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1


THE FOREST OF FANGS


They never tell you it’s the girls that are hardest to kill.


He would’ve liked nothing more than to forget every ball he’d ever been forced to attend, but the mind is a funny bastard, one he’d trained to retain information on the off chance it could save his life. And so he remembered. He remembered her.


First-year debutantes tended to flee from him once the introductions were over, which was only a shade politer than those in their second and third years, who needn’t bother speaking to him at all. But she was sixteen years old and a willowy little thing, all dolled up in pink lace; stammering and nervous at first, but braver than she let on. She’d stayed and smiled and talked to him like he wasn’t a pariah among the aristocracy, like she wasn’t risking her reputation over a conversation with him. She had lovely green eyes and smelled like jasmine.


She’d called him Armiger; not Lord or Lady, but a neutral title he felt was more in keeping with who he was. She hadn’t mocked him like so many others had.


The bar for empathy was on the ground as far as the nobility was concerned, but when you were used to eating dirt, being thrown a bone felt like kindness.


And so it had hurt, in an unexpected, bewildering way, when he’d received the order to execute her.


Like most of the damned, she was beautiful. She’d always been breathtaking, but death had a curious way of remolding her features, shaping them into an artificial perfection that mere mortals could never reach. He was reminded of his old school lessons; of chameleons who changed their colors for camouflage, of butterflies that mimicked flowers for their own protection.


But Lady Daneira’s preternatural beauty was not for her protection. Lady Daneira’s beauty was bait.


She stood in the small clearing with moonlight threading through the dark tresses of her hair, braiding it in softer shades of light. Her small, white fingers trembled as she undid the laces of her gown, deliberate in their clumsiness.


“Come to me,” she crooned.


He approached her. His eyes were not on her face, nor were they on her now-exposed bodice. They were on her lips, which were stained in a scarlet hue darker than any rouge could achieve. She smiled at him then, and he could almost—almost—see traces of the girl she once was, even as her arms wound themselves around his neck, her breath light against the base of his throat.


“Please,” she whispered, and her mouth opened—wide.


She was quick, but he was quicker.


She shoved him away with a screech and stumbled back as blood pooled down her chin. He’d stabbed a wooden stake right through the flesh, exiting at the back of her head. She wrenched the weapon free, leaving an ugly, gaping hole between her upper cheek and lower jaw, injuries she ignored as she flung away the stake and focused on his face, her lips twisting and fangs protruding farther when she realized what he was.


“Reaper,” she snarled, and leaped.


She blurred from view, reappeared behind him, then disappeared again as he spun around until she was surrounding him from all sides simultaneously. A neat trick for someone only two weeks dead. He drew out Breaker from where it lay strapped across his back, the thick handle a bludgeon all on its own. His thumb moved across a hidden switch, and concealed twin scythe blades snapped outward at the farthest end like ram horns, curved downward and sharp.


She was too fast, though, and he was still mortal. The problem with carrying something that was essentially five weapons in one was that it weighed the sum of its parts.


Gauging a vampire’s movements with human eyes was pointless and often fatal. So he concentrated on his sixteen years of training—sixteen years of getting bled out and stabbed and maimed so badly that his sharpened senses could pinpoint exactly where she was about to attack based on which part of his body was already phantom-aching.


His left side throbbed. He turned to deflect, the steel slamming against fingernails that could tear through bark. She flickered away and came after him from a different direction, only to be frustrated once again.


“Why won’t you let me kill you?” she cried out as petulantly as a child. A vessel had been severed somewhere behind her right iris, and from that eye, blood cried down, hardened, and clotted.


He had no energy to spare for talking, and when she came at him a third time, he deflected the blow and mounted his first real offensive. She drew back to avoid the downward slash, Breaker’s edge missing her neck by a precious inch. Her wounds were ugly, buttered in a permanent splotch across her face, half of which was drenched in sticky, already congealing blood, but even confronted with this proof of her true nature, he hesitated.


If he’d been smart and staked her through the heart right from the beginning, as he’d done countless times to countless creatures of the night for countless other bounties, the fight would have already been over. Short, quick, brutal was the basic tenet of Reaper training.


But he’d never been known for his intelligence. The three days spent hunting down Lady Daneira had been three days of hoping not to find her. That the witnesses were mistaken. That it was some other corpse they’d seen haunting Tennyfair lands. That it wasn’t someone he’d known, however brief the acquaintance and however light her jasmine scent.


He could almost hear his father now. You’ve always been a soft-hearted fool, Son. You got that from your mother.


Lady Daneira was freshly turned, but still a freshly turned novice, even if that made her a thousand times deadlier than the average fighter. She wasn’t used to her food fighting back so early in her undead life, and her untethered rage at his rejection left her open to reprisal. In that moment, staring down at her mad, lovely eyes, he accepted that she was lost. Drawing out the battle would be the cruelest thing he could do.


So when she came after him again, he’d steeled his resolve, asked her quietly for forgiveness, and struck from below, altering the angle of his slash to catch her unaware.


He kept Breaker nice and sharp. As far as beheadings went, it was a clean one.


He dropped to his knees afterward, holding her. Her eyes were wide and staring, mouth slightly parted in shock. Her gaze fluttered to his, and in their depths he saw stray bits of humanity returning.


“Armiger Remy,” she whispered in newfound recognition. And then, one final time: “Please.”


Still cradling her head carefully against his arm, he reached over and picked up the discarded stake. Her eyes followed his movements as he crouched over her fallen body.


“I’m sorry.” The words always felt hollow, but he said them every time. She was lucid—they sometimes were, near the end, but never for long.


Now her smile was exactly as he remembered it. “Send me to heaven, Armiger.”


And this time, Remy didn’t hesitate.


He sat with her awhile. He’d never understood the point of administering final rites, mainly because he was shit at it. But undead or not, the Duke of Tennyfair had been adamant Remy bring his daughter’s body back intact so they could inter her on family grounds. Reaper law demanded that he cremate her, but his father had told him to make an exception this time.


Gently, he placed her head against the crook of her arm and breathed a small prayer over the body, as he’d always done and was expected to do, though the words brought him little comfort and even less peace.


Then he rose to his feet.


“I really do not have the bloody time for this,” Remy said.


He only had a second to feel a pinch of warning in his right arm, because this attack was swift, more calculated and precise than any of Lady Daneira’s attempts. He countered it all the same and blocked another pair of hands right before they could shove through his back and exit his chest with a fistful of vertebrae. His attacker snarled, fangs bared and fingers satisfactorily mangled by the abruptness of Breaker’s steel, before retreating when Remy swung his weapon again.


Eight vampires surrounded him; ethereal and inhuman, dressed in dark, albeit expensive, linens and silks—all an unnecessary, ridiculous show of intimidation that would surely impress the owls and squirrels who’d come to watch. More glaring than the suits was the condescending, mocking insufferability radiating off them like cheap cologne.


“You got one lucky shot in, Hunter,” one of them jeered—a boy who looked no older than he was, with carefully primped hair and a cold smile. He wore his arrogance like a second coat. Remy wanted to punch him. “You won’t get another.”


“Which of you turned her?” There were no coincidences when vampires were involved. His stomach churned at what they must have done, at what her final hours had been like at their hands, and his blood was up, exhilarated, ready to let. He hadn’t wanted to kill Lady Daneira, but now he was itching for a massacre.


“Do you always take that tone with your betters, fresh blood?”


“Only with the ones that piss me off.”


The vampire laughed. “And what will you do about it? Who would they believe—a noble, or some commoner who’s just slayed a duke’s daughter in the woods?”


Remy said nothing. The vampire glided closer, emboldened by his silence and their numbers. “What’s one more dead, then? Who’s to say that we didn’t stumble upon a depraved hunter assaulting a sweet young girl out here and took justice into our own hands? The Summer Lords and the humans are on the verge of an alliance now, aren’t they? We’ve got a moral obligation to report crimes, don’t we? And you did kill her. Where’s the lie in that?”


“Tell me who turned her.”


“Does it matter?” another of the vampires asked—an older one with rougher features at odds with his primped clothes, and a full beard. “You make for better entertainment than she ever did. Kill him. Leave his body as a present for the humans. Let them believe the poor little girl eviscerated him as her final act of spite.”


A compartment from within the base of Breaker’s handle slid free, a thick chain springing out. A straight blade no longer than his forearm but equally as sharp as the scythes’ had been soldered onto the end, and Remy swung it in a wide arc. It caught two of the vampires in their stomachs. They hit the ground flailing, hands grasping at suddenly exposed entrails.


The chain made a second pass. Blood sprayed, and they stopped twitching.


“Witch’s teats, Naji,” one of the others gasped. “Look at that thing! He’s not just a hunter, he’s the damned Butcher’s get!”


That revelation did not cause an immediate retreat, as one might expect. Remy could smell their desperation. There were more problems to be had with the son of the infamous Reaper than an unknown hunter trying to make his bones off bounties. Better credibility and a more plausible testimony, for starters.


