




Congratulations on your graduation from Dranacti. We are thrilled you are progressing so well.


Once again, we cordially invite you to the Arcane Tower to begin your courting. Whether you sway to the Abyss, or favor the soaring Eagle, prefer the Panther over the mighty Oryx, or simply marvel at the Blue Stone, the tower opens its doors to you.


Courting begins on the seventh of each month.


We await your response.


Warmly,


The Arcane Societies





Kidan frowned, flipping the letter this way and that, searching for an answer. “What is this?”


“A marriage invitation,” Etete said. “They’re asking you to come find a husband. Uxlay’s long-held tradition.”


A marriage … Her eyes widened. She was only nineteen, marriage was the last thing on her mind.


This had to be some kind of joke.


Etete chuckled, smiling at Kidan the way a grandmother might, warm and patient. Kidan looked away, clearing her throat. She didn’t like to be reminded of the family she’d never had. But that was exactly what this envelope did. The idea of marriage brought her parents unbearably close, their intertwined hands, their promise to love Kidan and June until the day they abandoned them.


Only to be dead before their children’s sixth birthday. It might be irrational, but if their parents had truly loved Kidan and June, something as simple as death shouldn’t have kept them away. It wouldn’t keep Kidan away.


Inhaling deeply, Kidan pushed away the memories of them to a dark corner in her mind before the house could latch on. There was no point in revisiting that part of her life.


“It says ‘once again.’ ” Kidan frowned. “But it’s the first time I received this letter.”


Etete’s eyes slid to the side, toward the stairs leading to the second level. When she faced Kidan, she wore a secretive smile. “Dranaic Susenyos discarded the first one.”


There were many explanations Kidan had expected. It had gotten lost in the mail. Etete had forgotten to give it to her. Susenyos was the furthest from her mind. “He did?” she asked coolly, trying to mask her surprise. “When?”


“I believe it was the night you defanged him.” This time, Etete’s words were accompanied with a pointed look. Kidan averted her gaze, fighting the urge to apologize.


“I wonder why he didn’t give it to me,” she said instead, tracing the letter with a small smile.


Etete studied her with an amused look. Kidan straightened immediately, clearing her throat.


“Not that I care. Honestly, I’m too young to be thinking about marriage.”


“Don’t look so miserable. Your mother was the same way before meeting Aman.”


That gave Kidan pause. She’d heard actis like herself only married from the Arcane Societies—a group of normal humans from the outside world. But she doubted anyone willing to marry into a vampire-human society was normal. However, her father, Aman, must have come from the Arcane Societies.


Reluctantly, Kidan’s interest was piqued. “You know about these societies?”


“Know about them?” Etete’s chuckle made her weathered face crinkle. “I came from them.”


“Wait, you did?”


“Have you seen anyone drink my blood?” Her gray brow rose. “I’m not acti. I married into this university of yours.”


Kidan shook her head, baffled she hadn’t known this. Last semester, she’d been so focused on finding June she didn’t pay attention to anything else. Couldn’t afford to.


“I was a member of the Eagle Order,” Etete said, her voice hollow, her eyes tracing the symbol of the Eagle below the tower. “And the Eagle always marries into Ajtaf, Makary, or Delarus House. After I divorced, your grandmother found a loophole that allowed me to stay. I would serve as a house cook here and I’ve remained since.”


Kidan’s grandmother was a faraway entity, just like her mother. Dead before Kidan could memorize their love. Thoughts of her family overfilled and spilled from the corner of her mind. It felt like fluid in the brain, a surge of black water thick with loss, with a reflection of Kidan that smiled often because the people she loved most loved her enough to stay in her life.


Focus on the present, she told herself firmly. The ones that are alive.


Looking into the dead was no different from standing still and letting someone punch you repeatedly. Kidan preferred to be on the move, gun in hand. She crumpled the letter.


“You should go before Samson returns,” Kidan told Etete, and couldn’t help but add, “Please.”


The woman sighed, and the sound made Kidan’s shoulders drop a little. She hated disappointing her. But Etete cleaned the kitchen, changed her head wrap, and left.


Kidan almost called her back when she realized she was alone in the house. The carpet softened like mud pulling at her ankles as she settled on the cold couch. The fireplace wasn’t lit. Susenyos usually did it, and she hadn’t bothered to learn how. One of her pockets was filled with pushpins, the other carried a gun.


It was surprisingly calm.


Enough for her to loosen a tentative breath.


It was a mistake.


The dark furniture and expensive cushions vanished, and three visions roared to life, each a piercing blade into her chest.


GK’s dead body.


June’s last video.


Susenyos’s absence.


Kidan sank into the couch, deeper and deeper until it seemed like there was nothing beneath her. If no one pulled her out, she would suffocate here.


The observatory was where her pain should be. Not here. She tried to move, but her body was filled with water. The only heavy thing, her mind. It was Susenyos. Ever since he left, the house had become erratic, leaking one emotion into another. Toying with her grip on reality.


Where are you?


Right as her bones began to dissolve, sudden footsteps bounded onto the porch. A shudder of warning tore through the house.


Like a swarm of insects, the visions scattered.


Kidan’s feet found the ground. Solid and ablaze.


She released several quick breaths and bent over. This lounge always nurtured her rage, and it was back, curling like a dragon’s tail around her legs.


She straightened slowly and tightened her shaking grip on the gun.


Samson was here.
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KIDAN


KIDAN STROKED THE ARM OF THE COUCH, CALMING HERSELF AND THE house.


The floorboards creaked in distress against Samson’s footfalls, hammering like heavy rain as he bounded into the study that doubled as a lounge. His entire face soured when his black eyes landed on her. Old carpet and an oval glass table stood between them—Susenyos’s favorite treasures about to become collateral damage yet again. The carpet, sourced from Saui thread, would be stained with blood, and the beautiful table he prized for the traces of red sea glass shimmering beneath its surface would shatter.


Kidan almost shook her head. Thinking about Susenyos’s treasures instead of taking an axe to them was new and dangerous, a signal of something she didn’t want to examine closely.


Samson moved forward, his boots dragging mud on the carpet. A muscle tightened in Kidan’s jaw. The Nefrasi vampire could be Susenyos’s brother, even though they weren’t biologically related. They shared the same skin tone—a dark brown that was unnaturally smooth, almost reflective under direct sunlight, and a straight nose. But that was where the similarities ended. Samson’s hair was cut close to the scalp, revealing the long scar that started at his ear and disappeared into his shoulder. As if someone had tried to axe his head and missed.


Unfortunately.


His starless eyes browsed over the poor decorations with disgust. The balloons crowded the candle-filled chandelier, sending long shadows along the ceiling like seven cloaked men gathered around a bonfire.


“What is this?” he barked.


“It’s my friend’s birthday.” Kidan’s voice was perfectly neutral, something she’d learned pissed him off. She delighted in it. “Do you want cake—”


“Take it down,” he ordered. “And get my blood.”


Kidan inhaled deeply, gripping the gun tighter inside her pocket. His blood. The blood coursing through her veins. As if her body was no longer hers. This part of their arrangement humiliated her the most.


He extended his metal hand—yet another difference from Susenyos. His entire left forearm was shielded. Kidan rose with great effort and poured a full glass of her blood. She held still, wanting him to come closer, right under the balloons.


Samson crossed onto the carpet and took the glass. He devoured it like he’d never tasted water before. He wiped his pinked lips, his skin becoming sunstruck. His vile eyes tinged red as he exhaled deeply with sickening satisfaction.


A sharp wave of hatred choked Kidan, and she almost shot him right then and there.


The first time he’d asked for blood, she’d refused.


His liquid eyes had lit up like a starved wolf before his hand was around her throat, crushing her windpipe. His metal glove was so cold the bottom of her feet had chilled. Then he had cut her neck with his claw and poured her blood into a glass as if she were a wine casket before throwing her aside.


He didn’t drink directly from her body. Didn’t allow her anywhere near his debased mind, which she supposed was a small mercy.


So Kidan went to Uxlay’s Rojit blood drive like every graduated student and had her blood drawn, brought it here.


“Your only job, heiress, is to get me the mask artifact and tell me what the house law is,” he said, wiping the red from his mouth.


Her eyes trailed the empty glass. This was the nightmare she’d feared for June once.


No one has drunk my blood.


Her sister’s words. Because June hadn’t killed, and she was no murderer. And actis that had not killed could not be fed on. Just like when they were bullied in childhood, June closed her eyes and huddled in the corner until Kidan handled it.


Kidan spoke without looking at him. “I told you a thousand times. Reading a law takes time. Mastering a house law takes time. Class starts Thursday. Until then you’ll have to be patient.”


