




[image: ]










[image: ]









TO COLONIALISM:


you suck









[image: A map of White Roaring presents a detailed street grid with labeled locations such as Clock Tower, Imperial Square, and White Roaring Square. An inset globe map in the top left marks regions including Arawiya, Ettenia, and Jeevant Gar with the phrase ‘Mortui Vivos Docent.’ Foreground elements depict gothic buildings, a lamppost, bare trees, a cat on a stone path, and a full moon shining behind a tall clock tower.]
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PROLOGUE


The colors Matteo Andoni used in his paintings often reflected his emotions. For years now, they were darker, more despondent, as he had long associated color with beauty, and it was hard to see beauty in a world that was so destructive.


A destruction he had both witnessed and experienced. And inflicted himself.


See, Matteo hated guns. He hated weapons. He hated violence altogether, but it had taken many years to reach that point. To brush paint across canvas with a delicate touch. To hold a paintbrush and not immediately see it as a weapon, and thus see himself as despicable.


Yet he had indulged in carnage tonight. If one were to walk through the Athereum’s meeting hall, it would look as though someone had gone oopsie and knocked over several cans of paint on the well-polished floors, spattering it across the damask-patterned walls, across the bodies that had been dressed in their absolute best.


In the deepest, darkest red. It was silky, glistening, delicious.


One could ask if indulge and delicious were the right words coming from someone who loathed violence, but there was no other way to put it. Matteo lived on the edge of ferocity. He might happily wield his brush and partake in the humdrum of high society, but a single event such as tonight’s could send him off, swiftly unlocking the cage where the vampire in him was waiting with bated breath.


And the vampire in him was most ardently pleased this night.


When the Ram’s men came for those reporters, the selfless, brave men and women who were drawn to upholding the truth, Penn held off as many as he could using the strange and wicked power with which he had been bestowed.


Until he fell.


And then Jin fell. Flick screamed.


By that point, there were very few people left alive, very few who would have noticed Matteo’s fangs extended, the blood trickling down his chin, the nails that had sharpened to claws at his fingertips. And soon, no one was left to tell the world the truth of what Matteo Andoni really was.


He never cared if anyone knew he was a vampire. But he’d lived a life so removed from true relationships that his undead-ness inevitably remained a secret. Even if word did get out, no one knew the extent of it.


For he did care about that particular bit.


Some twenty-odd years ago—he didn’t like keeping count—his world turned inside out when the Wolf of White Roaring stalked through the latter hours of the night, tearing through streets and limbs with equal disregard. The Wolf was ravenous, and not for food. He was empty and hurting and hollow, and wanted so badly to fill that void, but chaos was all he knew. Savagery became the only language he spoke. He did not drink from those he mutilated. He was trapped in memories, in cruel imagery that he’d tucked away since his childhood. His mother’s face contorted with pain. His father’s whip lashing across his back.


Fangs, breaking the skin of his throat against his will. Draining him. Feeding—poisoning him. Transforming Matteo Andoni into the beast that he became:


The Wolf of White Roaring.


Eventually, bloody and beat, he had found himself in front of the lawn of a house on Imperial Square, which had been so meticulously trimmed that he had laughed at the mundaneness of it, just before he heard his name spoken with great dubiety.


“Matteo?”


He blinked back into the present. It was Penn who had spoken his name then, decades ago, but he was gone now. Now it was the girl in his arms, shivering and barely conscious. She was bleeding from a gunshot wound gaping beneath her breast. Matteo was no doctor, but she was so small and light, and her wound was so large. There was far too much blood drenching his front that he could scarcely believe it had bled out of her alone.


He threw open the front door of his house to the aghast face of Ivor. The butler stared from the bloody handprint on the door to Matteo, framed in the doorway.


“Sire? Wh-what has happened?” Ivor stammered out, already eyeing the trail of blood spattering the floor. “Is that the Casimir girl?”


“Yes. Not now, old boy.” Matteo pushed past him and into an empty room, nearly snagging the end of her sari when he kicked the door closed.