They leaped for him.


Remy bisected the bearded vampire first, then sank one of his scythe blades straight through his heart for good measure. His opponent crumbled immediately, nothing of him left but ash sweeping through the wind.


He took out one more with the double blades while he jerked at his chain, the knife attached to it gutting a second creature behind him. He used its swinging, looping momentum to slice up a third across their kneecaps, then across their lungs when they dove at him from above. The group’s bratty ringleader snarled and persisted despite their losses, avoiding the deadly combination of Reaper blades even as his last companion made a fatal mistake, jerking into the chain’s path while he struggled to evade the scythe. The knifechain shucked his skull open, exposing brain and bone shards.


To his credit, the snot-faced kindred was a better fighter than the rest of his stooges. The arrogant boy kept clear of Breaker, but his mounting frustrations were evident at his inability to draw near enough for a fatal strike.


The vampire doubled his speed until he was nearly a blur, invisible to most other humans. Remy switched to a more staggered defense, using his oversized pipe of a weapon like a shield to batter the lightning-quick slashes away, eschewing his own quickness for an economy of movement. Finally, the undead youth leaned harder into his upswing than was needed, and Remy promptly relaxed his arms like he’d given up. At the same time, his fingers dug into the faint, barely discernible grooves on either side of Breaker where twin daggers lay hidden, so perfectly carved into the steel that they might have been part of its design. He yanked them free. Before the vampire could crow about his victory, he had already driven one into his pale white throat.


The youth gargled, blood pouring out of his mouth like a bubbling, stuttering waterfall. He tried to back away, but Remy dogged his steps and trapped him against the nearest tree with the blade.


“Who turned her?” Remy’s voice was a snarl. He pressed the second dagger against the vampire’s chest. He needed to know. He could do little for Lady Daneira now. But he could pry the confession out of this fuck-arsed dumbwit, even if Remy had to reach past his overstarched suit and into his chest to yank out the truth.


The smug, malicious confidence the boy had once strapped on like armor had dissolved. He could only jerk his head slightly, garble something incoherently from around the blade still wedged through his vocal cords.


“Who turned her, you deceased little prick?”


“We didn’t turn her,” the boy warbled through a mouthful of red. “We didn’t!”


“That’s enough bloodshed for today, Reaper.”


Remy took his second dagger from the vampire’s chest, but kept his first buried in the youth’s throat out of principle. Breaker was still a few feet away; too far for a successful lunge. He took a step toward it anyway as he braced for an incoming attack, then added another when none was immediately forthcoming.


He was expecting the newcomer to be yet another dramatic brat. He was only partially correct. The stranger had dramatic stapled to him, but it was the kind of dramatic that attached itself, unwanted, like a very glamorous leech, and demanded attention on behalf of its owner whether it was warranted or not.


And the stranger was made to be looked at. He was exceedingly handsome, even by vampiric standards. He was darker than those in the band Remy had just annihilated, with suggestions of kohl about the eyes, and had a strong chin covered by a five-o’clock shadow that would have hinted at a three-day drunken binge on Remy but gave the intruder the respectability of a warlord fresh from battle sitting down for a portrait to commemorate his misdeeds. His hair was long, tied carelessly about the nape of his neck, and somehow still looked impeccably groomed.


Remy hated him already. By contrast, he was bloody. He was dirty. He stank of several days’ worth of back roads and petrichor. He smelled like the farthest thing from flowers.


And there was something about the noble—because there was no bloody way in hell that he wasn’t one—that set off warning bells in Remy’s head the way Lady Daneira and the vampire youths had not.


Had the stranger attacked, Remy would have been dead on the ground by now. Should have been.


The man took in the bodies with neither anger nor surprise. They could have been livestock for all the interest he gave them; he looked bored more than anything else. “I am here to collect my foolish brother,” he said, clearly offering no apology. “You can be certain that he will be punished for his role in this.”


The youth still impaled against the trunk winced.


“By whom?” Remy was still raw, still seeking an outlet for his rage. Lady Daneira’s blood was still on him, still seeping into his clothes. “You? And what punishment will you deem worthy, milord? A slap on the wrist? A temporary limit on his monthly allowances?”


“That is no concern of yours.”


“It is every concern of mine!” Remy shouted. “Your brother was responsible for a girl’s murder! For no reason other than his own entertainment!”


“My brother made no such confession. In fact, he protested his innocence quite vehemently.” The vampire plucked the dagger out from his sibling’s throat, as graceful as such an action could ever be, and tossed it back at Remy, who caught it by the handle. “Come, Naji.”


Clutching his neck, the other boy shot an angry, if slightly fearful, look back at Remy, then scrambled to the lord’s side.


“You have my word that my brother shall never harm the people of Tennyfair ever again, and my word is—”


Remy dropped his daggers, snatched up Breaker in three quick steps, and charged at him.


The noble avoided his blows, exerting the least possible energy to deflect and keep out of range, and Remy knew mockery when he saw it. He redoubled his efforts, but always seemed half a second too slow, the vampire lord no longer where he expected him to be when his scythe blades swooped down to slash. Remy wished he’d made the time to gulp down another fresh vial of bloodwaker; one dose would not be enough for this fight.


He spun the knifechain, sending it into a deadly, whirring arc above his head.


The vampire grabbed at the links and snapped them with a deft twist. With nothing else to keep it moored, the knife flew on, disappearing swiftly into the darkness.


And then the noble was on him. They hurtled into another tree, Remy taking the full brunt as he slammed hard into the trunk, breath leaving him in one long, drawn-out gasp, blooms of pain popping up everywhere. Thorns and rough bark clawed at his back, but he was in no position to shift free. The man kept him trapped, with nothing but Breaker between them.


The lord’s hand was wrapped around one of the scythes’ blades. Remy knew it was digging into the man’s skin, judging by the flow of blood gushing down his wrist. He knew it must have hurt like hell, because he wore at least one whetstone out on Breaker every month for easier stabbage, had nicked himself on it enough times.


The stranger seemed incapable of pain, but he was more than capable of fury. The dark eyes on him promised a thousand cutting deaths more excruciating than any Remy’s scythes could deliver.


This was, quite frankly, a common reflex among vampires whenever Remy was within murdering range. Vampires threatened all sorts of atrocities on him with alarming frequency. But the noble was also looking at him with more than just that—there was a spark of sudden interest in that coal-black gaze, the amber highlights within it making him look all the more arresting. He was staring at Remy like he’d only just realized he was there.


And then the lord smiled with a rapacious, predatory hunger that had nothing to do with Remy’s attempt to kill him, and that made Remy’s hands dampen with sweat.


“I understand that you had to do what was necessary to restrain my brother, even if it meant delivering him serious injury,” the lord said, the words whisper-soft and low. “That fight has been settled, with you the victor. But if you wish to continue, it is I you shall be facing next. And this battle, my pet, you will not win.”


The vampire was far too strong. Far too close. Remy’s daggers were on the ground, and he had little room to move his scythes. “There will be no justice until he is punished according to the law,” he found himself growling.


“The law? Whose laws, Reaper? Your human laws, which seek to kill my kind with extreme prejudice? What would your version of human punishment be? To have my brother while away his life in your gaols? Stake him? You will gain nothing but our ire, and your lords now do everything to prevent that. What is one woman worth, after all?”


“Her life is worth just as much as a man’s, vampire or otherwise.”


Their gazes locked. Remy was suddenly too aware of the stranger’s startling heat. There was no reason he should ever be this warm.


The vampire took the tip of his chin between his own thumb and forefinger like his face was a butterfly specimen he’d freshly plucked from air, and Remy froze.


“Was she your lover? Is that why her death causes you such anguish?” The fresh intensity in the lord’s eyes had only increased, and it made Remy feel . . . uncomfortable. Vulnerable.


“No,” he managed through gritted teeth. “But she didn’t deserve this.”


The man grinned, exposing long, elegant fangs, white as ivory in the dim light. Remy tensed, his mind seeking out other weapons, other alternatives. The vampire bastard knew this wasn’t a fair fight. He had the strength of thirty men, of at least five Remys. He looked capable of punching through the moon if he jumped high enough. All Remy had was a limited drug supply and a cylinder full of spent knives.


“An admirable trait, for a human—death wish notwithstand-ing.” His knuckles pressed deeper against the scythe’s edge, taunting. “I have fought this weapon before. I know who your father is. They say you are not completely human. A mooncalf. A cambion.”


Remy summoned up his last reserves and hurtled forward. It did shit-all, because he was slammed back again, and now his wrist was imprisoned above his head, a forceful hand pinning it down. The stranger bent toward him, mouth a hair’s breadth away from his own.


“There are many things we suffer through that we never deserve, and that is true whether you are dead or living. I will offer what compensation I can to her family, to the best of my ability. Seven deaths to pay for one woman’s is a generous offer. I suggest you take it.”