Samson bared his fangs at her tone, making her flinch. Without wanting to, she recalled the power in his arms, how he’d slammed her head against the bench of that abandoned hall, and shivered. He’d been prepared to do so much worse, would have done much worse, if Susenyos hadn’t given her that clue that saved her life.


Samson was merciless and his rage was always bubbling beneath the surface.


But so was hers.


Moving under the balloons, Kidan placed both hands in her pockets. “I want you to leave.”


Like a wolf drawn to meat, Samson stalked toward her. “You dare order me?”


“I’m having people over.” She glanced up at the balloons, voice casual. “I don’t want them to see who drinks my blood. It’s a little embarrassing.”


His face contorted, deepening his wrath just like she knew it would. His claws extended, black-tipped monstrous nails. One swipe or slash, and he could slit her throat. A drum settled beneath her heart. Out of habit, Kidan’s hand itched to trace her wrist, source power from her butterfly bracelet. Her blue pill used to help her be invincible, unafraid of death.


Without it, she was too human, thinking about inconvenient things like survival.


Samson lunged to the ceiling, all power and muscle, and slashed at the balloons.


Three sharp pops exploded, a savage sound that unleashed an emotion she didn’t think she was capable of. An emotion that only said run. Inside her pocket, Kidan traced the four corners of a square, her symbol for fear. Her body had betrayed her. Locked with the unwelcome realization of how much danger she was in. The knowledge that unlike before, Kidan had things to lose now, to live for.


She couldn’t die here. Exploding ash drifted down to their faces. And if she failed, she would die.


Run. Run.


No, draw a triangle. Now.


She did with great effort, leaning into raw anger. A breath of fresh air.


The ash was slow, almost beautiful, and it gave her time to recover her old self. Samson’s expression turned from furious disgust to confusion when the black particles invaded his eyes. Then his nose. Then his mouth.


“What—” He choked and rubbed his eyes with the heel of his fist. He stumbled a step back, trying to clear his throat. “What the hell did you …”


Move, Kidan screamed at herself. Kill him.


It worked. She quickly threw up a handful of the pins, making the ceiling explode all over, destroying the remaining balloons. Turning the air into gray and black, poisoning him. Her own eyes were stinging, watering, but she didn’t have time to cry. Sometimes, she was afraid if she started crying, she’d never stop. Instead, she coughed twice, swallowing most of the impala ash. It traveled down her throat and into her stomach. Maybe it’d protect her from the inside. Turn her poisonous.


She pulled out her gun—not shaking, good, and waited until Samson cracked one bloodied eye open.


“I’ve been waiting for this,” she said, and shot him in the stomach. Her shoulder snapped back and forth but she’d been ready for it. Raw satisfaction thrummed through her veins.


There was no room for fear.


“Heaven in hell!” he shouted, and collapsed backward, trying to shuffle away.


He had been the one she’d been hunting for. Not Susenyos. This was the shadow that had come to the gardens of her old house and ruined her life.


“I will fucking destroy you.” She barely recognized the venom in her voice.


He cursed her in Amharic, harsh and fast and cutting. “Your friend will die!”


GK.


As if conjured from thin air, the house crinkled with his finger bone chain, soft, warm eyes always warning her of death.


Kidan’s bubble of rage threatened to shatter, fingers shaking on the gun. She had the sense of floating outside her body and watching herself with disgust, like GK would.


Murderer, he would say with horror. The hand of death that would destroy anything good and kind. But destruction was never what fueled Kidan. It was protection. Mama Anoet had to die so June could be safe. GK had to become a vampire so he could live. GK would understand this. He would see the good in her again. All she had to do was earn his trust back. Give him back his humanity.


What if he never forgives you? the cruel part of the house whispered, scattering her pulse. What then?


Samson’s eyes flashed in triumph as if he could hear her wild heartbeat.


Focus.


“I’ll find GK,” Kidan breathed, hoped. “After I send you to hell and get you away from June.”


He tried to laugh but groaned. “June chose me.”


The words made Kidan hesitate for a second, made his form fade in and out. Samson lunged before she could orient herself. He kicked out her legs, and her face raced to the floor. Pain rang down her temple. She struggled to get up. Samson’s metal arm sank into her shoulder, making her yell. Kidan twisted and shot him again, near the shoulder, and he roared backward. She straddled him, adrenaline pumping through her, gun to his chest.


“She’s my sister.” Kidan’s vision grew blurry, voice shaking with rage. “You took her from me.”


Nothing would stop her from killing him. She traced the gun to the left side of his chest. Right where his heart would be. Began to squeeze. For a second, Samson’s black eyes betrayed fear. It seemed to flicker in and out without his control, just like hers earlier. As if he too had something to live for, which meant only one thing. He loved someone or someone loved him.


Kidan got even closer, trying to see into the complete blackness of his gaze. Which poor soul was a victim of his attention? Maybe she should torture him, take away whoever he loved like he’d done to her.


Samson’s fearful expression broke too quickly, cutting her off from seeing any more. Kidan frowned when he gave a weak smile. “Perfect timing, wendem.”


Kidan snapped her head up as a tall figure appeared at the entry. She hadn’t heard the door open. For all the immortal stealth he’d lost, her vampire companion still moved without sound. Her mouth remained open. It felt odd to finally see him in this house. Her heart beat wilder and wilder.


He’d come back.


“Little bird,” Susenyos said, taking in her ashen face and loose braids. Something close to a smile lingered in his tone. “I’m almost jealous. You used to hold me at gunpoint.”
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KIDAN


SUSENYOS SAGAD STOOD SILENTLY BEFORE KIDAN, THE SIDE OF HIS FACE lit by the monstrous window. Her breath caught at his sudden appearance.


He flicked a glance at Samson and back toward her, and the house came to life, fueled by their joined minds. Fire wrapped around Kidan like a second skin, comforting instead of searing. Her lips lifted at one corner, raw relief coursing through her.


Light reflected in Susenyos’s dark eyes, and he gave her a small smile in return. He was fearsome without his smile, cloaked in the stolen beauty of an eclipse. But there were rare moments, like these, when he radiated warmth. It made her feel a little proud, knowing she drew out a different side of him.


Without her active hatred toward him … toward herself, Kidan didn’t know what remained between them. But it was a force of its own, a concentrated ball of magnetic energy that threatened to explode whenever they were in close proximity. But other times, it was gentler, a hand extended over a cliff, dragging her away from the abyss like now.


The creature between her legs tried to move, breaking the haze she was in.


Kidan glanced down and dug the bullet in Samson’s shoulder deeper, making him howl.


The twisted agony on his face was fascinating. As if his physical pain could ever amount to what he’d put her through. Kidan was torn between drawing out her torture or killing him instantly.


She fed her gun into his wound, the act no different than puncturing a too-ripe fruit. A desperate cry tore from him and his blood drenched her fingers, smelling of salt and metal. Susenyos’s intense gaze was distracting, and she could feel it lingering on different parts of her body, trailing down to her parted thighs. A flush crept up her neck.


“Are you going to just stand there?” She flicked a quick glance up.


“I wouldn’t dare interrupt a genius at work.” His voice was a murmur, with something dark lurking in it that she couldn’t identify. “Show me how you end a life, yené Roana.”


Once, those words would have horrified her, but now they only flooded her with delicious energy.


“If you kill me,” Samson snarled through his panting breath, “the blade artifact will be lost.”


Kidan smiled at his attempt to live. “We don’t care.”


The Sage’s artifacts could fade into a black hole and Kidan truly wouldn’t care.


But Susenyos stepped forward. “Three people must know the location of an artifact in case something happens. That’s the Nefrasi way.”


“That was your way,” Samson spat, dark blood in the corner of his mouth. “You kill me here today and you will never find the blade artifact.”


Three artifacts—the Sun, Water, and Death artifacts rumored to free vampires from all restrictions.


Thunder crossed over Susenyos’s features. The paneled walls near him were no longer burning with violent fire, they were rippling, becoming soft as curtains. Traces of concern entered his mind. Those artifacts held power over him. They would always be his utmost priority. Her throat went dry.


“Don’t listen to him,” Kidan said, breathing fast.


“You … would waste … another century … looking for them.” Samson struggled to form words, half weakened, half furious. “And if … Lusidio discovers them before you, what then?”


It was a bunch of babble that didn’t interest Kidan. “Enough of this.”


Yet Susenyos had gone entirely still at the name. Black, twisting tendrils of what could only be terror ensnared his feet, a manifestation of an emotion visible only to them. They extinguished Kidan’s fire and darted toward her like eels. Wrapped around her ankles and burned like fire ants. Panic bloomed inside Kidan’s chest. She waited for Susenyos to speak, to instruct her like before when the house magnified their emotions too much. But he was frozen. Barely seeing her. She’d seen him tortured in the observatory, in the visions of his past, but this was more. Frightening because he wasn’t fighting back.