He gently set her on the bed.


She said his name again.


“I’m here, Arthie,” he replied. Eternally.


He meant that, even if he’d never say it aloud. He would goad her and tease her. He would stomach ashy tea for her and kill a thousand men for her, despite his loathing of violence. He could only hope his actions were telling enough.


“You came for me,” she said softly.


“Ouch, darling. Don’t sound so surprised now.” He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and swept his thumb across the soft bump of her chin. It didn’t matter that the windowpane was as dark as the skies outside; she was vivid. She was the color that he had not seen in years—from the violet-gray of her hair to the bronze-brown of her skin, the deep red of her sari and the deeper red of her blood.


“How?” she asked with a wet cough. “Where are we?”


She was dying. Fading with the night.


“Hold this,” he ordered, grabbing whatever cloth was close and pressing it against her wound to uselessly staunch the bleeding.


If anyone doubted the difference between half and full vampires, they only had to look at her now: Every inch of her body was fighting to stay alive. Holding on to the remnants of what made her human.


“We’re at my house. After Penn—” Matteo stopped as his throat closed. There were many threads that connected Arthie and Matteo, and Penn was the strongest, wrapping around and around until their bond was irrefutable, even if Arthie had never known of it.


Penn had been the one to take him in when Matteo had stumbled onto his porch on Imperial Square. Penn was the one who calmed Matteo down, who cleaned the blood from his fingernails and taught him how to retract his fangs.


He was a father to Matteo in a way Matteo’s own had never been.


“There were the gunshots,” Matteo continued, “and you turning Jin, and when I saw you pick up Penn’s revolver and run after Laith, I couldn’t let you go alone.”


“He shot me,” Arthie whispered.


He. Laith. From the moment Laith had walked through his front door, Matteo had his qualms about the Arawiyan turned high captain of the Horned Guard.


But Arthie, brilliant and whip-smart, sounded as though she’d never seen it coming. Shock coated her every word. She was bleeding, dying. She’d seen Laith kill Penn in cold blood, and she still couldn’t believe it. As if the two of them had formed some sort of bond of their own when she’d drunk his blood. Or long before then.


“Yes,” Matteo said, winding his pain tight inside the word. “And he killed Penn.”


“I know.” Her eyes fluttered closed and then opened again. She almost looked guilty for a flash of a second.


“Is he dead?” she asked.


She wasn’t asking about Penn. Was Matteo imagining the emotion in her voice? The hope that he was alive, the fear that she might have killed him?


Between the Ram barging through the doors of the Athereum’s meeting hall to this moment, Matteo remembered very little. It was as if the blood he drank had crowded his vision, narrowing it and shrouding everything in a hazy, dreadful red.


But he did remember Laith.


The boy had been slumped against the wall, crimson blossoming over his white robes, a lot like the flowers he kept shoving in Arthie’s face. He wasn’t moving. There was clearly a hole in his chest, but Matteo didn’t know if it was lethal. Truth be told, only she would know if he was dead, even before she’d fired the revolver.


“Did you want him dead?” Matteo asked.


Because if Arthie had wanted him dead, he would be.


“Does it matter?” she asked, not answering the question.


It did, but he couldn’t say that without sounding selfish. He watched for her reaction, trying to decipher if the pain he was witnessing was physical, emotional, or both. Her jaw quivered. Her breath stuttered, and a soft sound of anguish escaped her.


“Your wound is fatal,” he said. It didn’t matter if Laith had been trying to kill her or not—she was too petite for the bullet not to hit anything important.


She laughed dryly. “You don’t say.”


Arthie Casimir might have been dying, but that mouth had never been more alive.


He froze when she looked into his eyes and said, with utter conviction: “I can’t die.”


Matteo knew what she asked of him. It was what he wanted to do. Desperately. Why else had he taken the precaution to rush through the night after her? Why else had he bundled her in his arms and brought her here?