He let go, and in the blink of an eye vanished, reappearing on the other side of the forest and calmly straightening his collar. Only then did Remy notice the curved sword at his hip, at the sheer arrogance of the man not having used it at all.


The younger vampire, Naji, at least had the wisdom to remain where he was throughout the fight, though the faint smirk on his face faded when his elder brother shot a dark glance his way.


“This is not over!” Remy yelled after him, rather uselessly given the aftermath, suddenly aware of the cold the vampire had left in his wake.


The lord smiled. You could hammer at the diamonds of those dark eyes for years and never make a dent. “I very much hope not, Pendergast,” he said.


He turned and walked away without another look back. Naji scurried after him.


Remy waited until they were truly gone before succumbing to numbness. His legs buckled, and he landed hard on his rear as his feet skidded out underneath him. He’d made it through three consecutive fights and was somehow still breathing. It was understandable to feel weak now.


But he’d lost. He’d never lost before. On top of that, it had been quick.


His eyes flicked toward his scythe blades, still dripping with the vampire lord’s blood. Breaker was made almost completely of silver. It must have hurt the noble to touch it, stoic as he seemed. The man had all but opened his own vein, simply to teach him a lesson. Remy did not appreciate it.


But his father would appreciate the additional corpses. Remy had not brought enough sacks to stuff the lot in, though the wagon he’d left waiting near the side road should be enough to bring their bodies away along with Lady Daneira’s. One vampire had been ancient enough to be rendered into ashes. It explained the noble’s indifference at seeing seven of his own clan slaughtered. The rest had been new converts, not old enough to be ashed—small fry, according to their convoluted undead hierarchy.


Freshly turned vampire bodies sold well in the black markets of Aluria—a novelty item for the extremely wealthy and privileged, sources of experimentation and study for those who dabbled in the sciences. Remy didn’t like it, but his disapproval wasn’t worth bollocks in Aluria.


The man who had bested him was a Summer Lord. A Third Court vampire. His father was going to kill him.


Remy reached into his pocket for a small bloodwaker vial, unstoppering it and gulping down its contents gratefully, feeling his strength return. A much more intelligent Reaper would have taken the dose before running headlong into a fight.


A much more intelligent Reaper wouldn’t have attacked a vampire lord, either. “Why the hell don’t I think these things through?” he mumbled into the gloom.


He looked at the remains of the vampires strewn around, and then at the headless body of Lady Daneira, still as peaceful as when he had first laid her out, untouched by the carnage. The blood trickling out of her was darker than that of the other vampires, he noticed. More black than red, with hints of a darker blue to its sheen.


Lady Daneira had not smelled like anything in death. Vampires never do.


But this vampire noble had carried with him the very faintest of fragrances, as unnerving as it was unfamiliar. As keen as Remy’s nose was, it was unlike anything he’d ever smelled.


More likely it was a sliver of a scent of a memory, he surmised, of what the vampire lord had been like when he’d still been human.


And, irrationally, the thought pissed Remy off even more.
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FAMILY


Daylight in the kingdom of Aluria was more of a concept than an observation. The thick gray clouds looming overhead were a near-permanent fixture. Fortunately, the light rain held steady when he arrived at the manor. The only indication that he’d beaten dawn by a couple of hours was the faint lightening of what little sky could be seen. Clouds hogged sunlight in Aluria the way dragons hoarded treasure, and they made Remy’s work all the more difficult for it.


The stable hands had long been familiar with his odd hours and the work that entailed; they took the reins from Remy without comment, unhitched his stallion from the cart, and guided the horse away. They ignored the heavy tarp stretched over the wagon that hid the undead from sight; they knew better than to look.


“Dr. Yost has been waiting for you, milord,” one of the men, Willoughby, said, unable to keep the fear out of his voice.


Remy couldn’t blame him. It took courage to work at the Pendergasts’ ancestral home. Triple the wages was still a pittance when they had to serve someone with the Duke of Valenbonne’s temper, or when they had to ignore the corpses ferried to and from the manor at unnatural hours.


Quintin Yost was the duke’s physician. He’d come with excellent references from Anhelm, Ruthersgard, and Sanburkh—all lords from impeccable bloodlines. The antidotes he’d developed based on his studies of vampires, or so it was mentioned, had helped extend old Anhelm’s life for over a decade after his terminal illness had been discovered, and his father had hired the doctor to attend to him exclusively for that very reason. But his unabating eagerness for bodies to dissect had always repulsed Remy.


If Remy had had his way, he would have burned the corpses instead, would have refused so much as an ash for the doctor to take. His only consolation was that Lady Daneira would be safe, properly cremated by her family before her interment.


“Young Jack is here as well,” Willoughby continued. “I told him to wait in the kitchens until you’ve settled things with the doctor.”


“Thank you, Willoughby. I’ll take it from here.” Remy pressed a few coins into his hand and saw the man’s mood brighten. “Send my regards to the missus for me.”


Dr. Yost did not fit the stereotype of one with an unhealthy interest in the undead. He was ruddy-faced and stocky rather than thin and sallow, jovial in disposition, with a soothing bedside manner. It didn’t matter; something about the physician’s heartiness felt like an oversell, and it had always made Remy uncomfortable. The man held an umbrella above his head to keep dry, but when he lifted it toward Remy’s direction, the latter chose the rain over the man’s hospitality and stepped away.


“Well, Lord Pendergast,” Dr. Yost said, circling the wagon like a vulture contemplating the choicest of the carrion on display, “seems like we’ve had a much more substantial haul than expected. How many of these lovelies do we have?”


“Six,” Remy said shortly.


The doctor lifted the tarpaulin to peer inside, made disappointed clucking noises. “I suppose the unfortunate lady of tonight’s bounty has already been delivered to her family?”


“If you mean to ask if she is safely out of your reach, then yes.”


Dr. Yost took no offense to Remy’s barb; he never did. “Distasteful as it may sound, young sir, it is a necessary undertaking. I am doing nothing that the fools at the Archives aren’t doing themselves, and I have more brains than the lot of them put together. I am learning more with your father’s health in mind, and my studies show much promise. Determining how vampire blood bonds on a cellular level, translating that into other methods of rejuvenating the human body . . . with more adipose tissues to extract cytokine from, the antigens should . . .”


But Remy was already slipping away, leaving the physician alone with his latest test subjects.


Jack’s was a far more welcoming face. Remy frequently employed youths to keep a close eye on any vampire attacks within the surrounding areas, paying them for the privilege. Jack was his best informant. He told Remy where the vampires were lurking, and then Remy set out to kill them—far less complicated than most of the official reports that came out of Elouve.


“This one’s gonna be a little bit different from the usual fare, Armiger,” the red-haired youth said soberly. “Old Taggart’s boy this time, or what’s left of him, just over at Glycespike. Two days ago.”


“What’s left of him?”


“Body parts strewn from there over a two-mile radius they say, nearly all the way to Wyndbrook. Vampires don’t eat flesh, do they? Not many animals that could tear someone limb from limb like that. But not an ounce of blood on what they could recover.” Jack had been doing this long enough that even he’d been desensitized to the violence. It was easy to be, with the reports of attacks increasing every month.


“They don’t, and there aren’t any. This is the worst one I’ve heard of so far.” Remy folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe. Seven victims, all within the span of a month. The last four had reportedly been mutilated as well, but not to this extent.


“Seen a lot, haven’t you?” Jack asked with the faint, ghoulish curiosity of one who’d never had to experience such tragedies themselves.


“I’ve seen enough.” Remy tossed him a small bag containing half a dozen gold coins and generous handfuls of copper. “Convey my condolences to the Taggarts, and keep me informed of other similar incidents. Tell the villagers to keep away from the borders between the two villages and, by the Light, say nothing of this to my father. I should be able to ride out in less than a fortnight.”


The boy caught the money, bowed low, and retreated silently.


It was a new day, but Remy’s work was far from over. He’d been awake for nearly twenty-four hours, and while he’d like nothing better than to linger in the bath, where he could scrub his skin raw of the day’s excesses before tumbling into bed, he knew his father was expecting him. Nobody kept Edgar Pendergast, Duke of Valenbonne waiting.


Ten minutes before a washstand and wearing a fresh set of clothes was enough to make him presentable. He spent another five cleaning Breaker, collecting the blood into a small vial, as was the family protocol. He’d brought back the knife and chains the vampire noble had snapped off, but reforging them would require another visit to Elke. The woman would not be happy to learn the ease at which the lord had broken the silver after all her hard work on it.


He then placed the blood sample container inside his coat pocket and dragged his feet the full distance between his bedroom and his father’s chambers, as if any further delays might annul the visit entirely. It was a habit from childhood he had never completely unlearned.