He always fought back.


“Yos,” Kidan called, hoping to wake him.


He didn’t answer.


Kidan tightened her hold on the gun, calling forth her rage by drawing a triangle on Samson. A cloak of red fire descended from the roof and she welcomed it, letting it fill her lungs. Extinguish the reaching shadow fingers.


Susenyos exhaled and stared at the fading black tendrils in surprise.


Samson’s shoulders struggled to move despite their pinned position.


It was now or never.


“See you in hell,” Kidan said.


She pulled the trigger at the same time as a force collided into her side. Both her arms were knocked off course painfully. The bullet found the leg of a chair and the entire thing exploded on one side. Her gun flew out of her grip and scraped the floor, spinning before going still. She scrambled for it just as a figure flipped her onto her back and pinned her to the floor.


Susenyos … hovered above her, face severe.


“What the hell are you doing?” she shouted, the flames whirling into a tornado around them.


His face was grim, shooting a loathing look to where Samson lay. Still alive.


“He’s right. I need the blade artifact first.”


He was not serious.


Kidan writhed under him, cursing so loud her lungs bled. “We have to kill him now. This is our chance! I swear to God, Yos, I’ll kill you if you let him go. He will kill GK!”


Susenyos stared back with a resigned yet determined look. Her fight slowed as cruel disappointment took root. They’d finally reached an understanding, to work and kill together. He couldn’t abandon her now.


“Don’t do this,” she whispered, hating the way her tone softened.


His eyes dropped for a moment, but his voice betrayed no emotion. “This is the closest we’ve come to putting all the artifacts together.”


She screamed at him then, but he didn’t ease his grip. After a while, he slowly let go. Confused at his sudden surrender, Kidan remained still for a second before crawling to where the gun was.


Someone else picked it up.


A large man nearly double Kidan’s height loomed over her. He had tree-trunk-like arms and a face of terror. They called him Warde, one of Samson’s followers.


Kidan scrambled to her feet quickly.


Behind him, shyly entering, was June.


Kidan’s vision pulsed.


Her sister’s soft round eyes found hers. It was remarkable the power they had over her, fisting Kidan’s heart in a tight grip.


The lounge transformed again, now echoing the deep blue found at the bottom of an ocean. It stirred such a deep sense of loss Kidan couldn’t afford to linger on it for long. She squeezed her eyes shut and thought of something else, something that didn’t fill her with so much pain.


But the house magnified whatever emotion her mind felt. And Kidan felt alone and afraid. She wanted her sister. She opened her eyes, needing to be brave.


Come to me, she pleaded silently.


Her sister’s brows slanted, taking in the scene. Samson struggled to stand, his claws gouging into the leather couch in search of balance. The material ripped, and he fell backward, clutching at his injury. June’s face melted into concern, her eyes flicking to Kidan.


Kidan held her breath, half lifting her hand.


Please, come to me.


June walked to Kidan, closer and closer until they could almost touch … then passed her.


Their shoulders brushed, gently and brutally, like a leaf touching a speeding train.


A breathless sound left Kidan, her knees almost buckling.


Her sister bent, supporting Samson’s swaying form. “Are you all right?”


Kidan winced against the sweetness of her voice, how she’d missed it. How, even now, her first thought was her sister was alive.


She was safe.


“I’ll be fine,” Samson grunted, digging one of the bullets out.


Just like when June had first appeared, curling braids long, fawn face glowing, the betrayal of it all made Kidan’s mouth pool with acid. After Kidan had spent more than a year searching for June, after she’d killed Mama Anoet, there her sister was, standing next to the vampire who wanted to rain chaos over the world. Kidan didn’t recognize this twisted version of June, one who was so cold and calculating against Kidan. Kidan didn’t think she could ever forgive June for leaving. And once June knew Kidan had murdered their foster mother, June wouldn’t forgive her either.


There were so many things she wanted to yell at June about, to ask why, why, why.


And she could no longer wait.


Samson straightened with June’s support, grunting in pain. One bullet was still in his gut.


“Warde.” Samson heaved a breath.


The giant moved past Kidan, his shadow falling over her face. A thick bone chain hung around his neck, clinking. The sound caught in her ear and she whirled, studying the quiet vampire effortlessly lifting Samson.


Was he a Mot Zebeya like GK? Only they wore finger bone chains.


June followed Samson upstairs without glancing Kidan’s way. Kidan’s chest burned, her fingers curled inward. When she turned, Susenyos was watching her.


Golden threads danced behind his shoulders, weaving letters in haunting beauty.


If Susenyos Sagad endangers Adane House, the house shall in turn steal something of equal value to him.


His gaze slid to the writing for a second, but his face was remarkably masked. As potential house masters, only the two of them could read it.


For now, at least. She wondered how long it’d take June to read it.


Maybe Susenyos was thinking the same thing.


Kidan would have believed he was perfectly fine if she didn’t hear the slow, terrifying beat of war drums pulsing in the walls. He was human in this house, vulnerable to death as easily as Kidan.


And Kidan was furious with him.


“Who’s Lusidio?”


It was that name that had made him betray her.


At her question, the house shuddered.


Visible cracks, like black vines, shot across the floors and walls. Kidan staggered back, eyes wide.


This emotion … she’d never felt it from him before. Rage, yes. But never something so cold, like crystalized fear.


Susenyos’s jaw tightened at the state of the house, and he spied the door.


“Later,” he said, voice rough.


He marched to the front door, rushing through the last few strides. Kidan stood there for a second before crossing the hall. She moved to the window by the coatrack, parting the curtains to see him brace against the outside gate, shoulders rising and falling.


The house was affecting him more strongly. She knew about being overwhelmed but this went beyond. Sometimes, Susenyos’s calculating mind didn’t seem entirely fixed on Samson but on Kidan too. As if she were a problem he hadn’t accounted for and was figuring out how to quickly solve.
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KIDAN


KIDAN PACED THE LIVING ROOM, COCOONED IN PLUMES OF RED FLAMES, waiting for June to come down. The more she thought of her sister upstairs, the hotter her skin burned. Even when Warde finally left, clinking past her, June remained sequestered with Samson.


It was the final straw.


Fuck this.


Kidan bounded upstairs toward Susenyos’s old room, blood pumping in her ears. She kicked the door open. Samson was shirtless on the bed, bullet holes ghastly and marring his skin. His left arm was in June’s hands, free from the metal glove and covered in what looked like leaves. Her sister had been smiling softly, like a war nurse tending to an injured soldier. It was only a second, but there was genuine joy in June’s eyes as she treated that monster.


Kidan rarely got sick but when she did, it was June who had made her soup. Sour, herbal, and a true crime to the taste buds but it always worked. June would press the backs of her fingers against Kidan’s forehead and say, I hate seeing you sick.


A lump formed in her throat, but she shoved it aside.


Kidan stormed to the bed and yanked June upright by the arm, ignoring her high-pitched squeak.


“Kidan!” June protested, finally finding her voice. “Let go!”


Kidan only dug her fingers deeper. Hard enough for it to hurt. June whimpered. The sound replaced the scent of scrolls with cheap cigars and concrete-choked air. Mama Anoet liked to grab their arms like this, her calloused fingers digging into their bone whenever they used too much water washing their hair, and drag them out of the shower. June would shake and whimper, her eyes wide.


And she was looking at Kidan with that same shivering fear.


Kidan’s tongue dried up, the urge to apologize rising like a tide.


I’m sorry, June. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m not like her. I just want to talk—


Samson half rose in the bed, pressing a hand to his injured stomach. The shadow in the night. The monster June had chosen over her.


All traces of guilt evaporated.


“Don’t you touch her, heiress,” he snarled, but his voice was strained, weak.


Kidan’s blood turned to ice. Without a word, Kidan dragged June to her bedroom, threw her inside, and locked the door, breathing heavily against it.


Dangerous anger was in her face, her very veins. When she turned, June was staring with saucer-wide eyes, clutching at her arm. For a moment, she resembled Ramyn Ajtaf, fragile and fated to die. Hers to protect. Kidan cleared her head, for once wishing to see things just as they were. Evil for evil. Good for good.


Kidan wasn’t Mama Anoet. June wasn’t Ramyn Ajtaf.


And she was ready to learn who her sister really was.


“Talk. Now.”
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KIDAN


KIDAN AND JUNE ADANE, THE SOLE SURVIVING HEIRS OF THEIR HOUSE, stared at each other long enough for the room to become water itself.


Kidan’s lungs drowned—she wished for time to speed up and was eager for her sister to speak and pull her ashore. Kidan could almost see it. How they’d survive this.


It wouldn’t take much. A simple apology. A long hug.