It would cost him nothing to turn Arthie into a full-fledged vampire, but it would cost her everything. He looked at the ghost-white pallor of his skin. He closed his fist, still unused to the strength of his undead bones years later. He exhaled, knowing full well that even the act of breathing was something he’d selfishly held on to for no reason other than as a reminder that he’d once needed to breathe.


Matteo had spoken to Arthie about accepting herself, but there were days in which he wondered if he’d ever done the same.


She was half vampire, yes. She still had to drink blood like a vampire did; she still had almost every undead limitation placed upon her. But she was still half human. To be a vampire meant a life that went on forever. To be human meant cherishing its temporariness. There was value in such a thing, a certain bittersweet longing that persisted with each passing day.


The waves of her short hair were as delicate as the wheeze escaping her mouth, strands feathering the black silk pillow beneath her. He adjusted the cushions, rearranging the drape of her sari, tucking the coverlet under her side, knowing full well that each second that passed was another of excruciating pain for her. He couldn’t keep stalling.


“If I do this, there’s no going back,” he said, needing her to understand the weight of what she was asking him to do.


“Do you think I’m unaware?” Arthie asked, the bite he so adored back in her words. “I didn’t come so far to simply end up in a grave.”


He couldn’t stifle his surprise. “Nor does much of humanity. Is that not the ordinary progression of life?”


“Am I ordinary to you, Matteo?”


No, Arthie was about as ordinary as any other phenomenon.


Matteo rounded to the other side of the bed and climbed up beside her. He was in bed with Arthie Casimir. She must have seen the teasing on his face, for she lifted her eyebrows at him before the expression turned into a wince of pain. He knelt on the blood-soaked covers, beside the delicate length of her arm. She looked smaller without the many layers beneath her typical tailored suit, without the baker boy cap holding down her hair.


“Do it,” she rasped, sensing his hesitance. “The Ram mustn’t win.”


Only Arthie could look at the head of an empire and say the Ram hadn’t already won. Only Arthie could challenge someone like that, could think herself capable of taking down someone as distant and powerful as the masked monarch of Ettenia.


He breathed a laugh, brushing away the hair that clung to her damp skin. “My praecantrix.”


She turned her head to the side, the pillow shaping to the curve of her cheek, pain momentarily out of mind. Her scorn was sharp in that dark amber gaze, for in the short time he’d been acquainted with her, he’d learned she was not fond of not knowing something.


And as much as he adored the nearly forgotten tongue and disliked disrespecting it into Ettenian, the last thing he wanted was to irk her.


“Enchantress,” he translated, and with care, he reached to her other side, bracing himself over her. His hair tumbled across his shoulder, brushing her bare skin.


Her breath caught. She immediately winced and pressed a hand against her side, tilting her chin up to meet his eyes. There was anguish in hers, a bashfulness that he could tell she found irritating, but blanketing it all was her need. It had been a long time since Matteo had been needed. Wanted? Always. Needed? Rarely.


He had no right to be selfish, but oh, how he wished to be. He leaned into her, catching her scent: tea and moonlight. Blood. Like a switch being flipped, like a brush bleeding out on canvas, his zealous fangs slipped from their sheaths.


He held back a wave of sorrow.


It should be a cause for celebration: Arthie Casimir was going to live forever. It was not as if vampires could not be killed—Penn lay prone as proof—Matteo knew. But it was one thing to live expecting old age to lay eventual claim to a soul, and another entirely to exist with the knowledge that only an act of extreme violence could cause one’s end.


Dark hair, brown skin, red blood. Matteo forced himself to stay present, to focus on the matter at hand. Her. He did this often: recited the colors around him, reminding himself that the world was not black-and-white, noting the angles and the shadows and the way the light was taken for granted.


It kept him from spiraling.


He checked her wound, her pulse. She was losing blood, but she would have to suffer longer before she could be turned. Which meant he would have to drain her himself.


“Matteo,” Arthie whispered.