Despite the darkness of the corridor and the rain still pouring outside, he could see the walls covered in newspaper clippings; all carefully framed, all listing the duke’s exploits and the accolades bestowed upon him by the previous Alurian king: duke of valenbonne beheads jengii vampire from the Daily Gazette. duke of valenbonne vanquishes undead legion from the Alurian Times. edgar pendergast, duke of valenbonne, savior of aluria from the Wayward Post—his father detested tabloid rags, except when they wrote in his favor.


The headlines filled the whole length of the duke’s hallway, leaving little room for anything else.


The Duke of Valenbonne himself was still up, sitting in his favorite well-worn armchair by the fireplace. The room was insufferably hot, a good ten degrees warmer than the rest of the manor. The old man’s numerous and ongoing ailments played a factor, but Remy had always thought that his father’s own incapacity for warmth left him seeking it elsewhere.


His first sight of the duke was a frail, spotted hand at the armrest, pale-skinned, trembling from prolonged rheumatism. Remy’s boots made no sound on the plush carpet, but the old man shifted, then grunted to acknowledge his arrival. A cup of tea sat on the table by his elbow, steam still rising from it, and a row of medicine bottles were lined up neatly behind the cup like sentries on night watch.


The duke’s pale manservant, Grimesworthy, bowed low to Remy from his usual spot at the corner of the room. He was one of only a handful of servants still working at the manor, and the only hired help to last longer than two months. The man was massive and might have been an oak tree in some previous life, because he looked to have been carved out of bark in this one. Remy was of no exceptional height and resented the way the man loomed over him.


“Tell Cook that I am ready for breakfast,” his father told the servant, dismissing him quickly.


The man bowed. Remy had yet to hear him speak since his father had hired him.


“No runny eggs this time. She knows as well as I that my gout flares when they’re runny.”


Another bow before the giant shuffled out of the room.


The Duke of Valenbonne could no longer walk or stand unaided and had to be wheeled around on the rare occasion he left the manor, yet he insisted on bringing his cane everywhere. It lay across his lap; it gleamed a pure dark mahogany in the firelight, the wood nearly black despite its sheen, with an intricate carving of the Pendergast crest whittled into one end. The cane had been almost as infamous as he once was.


The savior of Aluria was unrecognizable now. His brown hair had faded into thin wispy strings of white that dotted his scalp amid the age spots. His muscular build had shrunk, his handsome features losing the fight against bouts of long illnesses exacerbated by the physical demands he’d placed on his body for decades as a young hunter, all the injuries and fractures he’d accumulated and neglected against his physicians’ orders finally coming home to roost.


The blanket across his knees hid the worst of his injuries—a badly twisted leg, even thinner than the rest of him. One of his eyes had clouded over in a strange white film. His doctors had given him just over a year before what remained of his sight in that eye was gone, and only two more before the rest of him followed suit.


Given the pathetic figure he presented at the moment, it felt almost ridiculous, the terror the man could still inspire in Remy—and the guilt.


“You’re late,” Edgar Pendergast said flatly.


“I had to make arrangements with Tennyfair.” The grief-stricken howl the poor man had made at the sight of his daughter still rang in Remy’s ears.


“No use dillydallying with the family just because you met their daughter once. Poor chit probably didn’t even recognize you. Most of them don’t, when they’re new to the turning.”


“They needed to know that she died quickly.”


“If you’d wanted the girl for yourself, you should have spoken up sooner,” his father said. “I’m on good terms with Tennyfair—she would have been a tolerable match.”


“I wasn’t interested in her in that way,” Remy said stiffly.


“Oh? You’ve always been too emotional for your own good, Remington, but not even you would have reacted so strongly to a girl you’d met only the once, and months ago.” The glassier-than-normal sheen to the duke’s cloudy eye was either a sly glint or further nerve damage. “Or were your past talks with her more . . . stimulating than you had both let on?”


“No.” He had no desire to explain that he remembered her kindness more than he did their conversation, that it was all he required to fight for someone else’s dignity. Lady Daneira had treated him with the respect very few in upper society had ever given him. She had called him Armiger. It had mattered.


“I trust, then, that your mission was successful.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Bloodwork?”


“Yes, sir.” Remy reached into his pocket, set the sample on the table.


“Grimesworthy says you brought more corpses than expected. Yost will be pleased. A separate hunt?”


“I believe they were responsible for Lady Daneira’s turning.”


“Regular riffraff?”


This was the part he’d been dreading. “Nobles.”


Valenbonne shifted again, staring back at Remy with his one good eye. “And did you find out the name of their clan before you killed them?”


A deep breath. “One made reference to the Summer Lords.”


His father picked up the cup of tea, sipped slowly from it. Then he drew his hand back.


The cup shattered against the wall right beside the fireplace, the sound unexpectedly loud, but years spent living with his father had taught Remy to stop from flinching outwardly.


“Fool boy!” Edgar Pendergast roared. “The Summer Lords? All the bloodsuckers in the world to pick a fight with, and you take on the Summer Lords, the Third Court? Peace negotiations are being finalized even as we speak! If you weaken the council’s treaty with that accursed clan, you could compromise the whole of Aluria, you . . . you . . . worthless, incompetent cretin!”


He doubled over, coughing rapidly, flecks of blood and phlegm spraying his lips. Remy leaped forward, taking out his own handkerchief to press against his father’s mouth.


“Blue bottle—” the duke wheezed, once he’d regained his voice. “Two pills—”


Remy found the required medication and a glass of water from another side table. His father downed the tablets quickly. Another hissed command, and an oxygen tank was wheeled out from behind his chair. After that it was a matter of Remy waiting, tense and expectant, until finally his father’s breathing grew less rapid and he could take in air with smaller effort, puffing in slower measures.


“Fool,” he said again, lifting the mask from his face. His voice was calmer, depleted of his previous anger, talking now like the remains of his teacup were not sitting on the floor in plain view to them both, staining the carpet. “Aluria is caught between several vampire factions. As much as it enrages me to be beholden to any of those corpses, we cannot antagonize them. He spared you, didn’t he?”


Remy gritted his teeth. “He didn’t—”


“You would have killed them all otherwise, because you never think about the consequences. You should have found out more about this renegade clan. This lord’s disinclination to fight tells me he is part of the Third Court delegation at the very least, but I doubt you even realized that. What are the possibilities for reprisals?”


“I was promised no retaliation if I spared the remaining survivor.”


“And you were fool enough to believe that?”


Remy was silent, staring straight ahead.


“And did this vampire lord give a name?”


“No.” But the lord had known his. Pendergast, he had said. Remy opened his mouth, but his father silenced him with a glower.


“No. Enough of that. We have other business afoot.”


He transferred his glare to the table by his side. The only things within the duke’s reach were his medicine bottles and the blood sample, and he would chuck Grimesworthy at Remy before he would chuck any of those. “You always had the brains of an ox. You never ask the right questions. Five lesser clans are attached to the Summer Lords, and they are all just as dangerous as their liege. We have no way of knowing which particular pack you have insulted, but it doesn’t matter. Offend one, and you offend them all. Two of the eight vampiric courts have been exterminated, but we cannot afford to look weak in the eyes of the remaining six, no matter what negotiations the Third Court has made with the queen. We must be prudent, lay low, and see what comes of the council’s negotiations, though I have little confidence. Hartley and Lopez are buffoons who should never have gone into politics. And as for Astonbury . . .” A wizened lip curled in disgust. “The Summer Lords would have never even made headway into our realm if the boys and I were still in charge.”


This wouldn’t have happened if the boys and I were still in charge was a diatribe the Duke of Valenbonne liked to bring up more frequently as his health took a nosedive. Valenbonne, Parnon, Lee, Zuriyah, and Kartha—the Golden Five, the elite dukes and marquesses whom ladies swooned over and whom adventurers aspired to be. For years they’d trained novice adepts into worthy Reapers and single-handedly kept Aluria from becoming vampire fodder, even as other kingdoms fell around them. They had exterminated the Second Court. Valenbonne had personally staked its leader.


But Parnon and Kartha were dead now, and the rest were in no better shape than his father.


“Giselle Delacroix will be sponsoring a gala a week from today, in Elouve. Unlike Lady Daneira, you have had more than just one passing conversation with the duchess, and I’m certain they were much more interesting than any you’ve had with the girl. She has written to me, hoping you would accept her invitation.”


Remy’s face was a mask of solid indifference. Behind that mask was the rest of Remy, screaming into the void.


He did not want to meet with the Duchess of Astonbury. There were things that had made a more lasting impression on him than she had. It was not her beautiful face or the way her mouth kissed his or how her slender hands had felt on him that recalled her to his memory, but the four hundred and ninety-seven tiles on her bedroom ceiling. They were the four hundred and ninety-seven reasons he’d been able to control his panic that first time, focusing on them instead of the weight of her on his body, pretending that she was gasping, moving, doing all of that to someone who was not him.


Time had softened the subsequent trysts, even made them pleasurable. But always, he remembered her ceiling.