They’d had fights before. Never as bad as this but they could recover, if they wanted to. Kidan would rather try to forgive her sister than feel hatred.


June only had to apologize. Admit she made a mistake. Tell Kidan she loved her still.


It would be so easy to return to themselves. All she needed was a true explanation.


Instead, June’s first true words to her were, “Do you have the mask artifact?”


It was said softly, with June’s usual timidness, yet it was sharper than any knife, severing the last thread between them.


Barbed wire choked her heart, pain bleeding into Kidan’s chest with each inhale.


An artifact.


The cause of all this plotting and betrayal, between Susenyos and Samson and now Kidan and June. The hunt for the Last Sage’s artifacts—a mask, a ring, and twin blades. Once each was located, the binds on vampires would be broken. Finally, they’d be free to drink from any human, access their suppressed strengths, populate without killing themselves.


Samson Sagad was in possession of the Water artifact—twin blades. Adane House held the Sun artifact—a mask within its walls.


The Death artifact, the ruby ring, was still lost to time itself.


And here they were, facing off like children fighting over toys. Kidan wanted to scream.


Anger spilled into her voice. “You left me for an artifact?”


June’s small frame shrank even more. “Samson needs it.”


Kidan’s vision was nearly swimming, her nostrils flaring. “So that’s it, then? You and him are together?”


She felt a small sense of pleasure when her sister flinched in shame.


“I’m not with him like that.” A rare touch of anger tightened her voice. “I’m helping him.”


“You left me!” Kidan roared, and the room’s walls ignited with energy, feeding on her very marrow. Everything Kidan had bottled up came out in that powerful roar.


June didn’t realize how close she was to being strangled.


“Do you know what I went through searching for you? I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t sleep. I thought you were being tortured, fed on, and—and—God knows what else.” Kidan’s voice splintered into pieces. “How could you leave me?”


June’s face pinched, as if it hurt to hear this. June had never been able to handle people’s pain, even tearing up at heartbreak songs. Good, this was what Kidan wanted. For her sister to understand the hell she went through. Because, God, how could she not know what this had done to Kidan? Once, they could understand each other with a single look, but now a veil hovered between them.


Kidan grabbed her sister’s soft hands, staring deep into those familiar honeyed eyes. She was desperate to bridge the gap between them. “The things you said in that video … they’re not true. You wouldn’t leave me without a reason.”


The walls became streaked with blue wisps, the sadness of their memories cracking the rage like glass.


“I told you the reason,” June said, voice soft as petals, staring at their joined hands. “I needed to feel safe, and the Nefrasi helped me. Now I have to help them.”


Cold sapphire wind spun around them, leaving Kidan hollow. These poisonous words again. “Safe,” she repeated flatly. “You left because I didn’t keep you safe?”


The answer was in June’s silence, the crease of her brows, and her unwillingness to meet Kidan’s eyes.


“Is this because I didn’t believe you when you said someone was following you?” Kidan had deleted that particular video, but it played clearly in the house some nights, reminding her of her mistake. And it haunted her now.


June did not answer, her eyes looking anywhere but at Kidan.


“I tried to make it right, June. I looked for you.”


“I didn’t want you to look for me,” she finally said.


No, none of this made sense. June was forgiving. June was kind. She wouldn’t leave without a reason.


“Tell me what I did wrong,” Kidan pleaded, knowing she should stop. “Tell me what to do to fix this. To go back to how it was. I’ll do anything.”


The desperation in her voice was genuinely pathetic. But this was her sister. The only other soul in this world who’d grieved the loss of their parents and survived Mama Anoet’s upbringing.


She had to try. Fight at least once.


As if June sensed her thoughts, she broke their contact. Stepped back. An ache built in her throat. The gesture spoke more clearly than a thousand words could. The bracelet Kidan had made her—a butterfly with a three-pointed charm—still shone on June’s wrist. Kidan wished she’d take it off. It was a reminder of their closest memories. Kidan whispering stories about the Three Binds to help ease June’s nightmares night after night, like a lullaby.


First Bind: Vampires could feed only on the eighty acti families.


Second Bind: Vampires have lost their strength and powers.


Third Bind: Vampires could turn you only if they gave up their life.


We’re safe, June. So safe. The Last Sage made sure. Go back to bed.


Clearly, it hadn’t been enough.


After a stretch of silence, June righted her chin. Hard determination filled her eyes. “Do you have the mask artifact?”


Kidan felt herself shatter. An object. The past nineteen years they had spent together, going to school, hiding from Mama Anoet, celebrating their birthdays early, reduced to a fucking object. It did not make sense. Couldn’t make sense.


“Is that what you want?” Kidan whispered. “Will the mask make you happy?”


June hesitated, fidgeting. “Yes.”


Kidan swallowed pure bile, her voice scratching. “And after you have it?”


A slight hesitation, then, “We’ll leave.”


Kidan’s hands fisted, repressed tears irritating her eyes. She was breathless with June’s cruelty. Expecting it and yet being wounded anew each time.


“You will leave again?”


Stop begging, a part of her whispered. You sound pitiful.


When June spoke, her tone was resigned, defeated. As if the bond between them was irreversibly broken. “You have your life, Kidan. And I have mine.”


June moved past her, launching Kidan’s heart into a panicked gallop. She latched on to her sister’s wrist painfully.


“If that’s all you want, you’re not getting it.” Kidan’s voice whittled down to pure spite. “I’ll make sure you never get it, June. I swear that to you.”


Her sister froze. Kidan hoped this would wake her up. Fear would make her apologize. Come back.


But her delicate features weren’t afraid. Her words even less so. “Then I’ll get it myself.”


Kidan blinked, truly shocked before she hissed, “I’m heiress. The only way you will inherit this house and get the mask is if I die.”


Loud drums echoed with each second her sister said nothing. It made Kidan release her, the implications of that silence. June, who abhorred death, who cried at the idea of an insect being crushed, didn’t so much as blink at the mention of Kidan’s death.


How could she say nothing?


June turned away, drowning the room in waves of unrelenting current. “The dean asked me if I knew what the Adane House law was. You know it, don’t you?”


Kidan said nothing.


“I see. I’ll have to find that out myself too.”


With that, June left.


Kidan stumbled against her bed and sank onto it, reaching for her phone, scrambling for the videos June recorded when she was fourteen.


Hi guys. Another incident happened that was pretty embarrassing. We were at this party and I sort of collapsed. Kidan was there, though, she always looks after me.


Kidan’s breathing was strained as she tried to identify any hidden emotion, pinpoint the moment her sister had decided she was worth discarding.


It wasn’t in her videos. This cold, unbridgeable distance didn’t exist then. June loved her. Kidan could hear it in her memories. The only thing that overpowered June’s love for Kidan was her fear of persistent nightmares. With each video, June became more and more withdrawn, her eyes vacant. Then there was the video of Kidan forcing June to take her medication, not believing that someone was following her.


That must be it. The moment June decided she was done.


Because Kidan couldn’t help her anymore. Even she didn’t have the power to break into someone’s consciousness and rid them of their demons.


The one time Kidan had failed, June … abandoned her.


A viselike grip squeezed her heart. She tried to calm her panic, will the room to shift, but it refused. Once anxiety and terror set in, it took leaving the room to make her breathe again. But the door was so far away, and she was gasping too much. Her knees shook as she forced herself up and bent over, braids grazing the floor.


Breathe, a voice not her own clinked in her mind, startling her. Get up and walk.


On shaky legs, she gripped the blankets of her bed and stood. Wincing with each step, she moved.


The hallway, now a forest floor, was clean with dizzying air. The strangely familiar voice disappeared the moment she was safe.


Kidan leaned against the wall, eyes drifting to Susenyos’s room. Bitter pain stabbed at her again. After he got the blade and mask artifacts, he’d leave as well, hunt onward for the third.


She was sick of everyone leaving her. Family should always stay. Her companion should promise to stay.


Kidan hardened her jaw, wiped at the prickle of tears threatening to leak out. Loyalty was dead and only what she offered others mattered. She understood now there was only one way to ensure she was never discarded.


Bind them to you. This time it was her own voice, brimming with malice that unnerved her soul. Make them need you. Always.


Susenyos had told her true power was the ability to set any law in your own home, and only now did she understand its true allure.


Kidan would master this house. She would set her own laws. Her fingers scratched her shapes on the floor: triangle, square.


Three laws. All she needed was three laws.


1. Make Samson take out his own fucking heart.


2. Make GK human again.


This was a secret hope she was clinging on to. And whenever she dreamed of it nervous energy thrummed through her. The house made Susenyos human, so why not GK? If she offered this to GK, he would forgive her. Understand why she’d made him transform into a vampire: to save his life, not because she was the hand of death.