“Shh,” he murmured, and with his nose, he brushed the hair from the side of her neck. Her pulse leaped to attention; her breath hitched. His own locked in his throat, and he wanted to savor this moment, to relish the knowledge that he had made Arthie Casimir breathless.


Gently, he ran his tongue over the skin on the side of her neck, priming it for his fangs. Vampire saliva was a strange thing. Almost numbing, almost intoxicating. Very wholly dangerous.


Matteo licked her again. Arthie gasped, grabbing his arm with both hands. He pulled back, looking for one last confirmation, and tried for a smile, hoping to convey You’ll be just fine. He was certain it came out as a grimace.


But she smiled back, almost shyly, reaching a trembling finger to trace the curve of his dimple.


“I owe you my life,” Arthie said, with so much emotion threaded into each word that it nearly made him weep.


That wasn’t really her speaking. Other than mayhem to her enemies, Arthie owed no one anything.


“Hush,” Matteo said, clearing his throat. “Don’t say anything you don’t mean and won’t remember.”


It was simply how the act of turning worked: Newly turned vampires remembered very little of their turning, very little of the process. Perhaps it was a curse; perhaps the body underwent so much change at once that it shredded its own memory of it.


“Oh, I always say what I mean and I never forget,” she said with utter certainty, and then she threaded her fingers through his hair and pulled him to her throat.


Matteo couldn’t stop himself—it was her boldness, the scent of her blood, the way he was drawn to her—his fangs went straight for her skin, piercing through her flesh. Arthie gasped, her hand slipping to the nape of his neck, nails digging into his skin.


He forced himself to ignore the way her touch made him feel, the way the low moan that escaped her lips made him want to press his eyes closed and give in to the burning desire inside of him. He drew her blood into his mouth, and it tasted like she smelled: like earthy tea and smoky nights and the enigma that was purely her.


He sucked more, goaded by her moans, by her nails digging into his neck, holding him down. He slipped his fingers through her hair and tilted her head, admiring the shadows pooling into the strain of her throat.


Sweet stars, she was divinely delicious.


He retracted his fangs, smoothing his tongue over the twin punctures before lapping even more, knowing any moment now that it would be too much for her.


As if on cue, she bucked beneath him with a soundless sigh, writhing, thrashing, and when her eyes flared even wider, he clamped a hand over her mouth to stop her from screaming. He’d already listened to one Casimir scream as they were turned today. Her teeth scraped the skin of his palm, and he tucked his leg between hers, trapping her beneath him.


This was what every vampire desired, wasn’t it? An enamored thrall. An endless supply of blood. This heady, breathless, intoxicating air.


He wanted it to stop.


He kept drinking.


And then, at last, at last it was done.


Matteo peeled his hand from her mouth, pulled away as if not to disturb someone who was fast asleep. Arthie made no sound, no movement. Her eyes were closed, lashes damp. Her neck was jeweled in a pair of rubies that matched her sari.


Even in death she was a glory to behold.


And there, in the grim, still silence of the room, he heard her pulse. Soft, fading, a question in each faint pump. He would answer it a thousand times. He lifted his wrist to his mouth and bit down, drawing blood before pressing it against Arthie’s lips. Then he pinched her nose, forcing her to draw a shallow breath through her mouth.


Matteo knew the moment she tasted it: a sick and twisted second chance at life. He felt the blood siphon out of him as she sucked in more, and more, until she stopped.


Her eyes flew open with a breathless gasp. She blinked down at his wrist, at the blood covering his clothes and hers, drenching the bed. She touched the punctures at her neck that were already knitting themselves closed and settled her gaze on his as if she’d never looked away.


There was a hesitance there, an uncertainty. At the same time, she looked as though she made good on her promise and remembered every moment since he’d brought her into this room.


Matteo didn’t know what to say or ask, so he did what he did best: He deflected.