“I do not wish to attend any of the woman’s parties, no matter how sought after they are.” His voice was steady. At ease. Bored.


“Oh? That’s a surprise, considering how enamored the duchess and her friends are of you. How long has it been since you’d last seen her—eight months at least? It would be good to renew your friendship.”


The last time you told her to pass me among her friends like a stallion put out to stud was because you wanted any information the lord high steward had of the Night Empress’s movements—and in the end, he had none to give. It was hard to know what to bottle down first—the brief rush of hysteria or the surge of red-hot anger—but Remy managed to keep both at bay. “I still have other bounties to fulfill.”


“The innkeeper who claims there’s been a spate of attacks down Havershire? The farmer who says there’s a succubus south of Pai Lai? The trivial reports the village boys send you? Those missing children?” His father’s lip curled in disgust. “Inconsequential affairs unworthy of a Reaper. Let lesser hunters deal with them. The peasants have no love for cambions. They will chase you out the instant you accomplish your mission and claim that as their gratitude. Save your energy for the ones who matter. The ones in higher positions who can put in a good word for you, to deflect you from further scrutiny. Save your strength to see to Aluria’s security, as I have always done.”


“I’m not a cambion,” Remy grated.


“No, but as far as they’re concerned, you may as well be. How many times must I repeat this, you lummox? Your mother was bitten before you were born, boy. She died birthing you, possibly at the cusp of her own turning.”


“I am well aware of how she died,” Remy said tersely. His left hand moved to his forearm, pressing down against the scar there that traveled from wrist to elbow.


“Then stop acting like you’ve forgotten! That is enough to convince people that you are a vampire’s get, the only one within spitting distance that they can revile and resent for also being the Duke of Valenbonne’s son. I have worked hard, invalid as I am, to ingratiate you into the social circles that women like Giselle Delacroix occupy, so that you will continue to enjoy their protections after I’m gone, however ungrateful you are for my efforts. You still have much to overcome with the nobility. Do you really think the peasantry would know any better?” Edgar Pendergast coughed again, a hacking sound that suggested a chest full of more phlegm. “Give me the water.”


Remy guided the glass to his lips again, waited till he’d had his fill. But the old man was far from finished. “Why do you think I’ve been pushing you toward the woman? For all the instructions I’ve given you about managing your way through the season, you’ve retained as much etiquette as a wet sock would. Giselle will give you the security you need from censure. She was generous enough to extend this invitation. More important, she will protect you from Astonbury. You will not reject her offer.”


Remy closed his eyes. His father pushed him toward the duchess because he hated the Lord High Steward Astonbury. Hell, even the duchess hated the lord high steward, and she was married to him. Remy was the vehicle for both their revenge and their spite, and by the time he’d been old enough to understand, he was already trapped. “Yes, sir.”


“It is not just the duchess’s friendship I want you to renew while you’re there. Rumor is that the Third Court is set to make an appearance at this very gala. It would be good to familiarize yourself with the vampires we have supposedly allied ourselves with. Should negotiations fall south and our treaty with them dissolve, it would be valuable to know more of the lords we’ll be hunting.”


“Vampires at the gala?” Remy was stunned. “Father, surely you can’t expect any of the other nobles to—”


“On the contrary. The duchess’s ball is the most talked-about event this season because of it. I don’t doubt that the poor fools believe that the crowds will give them security, along with the Summer Lords’ oath that they will not harm any of those in attendance. Did you know there are rumors flying about of vampires within the city, passing themselves off as human?”


Remy didn’t react. “Why? Have they found one in Elouve?”


“No. Not yet.” Valenbonne grinned, displaying yellowing teeth. His canines were only just less pointed than those of the creatures he’d been killing all his life. “But I would not be surprised to find the Third Court stooping so low. Investigate any new faces among the nobility. Observe which of the Summer Lords are the most likely to give us problems, and head off any other trouble while you’re there. The Third Court vampires have killed more than just a few ancestors of ours, though we have tried to return the favor. Best not see yourself murdered so easily as they were.”


“Yes, sir.”


“The self-professed vampire king shall be bringing his fiancée as well, as another show of good faith. I’m told she has a delicate condition, this heiress to the Fourth Court.”


Remy never knew how his father acquired his information. Most of his friends were dead, his servants feared him, and if his pervasive illnesses didn’t chase people away, his winning personality did the job. Dr. Yost, the cadaver fanatic, likely supplied most of the gossip. Even Grimesworthy was a possibility, for all his apparent muteness. He had the personality of an automaton who’d accidentally been brought to life, but Remy always thought he could make quite the capable snitch.


Remy did know about the Fourth Court, a once-powerful cabal known nowadays for its dwindling roster of members. The crone who led the sect was old even among vampires and fragile. Apparently, her daughter took after her in health. He wondered why the head of the Summer Lords, who could have their pick of brides among other, more robust vampire stock, would willingly forge marriage bonds with the sickly heiress of a dying house.


“Two vampire factions as our allies are better than having them as enemies—for now. There is still very little news concerning the Sixth through Eighth Courts, only that they are lying low following the massacres of the Second and Fifth. The Night Empress poses the more dangerous threat. Do you understand me?” Pallid hands curled into themselves, blue veins standing out against sallow skin. His father’s voice turned guttural, as enraged as his body would allow. “The Night Empress has always been our goal.”


Remy knew. He’d been raised and trained to take down the First Court and the demoness that ruled over it. The First Court had killed his mother. The First Court had destroyed his life before he’d even been born.


“You will attend the Delacroixes’ ball, Remington. Find schisms we can exploit.”


“Yes, sir.”


“When was your last dose?”


“Just after my last fight, sir.”


“Take another now. I have a fresh supply in my medicine cabinet. You know that you cannot be remiss in taking your medications according to schedule.”


It looked rather like blood itself, a bright crimson mixture. The apothecary who had first concocted it for the Reapers called it the trezirea sângelui; Alurian hunters found bloodwaker easier to remember. It heightened the senses and accelerated one’s reflexes, enabling them to hold their own against the strongest vampires. But take more than two or three an hour, and it had the unwanted effect of overtaxing the body well over its limits and scrambling your brain along with it. The Reapers had found Parnon that way, dead from an overdose, bloodied after destroying his rooms in a final fit of madness. It had taken money changing hands and many threats to keep the details of the hero’s death out of even the most lurid tabloids.


The mixture was pungent and foul-smelling, like the spiky durian that fruit merchants from Garandha would bring to the markets to sell in the summer. But it also tasted, just a little, like strawberries. It always made Remy feel bloated afterward, like he’d eaten a bigger meal than he’d intended. His father always insisted that he take Dr. Yost’s formula rather than the one created by the Archives’ scientists in Elouve—as much as Remy hated to admit, the former’s concoctions were far more effective than even what the highest-ranked Reapers carried.


He gulped down the thick syrup. His mind cleared, exhaustion fading. His father watched him carefully. “You have all of today to prepare for your travel to Elouve tomorrow,” the old man said. “I have sent word to Loxley House to have your rooms at the ready—”


“I intend to stay at Kinaiya Lodge,” Remy interrupted. Everything important to him was in Kinaiya, including the fact that his father would not be there.


He received another glower, but even his father knew arguing about Kinaiya Lodge was a wasted effort. “I shall make my own arrangements and follow in a few days.”


Remy stood up straighter. “You’re leaving Blackstone Manor? But your health—”


“I will die, regardless of it being here or at Loxley. I am still a peer of the realm. I can still assert my right to attend the Queen’s Council. Astonbury may stop you from attending his paltry dræfendgemot in my stead, but he will not stop me from learning his secrets. I find the Third Court’s offer of an alliance highly suspicious. There is something they need from Aluria that they do not want us to find out. I would stake my whole fortune on it. And Astonbury and his toadies are too much of fools to realize it. Whatever they may say, I serve Aluria first and foremost, Remington, even if it must be from my deathbed.” Another cough wracked his body, but the old man shook his head when Remy approached again. “Grimesworthy’s taking too long with my breakfast. Find him.”


It was a clear dismissal. But when Remy reached the door, his father’s voice stopped him. “Boy.”


Staring back at his child, the fireplace casting sinister shadows over his face, the Duke of Valenbonne appeared rather like a moving, talking corpse himself. “You look so much like your mother,” he finally said, looking slightly repulsed by the observation, and turned away.
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THE CUT DIRECT


It was mandatory for all notable peers of the realm to convene in the springtime to Alhmeister House at Gold Street to fulfill the roles their fathers had paid the privilege for, which was to pass lucid, preferably decent, laws to govern the kingdom-states of Aluria.


This peculiar unity had been borne from self-preservation rather than any heartfelt solidarity. Two months of what sun the kingdom had to content itself with could do little against the steady fog and rains that encompassed most of Aluria the rest of the time. Over the last twenty years, fourteen small but independent kingdoms had banded together to form one giant empire of semi-autonomous nations, to mount a better defense against the vampire courts. The royals of the house of Ashrai, the first to come up with the idea, served as Aluria’s figureheads, but the body politic was represented well enough at the Queen’s Council, where their most important lords converged at the start of each season like the world’s best-dressed mob.