The wall in front of her shifted into GK’s betrayed and terrified eyes as she locked him in Uxlay’s crypt. She shook her head, clinging to this plan. Yes, she had to master the house before bringing GK here. He would be a vampire again once he left the house … but at least he’d have moments where he’d have his old self back. Time to get used to his vampirism. And if he wanted to stay inside all the time, they’d make it work.


Kidan wouldn’t mind living in this house with all her friends. In fact, it’d be quite comforting. Filling the quiet with Yusef’s bouncing laugh or Slen’s violin in the evenings.


Then there would be her final law. The one that left her itching with urgency, desperate to visit Professor Andreyas right now and beg him to tell her all the secrets of mastering a house because she couldn’t fucking wait.


3. Make June feel the pain of last year.
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KIDAN


KIDAN WOKE UP IN THE HALLWAY.


She’d been dreaming about GK again, his bone chain clinking all around. She dreamed of him often these days. He was trying to speak, but she could never make out what he was saying.


All that remained were his cold, betrayed eyes. Soft brown pupils sharpened to golden mahogany. Claws emerging from his fingers. She didn’t linger too long on it, memories of his bleeding body and transformation had the tendency to make her ill.


Throughout the night, June’s soft sounds of distress echoed, a sound Kidan had been familiar with her entire life. It was why she’d changed clothes and returned to the hallway. To stay close just in case. June’s nightmares hadn’t stopped. Those terrors gripping her body and making her writhe until Kidan woke her each night … it was like nothing had changed. Only this time Kidan didn’t go to her. Instead, she gritted her teeth and read her book under the flickering bulb until June quieted and Kidan could sleep again.


She kept wondering, how the fuck had they gotten here? Even living it, Kidan couldn’t believe it. June wanted to take over this house. How long before Dranacti encouraged her to take Kidan’s life?


Kidan stretched, yawning. It was all quiet now. Faint rays danced on the carpet, warming Kidan’s curled frame. That was when she noticed it. A blanket had been draped over her.


She frowned, wondering who had put it there, and reached for the worn book she’d been obsessively reading.


Traditional Myths of Abyssi.


Kidan traced GK’s circled note—around the name Nefari, singular form of Nefrasi. He’d led her to uncover Susenyos’s secret with this book and there was more buried in its withered pages. She flipped to the section titled “The Three Binds and the Three Artifacts.” She needed to know how, exactly, the binds would break. Why the hell June and Samson were so desperate to get the mask artifact.


But the sections barely spoke about them before moving on to the next myth. There was a slight zigzag between the pages as if some had been torn out. No page numbers to know for sure, though.


According to Slen, there were once many copies of this book. Then they started to disappear. Adane House had the last original. Traditional Myths of Abyssi was a simplified version of Ye Abyssi Tarik. And Abyssi, a mysterious place between two eclipsing mountains, was said to have birthed the first Sage and the first vampire. No one truly knew the full myth in Ye Abyssi Tarik, as each page was written in a different African language.


Kidan traced the jagged line in the book, nearly smooth if you didn’t know to look for it. Susenyos had been hesitant to give her this book. She’d assumed it was because it exposed the origin of the Nefrasi. But there was something else he apparently didn’t want her to know.


Enough to tear it out before he gave her the book.


Instinctively, her fingers reached for her wrist. But her butterfly bracelet and the blue pill inside it were gone. Susenyos had made her give it to him. Some days, Kidan wanted to die again. It was a passing thought like the color of the sky or her favorite quote from The Mad Lovers, but the house would catch it and magnify it. When this happened, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded paper, like now.


She traced the perfect cursive writing, the care and warmth fitted to each sentence.


The first few lines always made her heart seize.




My dearest Kidan,


There are many grotesque evils in this world. Trust me, I’ve encountered them all. But the cruelest of all is the one of the mind.





This was her most shameful secret. She read his letter every time she needed the reminder, for moments when the world pressed heavily from all sides.


That he wanted her to live.


So you can get him the artifact, a cruel voice whispered.


She pushed the letter down, pressing fists to her eyes. No, that wasn’t true. Was it?


“Still drowning in the hallways I see,” a low and earthy voice said, parting the quiet morning.


Kidan jerked back, her heart jumping to her throat. Susenyos came up the stairs and leaned by the rail, eyes shining. “I thought you conquered it?”


She tensed, looking to his old room—now Samson’s. Waiting for him to come out any minute.


Susenyos followed her gaze. “He’s not here. He took my room, didn’t he? How very predictable.”


Kidan still had his letter in her hand, which she quickly slipped inside the blankets.


“We can talk freely now,” he said. “Your sister has left too.”


A little relaxed, Kidan studied Susenyos. He appeared the same—tall, lean build, frustratingly clear brown skin, and jaws framed by his twists. Eyes the color of coal. He still looked like some lost king, a regal face meant to be captured on canvas. An unfair sort of beauty with too many secrets still.


Fire extended from her feet and licked the bottoms of his shoes, making his lip tug. “Why are you burning, little bird?”


“You made me lose my gun,” she said, hating the way this house betrayed her.


“I’ll get you a new one,” he said dismissively, then smiled. “So when are we killing her?”


“Who?” Kidan blinked.


“Your traitorous sister. Do you want to do the honors or shall I?”


Her jaw dropped for a second. Then a muscle ticked. “We’re not killing her.”


He raised his brows, almost amused. “She threatens your position as heiress, leaves you without reason, and we’re supposed to let her be?”


Kidan opened her mouth and shut it, a wave of pain spreading in her chest. With Susenyos, it was easy to be honest, even if it was dangerous.


“I hate her,” she finally admitted.


His smile broadened. Usually, she found it handsome. Now she wanted to punch him.


“But I’m not killing my sister.”


A sigh left him, making her bristle.


“You stopped me from killing Samson. He’s our enemy.”


His eyes narrowed at her tone. “I only spared his life because we need the blade artifact. What value does your sister’s life bring?”


Kidan shook her head, unable to comprehend his violent words.


Value.


What value did Kidan’s life bring, then? Was that why he kept her alive? And if she stopped being valuable, what would he do?


He tracked her dark eyes. “What is that look? You’re not judging me again, are you, yené Roana?”


“You don’t want to kill June for me,” she said carefully. “You’re worried she’ll read the house law. Find out it’s about you.”


He matched her gaze with an equal measure of wrath. “I can have more than one reason to kill someone, little bird. I had five for you once.”


Kidan almost smiled but didn’t let him distract her. “If June reads the law, she will tell Samson, right? Don’t tell me that hasn’t crossed your mind.”


There was no trace of a smile now. A shiver went down her spine at the swift coldness creeping over Susenyos’s face.


“I won’t have that.”


“You’re not touching June,” Kidan said slowly, and got off the ground, pulling aside the blanket. “I’ll handle her. I’ll master the house and make her pay.”


Instead of expressing the anger Kidan expected, Susenyos’s gaze traveled down her bare legs, slow and careful like it was an unusual sight. She’d forgotten she was still in shorts and an oversize shirt. Her face warmed as the hallway curled with faint mist. The familiar heady scents of the Bath of Arowa were playing at their shoulders.


Was this her desire or his?


She waited for him to make his usual teasing comment, one that would encourage her to touch him or punch him, but he didn’t. He merely took her in, appearing to enjoy his time like she was a piece of art.


It flushed her skin, to be studied in such a careful way. As if he knew there was so much more inside her to explore and enjoy. Awful, wicked things. But gentle dreams too. Things she’d never tell a soul, maybe except him. It made her reckless, glimpsing herself through his glinting eyes.


The mist thickened, making her mouth water.


He bent down, and she stilled, aware of his every movement. He retrieved the Abyssi myths book, his fingers brushing against her calf on the way up. So gentle she wouldn’t have felt it if she hadn’t been paying attention. She drew in a breath and held it, unsure if he’d done that on purpose. They stood there, without speaking, for a long time. Until the urge to lean closer was nearly painful.


Focus on the book.


Clearing her throat, she spoke. “Some pages are missing. About the three artifacts and the three binds.”


Kidan studied his smooth face for any sign of the truth.


“There are enough myths about the artifacts to drive you crazy if you let them.” His tone sounded reasonable, but he was careful—from his words to the guarded way he stood before her.


They couldn’t have been more than a step apart, close enough to embrace, but the book and its lost knowledge were a cold reminder of the distance they had yet to bridge.


Kidan’s gaze dropped to the cracked leather spine. “Lying to you doesn’t remotely brush against the horrors I’ve committed. You said that to me once. About how you will always protect the knowledge you have about the artifacts, no matter what happens.”


It wasn’t something he denied, which, oddly, she appreciated. Like two con artists, they could be honest in their secrets.


“Knowledge isn’t always power. It’s a prison too,” he said. “Dranacti students enter the Philosophy Tower every semester free and unburdened until they learn the truth of what they must do. They can never unlearn and neither can you. It is its own curse.”


Without his vampirism, the rich glow of Susenyos’s skin was tempered, and it was easier to take him in. The house changed him, rubbed off all his immortal ease and left him melancholy.


“I can’t remember who I was before I learned about the artifacts,” he continued in a low tone, his black pupils carrying a burning desire. “I dream about them, I worship them, and I’ve wasted countless years in pursuit of them. That is what knowledge does. It doesn’t bring anything closer to you, it separates you. Drowns you in loneliness.”


Kidan wanted to chase away his severe expression. “But if you tell me, I can keep you company. Isn’t that what we vowed to do?”


She remembered the companionship ceremony clearly. Her words before his fangs were buried in her throat.


I pledge to treat you as my equal, ask no more of you than I would my own blood.


When Susenyos said nothing, Kidan dared a step closer, enough to count his lashes. He watched her carefully but didn’t move away.


The mist around them thickened. And in it, a ruinous truth she could no longer deny bloomed to life. This house had been unbearable without him. Cold as a husk, lifeless like her old apartment. Without the sound of his cursive writing or the simple pleasure of looking up and finding him by the study fireplace, face concentrated over a book or artifact, it’d all been robbed of sunlight. It was something she could only discover in his absence—how annoyingly comforting his presence was.


Being left behind was her first language, how she measured her connection to others. Why June and GK carved a larger space inside her at the moment. And Kidan had prayed she wouldn’t feel anything when Susenyos left—not this quickly, not for him. But there was a flicker, a taste of something addictive. It wasn’t as complicated as love or as simple as attraction, but a disturbing need to keep him close.


Whatever the word for that was.


She’d only discover the extent of it if he left her behind again. And she refused to feel everything for him at the very moment he abandoned her.


So he had to stay.


In this house.


With her.


Kidan studied the curve of his mouth, full, soft, and deceptive. No one could imagine he hid such monstrous canines beneath. But her skin remembered the sharpened tips of his fangs, like a pair of poisonous thorns—swift, painful, then delirious. She wondered what those lips would feel like against her own. If his mouth was capable of gentleness, careful like his fingers had been in her coarse hair.


Don’t let me kiss you. It will be the last thing you ever do.


The back of her neck heated, muscles spasming low in her belly. Maybe that was why he’d stopped her at Cossia Day—afraid his fangs would cut her tongue into pieces. It was growing difficult to not ask him to do it anyway.


Prove that he still wanted her, when no one else did.


And in this hallway, right now, he was human. His kiss shouldn’t hurt.


She reached out to touch his cheek, unable to help herself. He froze like granite. Emboldened, her fingers traced lower, across his jaw. She wanted to see his triumphant smile at the fact she’d initiated something.


Instead, he flinched. As if she were made of thorns rather than flesh.


Her finger snapped to her chest at once.


Discomfort carved over his features as though her touching him like this was a sinful thing when he’d done so much more countless times. She didn’t understand the rules of their relationship.


Kidan steeled herself, trying to hide the burning in her cheeks. The silence swallowing them was unbearable, thicker than smoke.


Susenyos worked his jaw and turned. “Dean Faris wants to talk to us. Get dressed.”


He was already moving toward the stairs.


Kidan blinked. It wasn’t like him to avoid confrontation. Why wasn’t he mentioning her advance? She searched her mind on how to keep him here a little longer and found it.


“What about Lusidio?” Kidan said angrily. “Are you going to tell me about that?”


Susenyos froze and turned slowly like she knew he would. What was it about this name?


The sweet-smelling cloud fled from the hallway. Instead, the floor shifted, streaked with twisting black vines. Susenyos glanced at it and looked frustrated. This buckling terror was visceral, solid instead of drowning water. It unsettled her.


“Who is Lusidio?” she repeated.


The unnerving stillness of Susenyos’s eyes wavered. Then he did something Kidan had never seen him do.


He blinked twice. In rapid succession.


She’d seen him shut his eyes, yes. To clear an emotion, his long lashes resting in peaceful moments. But never something so involuntary, so human. A traitorous sign of fear.


“He’s a rogue vampire.” His answer was clipped, a conversation ended before it began. “A soul you pray to never meet.”


“And?”


“That’s all.”


No, there was more lingering in his eyes. Too much of his past he still concealed.


“Was he the one who did something to your court?” She searched his face. “Was he the one you ran away from?”


Like the last time she’d asked him about the danger the Nefrasi had fallen into, he gave her nothing. Even held at gunpoint he’d refused to speak.


As if there was another law he was a servant to.


A look of cold indifference crossed over him. “Judging again, little bird?”


“If you tell me the truth, I won’t.”


“I doubt that. Judgment is in your bones. It turned you against me once, let’s not rush to do so again.” He gave her his back. “Get dressed. We will be late.”


As Kidan watched his tall frame walk away, she thought of one more law she would set.


4. Make Susenyos tell her the truth—about everything.









[image: 7]


KIDAN


EVER SINCE KIDAN TOOK SUSENYOS’S CROWN, HE HAD BEEN SLOWLY undressing her, taking pieces of her—a new game between them. Kidan thought of this as she changed into a pair of brown pants and a gray sweater, fastening an Uxlay University tie around her collar. Susenyos had never returned the tie he took from her last semester. Or the emerald hairpin from the Acti Gala. And the ultimate winner would be the one who possessed the mask.


Kidan made her way to the end of the front yard, where Susenyos waited, golden flask in hand. When he saw her, his eyes slid to her tie and a brief smile came over him. Kidan fought the urge to adjust it and walked on. His gaze always seemed to burn into her, and she didn’t know what to make of it.


Wind ruffled their clothes as they took the path to Faris House, the smell of rain-soaked leaves and dirt in the air. His burning-wood scent drifted over to her.


When they brushed shoulders, Susenyos took in sudden air, face twisted like he was in pain, and stepped aside. Kidan tried not to let it bother her. He wasn’t her enemy but that did not mean he wanted something more.


Though during Cossia Day he’d definitely been interested.


Susenyos took a sip from his golden flask, frowning slightly before putting it away. Aunt Silia’s blood. Kidan was surprised it hadn’t run out.


“Why does the dean want to see us?” she asked, wondering why he wasn’t asking for her blood.


“No doubt to discuss the status of Adane House. How we both could potentially inherit it. It will be a House Council meeting. All twelve houses will attend.”


His eyes blazed at those words, enhanced by the blood, and it was a little distracting. His jaw was set with determination, hunger for power etched on his angular face.


She remembered his words, both desperate and honest.


If I fail—though I’ll fight like hell not to—you will be ready. You will change the current law and craft one that’ll return far greater than what I lost.


Kidan wanted Susenyos to gain his immortality back, wanted Samson dead, but that did not mean he was on her side. Because if he succeeded, if he mastered the house first, what would he need her for?


He was already beginning to push her away.


“There can’t be two inheritors. It will only tear a house apart,” she said, thinking slowly. “Sign it over to me.”


A cruel curl formed at the corner of Susenyos’s mouth. “I’m sorry?”


If he trusted her with the house, truly showed Kidan he cared more about her than the artifact or the law, she could trust him fully.


They stopped walking. The lion lamppost reflected down on them, its steel polished with rain.


“I am not signing Adane House over to anyone,” he said firmly.


“I’m not just anyone. This is my family’s legacy.”


“I’m afraid your family’s legacy is to die before you reach forty. I won’t let you take Adane House to your grave.”


Kidan was breathless. Did he just say she’d die soon anyway?


What the fuck?


“You truly believe you should own Adane House?” Kidan’s voice tightened a sliver. “Even with two of its descendants alive and well?”


He didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”


His arrogance begged for a fist to his jaw. As she glared at him, Susenyos drank from his flask again. This time making a sour face as if it was poisoned.


“What’s wrong?” she asked. How long had it been since he had asked for her blood?


“Nothing. Let’s go.”


Swallowing her frustration, Kidan spun on her heel. Something else had changed in the past four days and she couldn’t figure out what.


Like all Uxlay houses, Faris House had a line of tall, spreading trees that served as a makeshift wall, cutting off the cobblestone roads leading to the university from the family homes. But Faris House always appeared more guarded. Towering columns and several balconies made of white stone and black marble greeted them. It made Adane House’s wooden structure look pathetic, barely able to survive a thunderous night. For the first time, Kidan felt the itch to reinforce her house with steel. Clean out the garden. Plant new roots. Her parents weren’t here to take care of it, so it was up to her. Just like looking after June had been.