Fortunately, Remy’s business was at the smaller Reapers’ training hall a block away, where he was pinched, poked, prodded, and had his blood drawn by one of its physicians; a mandatory health screening every time he returned to the city. They’d been taking more from him than the usual, packets of his hard-earned, literal lifeblood carted off to who-knew-where. “New protocols,” he’d been told; some new rash of infection in Western Aluria that doctors were worried over. He’d wondered if the Reapers had been receiving reports like the ones Jack provided him with. But the Reapers never provided him with any details, no matter how politely he’d asked, and today was no different.


“Astonbury specifically asked for more samples of your blood, milord,” one of the doctors said cheerfully. Remy was having a hard time listening, because the doctor was uncapping a horrifyingly long needle that she thought she had every right to stick into him. “You’ve been handling nearly twice the number of bounties this month, and he wants to make sure your physical assessment is sound.”


Remy was tempted to tell her that Astonbury took a particularly nasty delight in draining him of blood this way because Remy had yet to come back to Elouve in a body bag like the man wanted, but the metal tip plunged into his arm, and it took all his strength to hold still because he was an adult who wasn’t afraid of any needles, even if they were as long as a fucking schoolmarm’s ruler.


Twice the bounties and none of the credit. Story of his life.


The bleeding done, he’d stopped to watch a Reaper class in session. The year’s novices had gathered to listen while the instructor, Bellote, instructed them on the history of the eight vampire courts that plagued the land.


“The Sixth Court call themselves ‘the Court of Cultivation,’ ” the man roared, slamming his hand against the wooden board he’d stuck various bits of information onto, hoping some of it would get through to his students’ heads. Remy noted that the Second and Fifth Courts were still a part of the curriculum despite both having been wiped out years before by his father’s regiment and the Third Court, respectively. But resurgences were not an implausible idea, and Bellote was a tough disciplinarian who memorized rulebooks for fun.


“That doesn’t matter. They are at their most dangerous when they sham courtesy and respect, and it is best to behead them before they can ever utter a word.” That was a defining characteristic of a Bellote lecture. Every reference he made to vampires always ended with a call to kill them.


“The same cannot be said for the Fourth Court, the Court of Tranquility.” Another loud smack against the board, causing it to sway. “They are the smallest of those accursed clans, and with luck shall remove themselves from existence without needing any more of our help. It is why tonight will be important, and the reason you are all assuming soldier duty at the Astonbury Manor. A Fourth Court vampire has been invited to the duchess’s gala, and you are there to observe her.”


One of his pupils had enough guts to raise her hand. “I heard that the leader of the Third Court will also be in attendance.”


“Our supposed ally, yes.” Bellote allowed himself a sneer. “Regardless of what the queen says, the Summer Lords are the most dangerous of them all. It will do you well to study them both. Commit their faces to memory. The day will come when we shall face them on the battlefield. Court kings and queens are no different from regular vampire swill. Imagine yourselves aiming for their hearts whenever you can, their eyes or their necks if those are within easier reach. Imagine the maneuvers these would require from where you stand guard.”


Trust Bellote to turn the most exclusive party of the season into an assassination attempt.


It occurred to Remy then that the teacher had lost half of his students’ attention. More faces were turning his way, fascination and delight on their expressions upon recognizing who he was.


“Lord Pendergast,” Bellote said frostily, finally catching on. “Do you require a refresher course on the ways of the vampire courts? Your grasp of both politics and economics when you were a novice was abysmal enough to warrant another lesson.”


“Just enthralled by your lectures as always, mate,” Remy said hastily, stepping away. “Don’t let me stay and hinder the brilliant work you’re doing.”


So the rest of the Reapers shared the same suspicions his father had, which was unsurprising. The new alliance with the Third Court vampires had been kicking up all sorts of heated discussions, and every noble with any vestige of importance attached to their title had shown up this year, determined to have an opinion.


Their wives, relatives, and entourages, less concerned about the state of the kingdom than they were about the state of their dress, celebrated democracy in action with a series of balls and elaborate galas in Elouve, enough within a single week to fuel the next three months. Gossip served as currency, and if there was anything the peerage had in surplus, it was money and rumormongers.


He saw several of the novices again hours later, nervous and stiff as they patrolled the Delacroix grounds with weapons of silver. The average soldier could only be spared a few arrows and a sword, but the Reapers here protected the lord high steward’s wife, and so wielded more expensive fire lances. In the absence of sun, fire was the next most potent weapon against the undead.


Astonbury Manor, as in the richer parts of the city, was awash in light. Balls like these made Remy nervous. Give him a fight every time; he knew the rules there. Stay alive, run the opponent through, confirm that they were dead, keep them that way. But here, you could suffer a thousand cuts from a dowager matron armed with nothing but a paper fan and impeccable genealogy, and they would call it a bloodbath. He had no defenses against the painted smiles and fluttering compliments that turned vicious and condescending once backs were turned.


And because of the secondary reputation that had sprouted up around him in no small thanks to Giselle Delacroix and her friends, conversation was not what many of the widows and unhappily married women of the aristocracy desired from him. But it distracted from his wretched history, steered people into a more familiar hypocrisy that the nobility were more likely to tolerate.


Remy had little impetus to be grateful. The women were using him just as vindictively as he was using them.


Giselle Delacroix, the duchess of Astonbury, greeted him at the foyer herself, all charm and dimples. She was fifteen years his senior and enchantingly beautiful, with large blue eyes and chestnut hair and the fullest lips. Her dress could have paid for at least five thoroughbreds and featured far more jewels than he thought was possible, the largest of which she wore as a sapphire choker around her neck. She made a show of welcoming him by planting kisses on his cheeks, a deliberate move. As the lord high steward’s wife, she could dare as much. The Third Court were her guests of honor tonight; a supposed dhampir was mere appetizer in comparison.


As always, Remy was relieved that the duke had renovated part of the Archives’ west wing for his quarters and had mostly relinquished the manor to his wife.


“Darling.” Her voice sounded like sex and sin, smoky and low. “I was worried you’d turned down my invitation.” Her hand stroked his forearm, the action uncomfortably intimate. She wrinkled her nose at the Breaker he still carried across his back. “Must you continue to lug about that contraption of yours?”


“In light of some of your guests, I think it would be prudent.” Breaker was developed for effective fighting in almost every conceivable situation: in open spaces, in battlefields, in trapped corners. And never did he feel more trapped than at lavish parties at the height of the fashionable year.


The problem with gossip was that it always fixated on the most controversial person in the room, and Lord Remington Pendergast, Marquess of Aphelion, with his mother’s suspicious ancestry and even more suspicious death, his vampiresque birth, his work as a Reaper, and the lord high steward’s undisguised hatred of his father and therefore of him, was the stuff scandals were made of. It was obvious in the glances people kept throwing his way, the whispers.


But none had his history. Their births were without incident, born from mothers who were very much alive before and during labor, mothers who had not been born in small island nations of strange witching repute, mothers whom dukes had desired long enough to bring across continents but regretted marrying soon afterward. No vampires had been involved in the process of their siring. There were no rumors surrounding their heritage, of their humanity or lack thereof.


There were many other Reapers in attendance tonight. Those who caught his gaze made a show of turning their backs deliberately on him.


“My husband has news of the Night Empress’s whereabouts,” Giselle said.


“What has he found?” If he could gain the information now, he would have no reason to stay.


The duchess pressed a finger against his lips. “Patience, love. Harrington delivered the papers only an hour ago, and I’ve had little time to look through them, amidst all the preparations.” She reached out to adjust his cravat. “We could read them later,” she said suggestively. “Together.”


Giselle insisted that he accompany her to the ballroom floor, to lead with the first dance like a husband ought. Some of the chronically stodgy matrons looked on indignantly but could do little in the face of the duchess’s persistence.


His dancing was rusty, but Valenbonne had been adamant about immersing Remy in all manners of etiquette, unlikely as it was that he would ever be accepted enough to put them frequently into practice. He managed quite capably with Giselle’s encouragement, even with Breaker heavy behind him, but the eyes that followed them around the room were already passing judgment.


His partner was amused by the silent censure. “I’d hoped they would be kinder to you by now, since my favored guests are the actual vampires they believe you to be,” she murmured. “Shall I make it a point to call out everyone who would denounce you, yet lobby in the same breath to get into Lord Malekh’s good graces?”


“I’m not likely to bite them if they are rude to me,” Remy said, “but they cannot say the same of the Summer Lords.”


Giselle giggled. “Well, I am confident that there will be no biting here tonight.” Her hand curled around the back of his neck. “Unless you want me to.”


She kept a possessive hold on his arm even after the dance had ended, guiding him toward where her closest group of friends stood, chattering excitedly—all attractive wives of indifferent husbands. Remy fought to keep his breaths measured.


“Will they require permission to enter the foyer, Giselle?” Amica, Duchess of Merka, asked, looking titillated by the very idea. “Oh, wouldn’t it be grand to let them wait a little while, as a bit of punishment for trying to invade Maharsha the past year? I haven’t seen the sun in close to six months. Surely, what passes here for daylight can’t hurt them.”


“And you’d risk incurring their wrath by having them linger by the doorstep like footmen?” Lady Carina, a statuesque blonde, chastised her. “And it was the Fifth Court who attempted to conquer Maharsha, not the Third. It was the Third who wiped out the Fifth Court. Why do you think Queen Ophelia was so quick to accept their offer of an alliance?”


“Sunlight wouldn’t affect vampires who’ve been living for hundreds of years,” said Lady Grenadia, who fancied herself the scholar of the group. “And Lord Malekh, I am told, meets such requirements. But perhaps his fiancée, with her rumored delicate condition . . .”


“They say the other vampire courts fear her,” Lady Beiwu said eagerly. “That she has some strange power that could kill other kindred with just one touch.”


“Surely they exaggerate,” Lady Grenadia scoffed. “Some of the Ancients do develop strange abilities of their own once they’ve lived long enough, but surely nothing so blasé as a poisoned hand.”


“I am only repeating what I’ve heard, Jessica, and I heard it from one of the Reapers himself. Lord Scovenge.”


“My own father was a Reaper, and he’s said nothing of that sort. Scovenge is a liar, my dear.”


“They also say that the Fourth Court girl is a half-vampire herself,” Lady Carina persisted. “That she was born, not turned. A true cambion.”


“A rare case, if so,” Lady Grenadia confirmed. “More often they’re stillbirths. Lord Malvorth wrote quite an interesting treatise on the subject, about the number of stillbirths and miscarriages blamed on vampire sires, and the accusations of husbands on their wives of infidelity because of it. It’s an interesting look at the hysteria of—”


“Oh goodness, Grenadia,” the Countess Beiwu interrupted, fanning herself briskly. “Let’s not talk about something so droll as stillbirths when we can talk about the Third Court king, who they say is quite handsome. And however she was born, his fiancée is also reportedly stunning. No one knows exactly what they look like, save perhaps the Reapers. It’s said that when the couple had visited Queen Ophelia last week, no one was allowed to look at their faces.”


The ladies shivered in delight.


“That could not possibly be accurate,” Lady Grenadia insisted. “Queen Ophelia is a progressive woman. She would not allow such regressive ideas in her court, even to appease court vampires.”


“Of course not,” Giselle said. “They wouldn’t be guests of honor here today if that were true. Really, Lady Beiwu, the imagination you have!”


“I’d always fancied the ones from the Second Court myself,” Lady Leila murmured. “They wouldn’t be out of place at your ball here either, Giselle, I would think. They were well-known for their own galas in Meridian Keep, weren’t they? ‘The Court of Beauty,’ they called themselves.”


“My mother attended several of their parties,” Amica said dreamily. “I remember being to a few myself, years before I debuted. They were all quite nice to her, and to me. She said that she’d grown close enough to one of them that he’d asked her to be his familiar. There was to be a ceremony and all, like a real wedding. He’d paid court to her better than any man from the ton, she’d said. Of course, Grandfather disapproved. Not sure what business it was of his, though. Mother was a well-respected widow, a grown woman.”


“A shame they were all slaughtered for taking an earl’s daughter,” Lady Carina noted dryly. “Be glad that you escaped it, Amica, or both you and your mother would be haunting graveyards to this day.”


“Still,” Amica said, sounding wistful. “They were all very handsome.”


“Not as handsome, I’m sure, as our very own dhampir,” Lady Grenadia said slyly, batting her eyelashes Remy’s way. “Nobody can move the way Lord Pendergast can.”


“I must take my leave, ladies,” Remy said, as calmly and as neutrally as he could, already desperate for an exit. “There are people I’ve been meaning to talk to.” He’d spotted another Reaper angling his way toward him, and that was as good an excuse as he needed.


“Only until midnight.” Giselle said it playfully enough, but the steel in her voice left no room for argument. “Return to me then. I would be utterly desolate without your company.”


“How unfair of you, Giselle,” Lady Beiwu complained. “We haven’t seen him in months. What right do you have to claim him first—”


But Remy was already moving away, embracing his few hours’ reprieve.


Lord Anthony Castellblanc was also a duke’s son, a good three years older than Remy, and the Marquess of Riones besides. His father held lands nearer to the outer domains but retained their titles and wealth even after Castegon was absorbed into Aluria. His grandmother was Tithian like Remy’s mother, a fact he happily provided at their first introduction, though that was far back enough in his family history that most didn’t remember to discriminate. Remy had a healthy suspicion of other people’s company, but Riones had a cheerfully attractive face that went with a cheerfully attractive personality, and it took less effort to accept his friendship than to go about avoiding it. Riones was also an excellent card player, and his popularity at gaming halls and gentlemen’s clubs made him a reliable source of information, invaluable given the lord high steward’s ongoing vendetta against Remy’s family.


“Thought you wouldn’t make it,” he hollered merrily, clapping Remy on the back. The bearded marquess had far more of a fancy for fashionable wear than the average Reaper; tonight, he was wearing a velvet-trimmed tailcoat more silver than gray. A top hat was perched on his shaved head. “Your father takes up far too much of your time, Pendergast.”


“The doctors’ prognoses haven’t been good.”


“All the same, seems fairly selfish to keep you in the country with little else to do, knowing you help him much there.” The marquess paused. “Heard you finally found Lady Daneira. I’m sorry. Hoped we were wrong, but . . . damn. Rumor going about that it was a vampire noble who turned her? You think the Third Court’s got anything to do with this?”


“You’ll have to talk to the Duke of Tennyfair for the answer,” Remy said evasively.


“Never thought I’d see the day we’d ally ourselves with vampires. The Third Court’s always been brutal. Effective, but brutal. The way they exterminated the Fifth—that was a master class in warfare, much as I hate to admit it. Bellote’s teaching an adept course on it, even.”


Riones shook his head. “Way some of the older Reapers tell, no one’s keen on a direct confrontation with Zidan Malekh, so when he offered the queen an alliance, she was quick to accept. The hunters are objecting, but mainly out of pride. Suspect it’s why Astonbury’s keen on summoning us all bright and early tomorrow morning.” At Remy’s confused look, Riones clarified. “If the Third Court shows up tonight, he’ll want our impressions of them. Been some rumors at the Florence Club about strange vampires up along the eastern borders, too. Got that information straight from Wallace while winning a few hundred off him at hazard, and he should know. Could be the Night Court vampires you’re looking for. Astonbury’s got a fresh report on that, too.”


“He’s summoned all the Reapers?”


“Yes, all the . . .” Riones trailed off, looking embarrassed, horrified. “¡Ay, carajo, Pendergast! I thought he’d asked you, too. Is he still sore about your father? I’d thought they’d buried that hatchet months ago.”


It was easy for Riones to dismiss a feud, as someone incapable of holding a grudge for longer than a few seconds. Edgar Pendergast and Matthew Astonbury’s enmity was the worst-kept secret among the aristocracy, though no one actually knew why Astonbury and Valenbonne hated each other—only that Astonbury had usurped leadership of the Reapers from Remy’s father and all but exiled him from the organization.


“I can approach him.” The marquess was legitimately earnest. “It’s . . . preposterous to forbid you from joining when you’re just as much a Reaper as I am and take on more work than most. Why should he risk the lives of millions over something so trite as a rivalry?”


“You forget,” Remy said heavily, because this too was another terribly kept secret, “that I am also involved with his wife.” The marquess knew nothing about the specifics that led to his encounters with Giselle, and he wasn’t about to tell him now.


“Astonbury and his wife have been estranged for years, long before you came into the picture. He is not the only lord with such marriage arrangements, and he has treated her past consorts amicably enough. He and your father are to blame, not you. I could speak up in your favor, argue your merits. Hell, Pendergast. You’ve fought more undead than some of the older hunters put together.”


“No,” Remy said hurriedly. “I appreciate you, Riones. But the bad blood he has against Valenbonne will not be resolved this way. You will only earn his ire, and we will all be much worse for it.”


“If it’s any consolation—when the Reapers do wage a full-on war against the rest of the courts, they’ll have no choice but to include you and Valenbonne in their plans, and to hell with what Astonbury wants. In the meantime, you can swan about these soirees and keep the attention of the most beautiful woman in this room. You’re a lucky man.” He glanced past Remy, and his smile faded.


Remy spotted the cluster of young girls huddled by the refreshment table—another gaggle of first-year debutantes, judging from their skittish movements and nervous subservience to everyone else. One was steeling herself to walk in their direction. The frozen look on her face was one he was familiar with.