A lance of pain rippled right under her ribs. Sometimes, it hurt to think about what Kidan would have been like if her parents had been alive. She couldn’t remember being a child. Of course she must have been one. Once. But it felt as though she’d blinked and become careful and violent and alone. It’d done something to her mind. Turned obvious, simple things tricky. She needed to relearn how to experience careless joy or making friends, even apologizing. How to come home and close her eyes, trusting it was safe.


Reinforced steel wouldn’t be enough for such things. She needed the power of the laws to create a true home. Steal back a fraction of what she’d lost.


Susenyos’s footsteps slowed behind her. She ripped her gaze away from the house, hoping he hadn’t seen the longing in her eyes. “The dean will try to get the truth out of us,” he said. “We’re entering her house, with her laws. Be very careful.”


She kept her face turned away from him.


“Kidan.”


She hated how her breath caught when he said her name, with a rare need for her to listen to him.


The dark leaves near their feet mirrored the shade of his eyes. “The last time the dean called a House Council meeting, it was the night your parents were killed. I attended with Silia. This isn’t anything good. Be on guard.”


Her shoulders straightened, her palms growing slick.


Killed.


Kidan didn’t ask for more. She shuddered to think how details of their deaths would break her. Not knowing was safe. Better. Aunt Silia’s morbid journal entered her mind after many weeks—Uxlay has turned on House Adane. Kidan’s clues had only led her to the 13th as the obvious threat. Could it have been one of them that killed her parents?


Don’t think about it, she told herself firmly, and turned from Susenyos.


At the entrance to Faris House, they were checked by two Sicions—soldiers from Uxlay’s elite army—for any traces of silver. Susenyos stretched out his arms, letting them pat him down. A hidden smile played on his lips. No one checked the roof of his mouth. His hidden silver nail.


Once cleared, they traveled the carpeted hallway, grand mirrors and portraits leading them into a high-ceilinged foyer. Past a door the color of reflective cedar, at a giant oval table carved in the shape of the African continent, eleven people occupied a seat each. Behind them, solemn as night towers, stood their vampire companions.


Behind Dean Faris and her companion, graying men and women sat on a raised platform, their finger bone chains were long and polished white, forming a belt around their figureless robes.


Kidan recognized the Mot Zebeya on the far left from Sara Makary’s vampire transformation ceremony. He’d once approached GK and Kidan, offering a reading, a premonition of when she’d die.


GK’s words came to her, making her eyes sting.


She doesn’t want one, but I’m looking after her.


And even though she didn’t know where he was, Kidan sensed GK was still looking after her. Every time she heard a wisp of his voice, and the jingle of finger bones, she knew he was watching, waiting for her to bring him home and make him human.


Kidan approached the empty carved chair and sat down. It was uncomfortable and instantly swallowed her whole. She scooted to the edge and made her spine straight, as house masters from Delarus and Makary sneered at her. Yusef and Slen were here too. Relief coursed through her at their familiar faces.


Slen sat in the House Qaros seat while Yusef stood by his great-aunt’s side as next in line. The tension in Kidan’s shoulders eased a little. Slen gave her a small nod while Yusef smiled broadly.


On the table before Kidan, the map of Ethiopia was carved into the rich wood. All around, countries the original twelve houses had descended from glistened … red. Susenyos moved forward and slit his wrist, letting his blood pour into the hollowed-out wood. Once it was filled, he retreated.


“Fellow house masters,” the dean began firmly. She wore the sigil of Faris House, a black bird with a silver eye. “Thank you all for coming. I also extend my greetings to the Mot Zebeyas, Guards of Death, keepers of our laws, for ensuring the fair and honest procedure of this meeting.”


One by one, a chorus of bones sang as the elderly Mot Zebeyas bowed their heads in acknowledgment. Taken into the monastery as children, the Mot Zebeyas were free from the politics of the houses, untainted by family loyalty. It served Uxlay well but it was still a terrible, lonely fate. GK didn’t just survive the absence of his blood relatives, he had emerged from it kind and unbroken. It made Kidan wonder if the reason for all her pain and anger was knowing the love of a family. Yet without it, she didn’t know how to exist.


“Our House Council meetings are run with pure honesty,” the dean continued. “If any of you protest to bearing the truth, please stand.”


Kidan sent a quizzical look to Susenyos, who only tightened his jaw. Though the members appeared uncomfortable, none rose from their chair.


“Very well,” the dean announced, and motioned with her hand.


Professor Andreyas, timeless with his mahogany skin and cornrowed hair, took long strides around the table, depositing a small wooden box before each member. From the grimaces on the members’ faces, there had to be poison inside.


“Pour the mixture into your dranaic’s blood,” he said.


Kidan grabbed the rich wood and popped it open. A swirl of herbs hit her nostrils and she recoiled. It smelled like June’s weird collection of herbs that she swore healed migraines. Every now and then, June would rub it into Kidan’s temples and within an hour, Kidan could open her eyes without pain. Kidan exhaled, letting the memory pass through her without wincing. Then, when she was ready, Kidan shook the powder and poured it into Susenyos’s blood.


The dean waited until everyone had done so. “If any soul in this room tells a lie, their house mixture will turn black. That is the law set within my house at the moment.”


Kidan whipped her head to Susenyos but he only stared ahead, face hard. She turned to look at the mixture, her stomach twisting.


Being on guard was an understatement. There was no room for lies in this place.


Yusef’s great-aunt was the oldest at the table, coarse gray hair reaching the shawl draped over her shoulders. The Art House sigil of the blue-flamed woman sparkled on the dark scarf.


Yusra Umil spoke slowly, an accent to her tone. “Who died this time? You only call these meetings then.”


“That is not the only issue. We have children at the table.” A well-dressed man from Delarus House glared at Slen, then Kidan and Yusef. “Why are they here?”


“Koril Qaros awaits his formal hearing. Slen has graduated Dranacti and is rightfully next in line to inherit. Yusra requested for Yusef to be here.” Dean Faris spoke calmly yet with a tone that didn’t allow any further challenge.


Slen stared coolly ahead, and Kidan felt a spike of satisfaction when the amber-eyed man looked away.


The dean continued. “And Kidan Adane remains the sole graduate of her house. For now.”


The urge to hide was indescribable as their penetrating gazes thoroughly searched Kidan, clearly finding her lacking. Some instantly turned away with a scoff. A few continued to study her carefully—a sharp-faced woman from Piran House and a muscular man from Temo House. Mikhail Temo was known to be the fastest athlete at Uxlay, his serious face plastered on the banners along Uxlay’s track field. He couldn’t be more than fifty years old, just like the woman sitting next to him, Adjoa Piran. Kidan knew only one thing about the head of Piran House, whispered here and there. She was unmarried and childless, making her position as inheritor weak.


Adjoa sat with straight posture, hands neatly folded on her lap, her thick curls sitting on her head like a crown. Her gaze focused solely on Susenyos, a trace of anger in her black eyes before they flicked to Kidan.


There was pity there, even sorrow.


“I have heard whispers for years.” Dean Faris made Kidan break her concentration. The dean’s hawklike eyes were sharp. “Plots to shatter Uxlay’s universal law, selfish ambitions that threaten to break the safety and peace we’ve enjoyed for generations. Today, the 13th have finally decided to speak. I hold in my hands their official proposal.”


Kidan’s brows shot up. Her eyes roved around the room quickly. Tamol Ajtaf’s ghost appeared at the end of the table, smiling cruelly. Ice spread in her blood. Kidan had hoped putting Tamol in a coma would disband the 13th, but the group had recouped, chosen a new leader. Susenyos stilled behind her. This wasn’t going to be anything good.


“The 13th?” Adjoa Piran leaned forward, her curls bouncing across her brown forehead. “They plot to shatter Uxlay! And we are entertaining their proposal?”


Kidan was glad someone was smart enough to point out exactly what she was thinking. Before Kidan had crashed her car with Tamol in the passenger seat, his hatred for Adane and Faris Houses—the two Founding Houses—had been overwhelming.


A new structure of inheritance and rights to ownership, he had said, green eyes flashing. The ability to set our own laws inside our houses, like the Founding Houses.


That was the dream of the Border Houses. They no longer wanted to uphold the universal law that made Uxlay indiscoverable.


“That’s not what their leader proposes,” the dean said.


“Who?” Mikhail Temo demanded. “Who is their leader?”


Kidan wanted to know too.


“They prefer to remain anonymous.”


Outrage broke over one side of the table, a collection of shouts and slamming fists while Ajtaf, Makary, and Delarus sat with eager, smug eyes. It was no secret they were proud members of the 13th.


“Let’s hear it, then?” Yusra Umil motioned with her wrinkled hand.


The dean lifted the proposal.


Kidan held her breath, nervous for some reason. Once, a stack of papers like those had changed her life. Outside Kidan’s old apartment, Dean Faris had given her the will left behind by her parents, naming Susenyos as inheritor. That nauseating taste of betrayal had been sharp. And Kidan could feel it again now, climbing up her throat like rot.