It was his turn to sigh. It happened every year. Different faces, always the same dare.


“I can talk to them,” Riones said. “Tell them it isn’t their place.”


“They’ll be treated poorly by the older girls if they don’t go through with this. No explanation from you or anyone else will stop that.”


The marquess exhaled noisily. “You’re a better person than I, Pendergast.”


The girl was now rooted to the spot, petrified. The waltz was to begin in the next few minutes. She had very little time left to carry out the venture.


Remy closed the distance. “Good evening,” he said, trying to sound as kind and as harmless as he could possibly be while carrying Breaker and nearly ten years’ worth of infamy on his shoulders.


It didn’t work. The poor girl had all the confidence of a mouse knowing it was about to be devoured.


Remy snuck a quick glance at her friends, who looked just as terrified on her behalf as she was. “You were all dared to dance a waltz with the dhampir, weren’t you? And you’d drawn the short straw.”


The girl blinked up at him with her large eyes and nodded mutely.


“You are aware that the older girls have been forcing the first-years to play this game for the last five years?”


A blush, and another nod.


“And are you aware that I’ve been giving the chosen girl this talk every year since?”


A startled look, a quick shake of her head.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Remy offered his hand out to her. “We are going to dance, and we are going to enjoy ourselves. You are free to talk to me about anything you’d like. If you are not comfortable with that proposal, then you needn’t say a word. I’ll do my best to appear enthralled by your attentions so your friends will have little to criticize. And once the dance is over, we can part ways amicably, with no offense taken. Does that seem adequate to you?”


Her smile was nervous before he was even halfway through, but any smile was a good sign. She bobbed her head shyly.


“What’s your name?”


“Maya,” she finally whispered, so softly he wouldn’t have heard it without his hearing enhanced by the bloodwakers.


“All right, Lady Maya. Would you care for a dance?”


It wasn’t their fault, Remy thought, as they spun across the room, as he peppered her with questions about herself, who her parents were, how long they were staying in Elouve, when she had officially made her debut. The younglings patterned their behavior after the adults. It wasn’t fair to him, and he had the right to be angry that they were taught to be cruel so young. But if this meant that there was one girl who would think kinder of him than she had before, he’d take it.


In a minute or so, the waltz would end. The girl would stammer out her thanks, rush back to where her fellow debutantes lay waiting, and probably bask in their reluctant admiration for carrying out the wager.


What he wasn’t expecting was the Duchess of Tennyfair. She was clearly in mourning, black-clad and red-nosed, with a pale face devoid of all makeup. She strode into the center of the room while the dance was still in progress, stopping before him and his dance partner, while the other participants had stopped to stare.


“Why did you kill her?” she cried.


The music stuttered to a halt, silence reigning.


“Why did you kill her?” The woman cried again. “She was my only daughter. She came to my window and told me she was all right, that she was doing well. We would talk until morning, until she had to leave.”


Breathe, Remy thought. Fucking breathe.


“Lady Maya,” he said, as gently as he was able, letting go of his partner’s hand. “Thank you for the dance. I think it’s about time you returned to your friends.”


Lady Maya didn’t need to be told a second time. She gathered her skirts and fled.


“Your Grace,” Remy began in the same quiet tone.


“She didn’t die,” the poor mother wept. “She never did. She would climb into my bed and I would hold her, just like I did when she was a child. She only had to leave at sunrise. The Alurian sun could still hurt her. She was always so delicate.”


“Your Grace.” Riones had come to his rescue. With him was the duchess’s husband, stricken and apologetic.


“I am sorry, Lord Pendergast,” Tennyfair mumbled. “She hasn’t been well.”


“Did you murder her, my lord?” the woman cried out. “Surely you wouldn’t have taken her from her mother. You are a vampire yourself. Why should you deserve to live when my daughter cannot? Why do you deserve a second chance, while she does not?”


Giselle was gliding up to them, looking only mildly piqued. She was a veteran of crises and would have been right at home in a war room. “Your Grace,” she said, compassionate but firm. “I am so very sorry. Would you and His Grace prefer the use of my sitting room?”


“Thank you for your kind offer, Your Grace. Come with me, Nell,” Tennyfair said, taking his wife’s arm. She gave him no resistance, allowing herself to be guided away from the ballroom floor, the sound of her sobbing bouncing off the walls even after the door closed behind them.


“Are you out of your mind, Your Grace?” Riones hissed, as murmurs took hold. “What possessed you to invite Tennyfair and his wife, given what had just happened to their daughter?”


“I invited them only out of courtesy, with the understanding that their attendance was not required.” Giselle finally allowed herself to look discomfited. “But Lady Song herself insisted.”


“What? But why would she—”


“My father never told me,” Remy said.


The marquess turned to him. “What’s that?”


“He never told me that Lady Daneira had been visiting her mother after she’d been turned. Nobody did. Did you know?”


“Of course I didn’t. Otherwise—” The other man met his gaze, realization dawning there. “Otherwise—”


“She could have been saved.” Remy felt every one of the hundreds of pairs of eyes still watching him. In the wake of this new revelation, they had every right to judge. “She wouldn’t have been able to resume her old life, but if she hadn’t succumbed to the madness, she could have been saved. Father told me that she had succumbed to the frenzy, that there was no other way but to kill her. And I believed him. The Duchess of Tennyfair was right. I did murder her.”


“Reaper law demands that you kill her rather than allow her to remain a vampire, even with her sanity intact.”


“With all due respect, Riones, fuck Reaper law.”


“Don’t let this get to you, Pendergast. Any other Reaper would have made the same decision.”


“But it wasn’t any of the other Reapers this time, was it? You all rejected her bounty.” Remy’s voice was clipped, perfectly detached. The air felt thick, and he needed to get away before he drowned. “Excuse me, Riones.”


He managed to make it all the way to the manor entrance, affecting a leisurely walk the whole time, his face giving nothing away. A butler stepped hastily aside, giving him more room to pass, and Remy waited until the heavy oak doors closed behind him.


He stepped into the crisp, night air, and then, losing his courage, he began to run.
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A GARDEN RESPITE


Remy was no fool, and it took him less than half a mile to realize his folly. He hadn’t been trained to put up with this shit just to give up because his father had screwed him over for the twelve hundredth time. Remy truly was invested in hunting down the Night Empress and the First Court. He genuinely wanted to exterminate them for the betterment of mankind. More than all that, he wanted to avenge his mother, as any good son should. There was more to this than just his arsehole of a sire. Because if there weren’t, he’d keep running, forever if he could.


He needed to stay close to Delacroix grounds, if only to steel himself for what had to be done. He needed to get his hands on Astonbury’s most recent report on the First Court vampires, and it didn’t matter that he was going to let Giselle put her beautiful, refined hands on him to get it. If his father expected him to kiss Third Court arse like everyone inside was preparing to do, then the old man would have to crawl out of his chair and pucker up himself, because Remy was done. He wasn’t going back inside that ballroom tonight. His fuck-the-bloody-fuck-off limits had reached its quota.


He could have saved Lady Daneira.


It was true that letting her live as a vampire went against every Reaper creed he’d ever been taught, but if he was going to be banned from attending official hunter dræfendgemot anyway because the lord high steward had the mental acumen of an unlicked cub and the pettiness to match, then the rules didn’t matter. He’d broken them before. He’d broken this rule before, with Elke, and had gotten away with it. That he hadn’t thought to do it for Lady Daneira made her death all the more devastating. He could have saved her. He knew he could have.


The rain had eased. He changed directions and wound up at the Astonbury gardens instead. Within the lush, expansive greenery lay a sprawling maze, long considered the most expensively maintained landscape in all of Elouve, and it was hideous. Even here, he could see evidence of Giselle’s desire to assert control, to demand and dominate. There was an attempt to pattern the shrubbery after animal silhouettes, which was why vaguely threatening dead-eyed rabbits and foxes stared him down as he passed. Some of the trees were unnaturally round. Some of the trees were unnaturally cubed. An unfortunate cherub stood at the center of a small slate-colored fountain at the entrance to the labyrinth, gleefully vomiting copious amounts of water out from its gaping mouth. Remy was certain he’d had nightmares about the statue before.


He walked and walked until he was deep enough within the maze that no one could say to any effect that he was even there, and sat down on the first bench to cross his path.


Only then did he allow his breaths to leave him in wheezing, panicked gasps, hands over his head as he bent down, fighting the waves of nausea.


Could he have saved her? She would have been cast out of the ton despite the Duchess of Tennyfair’s tears, despite the ongoing cease-fire with the Third Court. They would have hunted her down all over again. The Reapers considered death a better fate than an undead life. Even she, in her final, sober moments, had asked him to put an end to her misery.


Send me to heaven, Armiger. That was his only comfort, that she might have weighed her options in those minutes and decided that this was, after all, the only way.
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