Dean Faris began to read.
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KIDAN


“ ‘THE 13TH DON’T WISH TO SHATTER UXLAY’S UNIVERSAL LAW AND LEAVE it defenseless. We want to strip the Founding Houses of unchecked and rampant power.’ ” The dean’s voice carried, remarkably unaffected. “ ‘Faris and Adane Houses have been allowed to cast any law from their middle house position while Border Houses remained restricted. This is grossly unjust. The 13th demand deanship be opened to all houses, and in that, all houses are awarded an opportunity at obtaining a middle position. We believe only a dean should have access to such power. And the 13th demand the immediate removal of Adane House from Uxlay’s middle position. It currently does not house a dean or a master and so should become a Border House.’ ”


The words landed like a fist to Kidan’s gut, swift and merciless.


There was a sharp intake of breath. It took Kidan a second to realize she’d made the sound. Her body had reacted before her mind could wrap around the consequences of such words.


A gentle hand rested on her shoulder, shocking a jolt of warmth into her. It parted the roar of the ocean and made her feel the desk beneath her, the chair.


Susenyos. His immortality. GK. June. Her four laws. It was all unraveling.


He removed his hand just as quickly, but it was enough to center her. Yusef’s eyes were dark and wide. Slen was focused on the dean, listening intently, eyes almost shining. Kidan’s gut coiled. Slen’s ambition was a caged beast, salivating for a temptation it couldn’t refuse. But she’d chosen Kidan before. Chosen to revive GK after killing him. Slen would side with her again. The problem was the others.


The delight in Ajtaf’s wide face was too much to bear. He looked like his son, light brown skin and muted green eyes with none of the warmth Ramyn Ajtaf had.


Kidan’s fist came down, her whole face igniting. The blood on the table spilling over the sides. “You can’t do that. I need to set a law within my house.”


A sharp look possessed the dean’s features. “Everyone in Uxlay wants to set their own law, but we don’t function to feed individual greed here. It is a community that must have Border Houses and strong middle houses.”


Kidan bit her lip, fists bunched. Susenyos’s still form told her everything about his rage. Unlike her, however, he masked his emotions well.


But even he must have reached his limit because he released a humorless breath. “You allow the Border Houses a chance at the middle position and Uxlay will run red with violence as they vie for power. The Founding Houses must remain as the proper heads as it has always been. Either Faris or Adane must be the dean.”


Every member appeared to deliberate the proposed change quietly.


Panic grew into a thousand birds in Kidan’s chest. Without Adane House, she had nothing. Was nothing. June and Susenyos would have no use for her. And GK … GK would die the moment Samson learned of this.


“You can’t do this,” Kidan almost pleaded, sitting forward. “My ancestors founded Uxlay. It’s their right to claim the middle position as Founders.”


There was no trace of emotion on their faces.


Makary sat back, running his fingers through his gray-streaked oily hair. “You speak of tradition, but your parents broke it the day they assigned a dranaic to inherit your house.”


Delarus’s mouth twisted in agreement, a rose stitched to his tailored suit.


Kidan blinked, a drum pounding in her ears. The others stared at Susenyos, their collective distrust gathering like clouds. It didn’t matter how much they bickered among each other, they were united in their distrust of vampires. They would rather let Adane House dissolve into the background than have it be commanded by a vampire.


Susenyos’s eyes were sharp blades, aimed toward the dean, a tight line along his dark jaw. If it was any other place but here, he might have truly killed her.


“That won’t be a problem,” Kidan said, trying to calm her shaking voice. “Because Susenyos has agreed to sign over Adane House to me.”


He went rigid behind her, his piercing gaze a scorching wave down her skull. Kidan’s heart raced but she didn’t drop her chin.


And of course, because it was a lie, the mixture in front of her turned pure black.


Fuck.
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KIDAN


“WHY ARE YOU LYING TO US?” DELARUS LAUGHED. “THIS IS WHAT happens when you have children at the table.”


A few glances were exchanged around the room, some intrigued, some wary. All were staring at the black liquid pooled before Kidan.


Kidan’s entire face was burning, but she scrambled to clarify. “I meant he will sign the house over to me.”


Remarkably, despite the dark wave of energy coming off him, Susenyos remained silent.


“Why would Susenyos relinquish such a gift?” Rojit’s house master, a woman with one eye, spoke.


“Because he’s tried to master the house for fourteen years and failed,” Kidan continued, hating the way her gut tightened. But she had no choice.


She had to show her teeth to these people.


Three people—Ajtaf, Makary, and Delarus chuckled. Kidan made sure to memorize their faces. One day, she’d make them all pay.


“Savage Susenyos,” Makary half snarled with pleasure. “Unable to tame a house.”


“Perhaps I should have tied it down like your eleven wives,” Susenyos responded sharply. “But that hasn’t worked out well for you.”


The man sputtered so much his eyes bulged. “How dare you! Such outlandish accusations. My dranaic will cut you down during Cossia Day—”


“Why wait until then?” Susenyos bit out, moving forward to attack.


The Makary vampire released his claws as well, long and black. Hair stood on the back of Kidan’s neck. They couldn’t fight here. It was against the law—


Professor Andreyas disappeared from the end of the table like smoke inhaled into a vacuum. The dean’s stack of papers took flight, a flurry of white feathers. In a blink, he was standing between the two lunging vampires. Kidan’s heartbeat was in her throat. He had to be faster than any vampire she’d seen.


“Susenyos.” The professor spoke in a low, careful tone. “Retreat.”


It was with great effort that Susenyos came back to Kidan’s chair. Makary huffed and glared.


It was quiet for a few beats. Kidan’s skin prickled with their hard looks—how much power they had over her gnawing at her very bones. The urge to scream built in her throat. She was angry at the dean, at being thrust into a new feud with her sister, and now this—new vultures clamoring to take her family legacy.


Adjoa Piran, surprisingly, spoke. “This is a proposal, isn’t it? So when do the votes happen?”


Kidan’s gaze slitted in mistrust. The way Adjoa’s dark eyes penetrated deep into her own put Kidan on edge. The woman was searching her for something.


“Tradition is the cornerstone of Uxlay,” Adjoa said, finally breaking her stare. “If Susenyos is willing to sign over the house”—she paused, seeing Kidan’s tense nod and Susenyos’s silent glower—“then we owe Adane House our loyalty, to take time before deciding on such a decision.”


“How well you speak up for the Adanes now.” Mikhail Temo’s thick arms tensed. His eyes carried the same look of compassion toward Kidan but hardened when they settled back on Piran. “Their ghosts thank you.”


Adjoa’s face soured, her sharp eyes turning lethal on Mikhail.


“Here they go again.” The sparkling man from Luroz House yawned. Gemstones shone on his neck and fingers. “Dean Faris, can we wrap this up?”


“Mot Zebeyas, how do you propose we conduct this?” Dean Faris announced, cutting the tension. Her head inclined to the silent Mot Zebeyas observing without a single movement. They had been so still, Kidan had forgotten they were present.


The devout she recognized crinkled like an old piece of paper as he stood. His voice was not rushed, and its slow pace defused the urgency in the room.


“Each house will come to the Mot Zebeya Courts with their dranaics, to deliberate and declare their vote. We will receive one house each week, on the fourth day, Thursday, the day the Last Sage and Demasus created the Three Binds, the day of Reconciliation and Peace.” His reflective eyes roamed over them one by one. “We will begin with Ajtaf House, the house with the most dranaics, and end with Adane House, the house with the least number of dranaics. May the Last Sage’s wisdom follow you all.”


They sat there after it was finished in silence. Wisdom? Was there such a thing when everyone at this table was scrambling for power? Kidan rose to her feet slowly, still vibrating with anger. Yusef gave her an encouraging nod on his way out, supporting his aunt’s arm. Slen paused by the door briefly, drawing a line to Susenyos.


Her look seemed to say careful.


Kidan’s scalp prickled but she didn’t look behind her. Susenyos’s anger was waiting to be unleashed, close on her heels as they walked out of the grand house.


You finally took the house from him, a voice whispered inside her mind. Of course he hates you.


But she pushed her panic down. Susenyos wouldn’t inherit the house. He needed her, which meant he wouldn’t leave.


As if he heard her thoughts, a firm hand rested on the small of her back. Kidan tensed immediately, her mind going blank.


“Follow me.” He spoke low, just above her ear, earthy and dangerous.


His hand remained there for a minute longer, making her heart pound. His fingers flexed, and Kidan could have sworn she felt the tips of his claws before he removed them.


What had he said once?


Claws often mean we’ve let our nature take over completely, become more monster than human.


Steeling her nerves, Kidan followed.
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