“Welcome back, Enchantress,” he said with a wink, and Arthie passed out.
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ARTHIE


The streets of White Roaring were in turmoil. Shouts, screams, protests. Arthie had heard it as she’d wavered in and out of consciousness over the past several days. She remembered waking up in a bed in Matteo’s house, then flashes of a carriage. Now she was in a room she didn’t recognize, not until a pang of sorrow shot through her when she caught the faint whiff of a cigar.


The Athereum.


“You’re awake.”


She looked toward the sound of Matteo’s voice as he entered the room. He snapped the book he was carrying closed and quickly pulled a pair of dark specs from his eyes almost guiltily, as if she hadn’t already seen him wearing them. He’d been a hospitable host during her horrible bouts of pain, as death tried desperately to pull her back into its depths.


“And as stunning as ever, of course.”


She didn’t feel stunning. She opened her mouth.


“Ah.” He wagged a finger, quickly turning serious. “Before you ask, yes, they’re alive. Both Jin and Flick have been found. Not together, but they’re close enough.”


Relief and guilt stirred inside her.


“I never thought I’d set foot in the Athereum again. What’s happening out there?” she asked, nodding to the walls that rumbled from the people out on the street.


“Unrest,” Matteo said, and pursed his lips. “It reminds me of—” He stopped and screwed his eyes shut for a moment, as if to regain his composure. “They’re calling it the Great Press Massacre.”


How original.


“The Athereum’s our only refuge. It may be all but besieged, but no one can get in and it’s better than my house where we have to worry about the Ram appearing on my doorstep in search of the ledger or our heads.” He sighed. “I’m sorry to bombard you the moment you open your eyes. How are you feeling?”


It turned out, her magical pistol known as Calibore—the one Laith had shot her with—was far more lethal than she’d imagined. Unlike a regular weapon, Calibore could harm vampires—kill vampires. She knew that, but she didn’t know it affected one’s recovery too.


Where a newly turned vampire would be up and walking in moments, it had taken Arthie days before she could think straight. That fateful night echoed in her ears. The slaughter, the screams. The loss. She had died, and somehow, that was the least of her concerns.


Because she had failed.


She didn’t know how to feel. She could summon so little of her pain, so little of her rage. She rubbed her knuckles over her heart, where the skin was still stitching over the wound left by Calibore’s bullet, and sank deeper into the covers. The red silk of her sari had unraveled in the dark sheets, undulating like wisps of blood in the sea.


It reminded Arthie of when she’d fled Ceylan on her own, leaving her parents bloody and lifeless at the shore. She had been helpless. Hopeless.


She could all but hear Jin’s voice saying Until you found me, of course. He wasn’t wrong.


He still wasn’t wrong. Because she’d lost him now, and she felt it. Deeply. She’d kept a fundamental truth from him, throwing it at him when he was breathing his last, when she was extending her fangs and turning him into a vampire.


The sari felt right at the time, when she and Jin and Flick were on the cusp of changing the future of Ettenia. She’d felt powerful, wearing an echo of the traditional gown her mother wore proudly to her death. In the end, Arthie had done the same.


And now she felt ridiculous.


She had failed Spindrift, she had failed her crew, but more than anything else, she had failed her past.


Matteo lit the lamp by her bedside table, then the other. The light glided over his tongue as he ran it across the points of his fangs, his eyes crimson from just having fed.


She was a full vampire now. The parts of herself that she’d refused to accept for a decade had overtaken the humanity she’d clung to for those ten years. A decade of refusing blood, subsisting on dwindling stores of coconut. It was Laith’s fault. He’d shot her.


“I can’t tell what you’re thinking,” Matteo said. He set down the book he was carrying on the bedside table, barely restraining a growl at a sudden uproar outside.


That was what she was feeling: frustration. At Laith for killing her, and if she was being honest, frustration at Matteo for saving her—even if she was the one who had asked it of him.


“I’m not thinking. I’m tired,” Arthie lied.


Matteo tilted his head and drew closer to the bed, the intensity in his eyes making her feel as though he were sorting through her thoughts. She looked away.


“No, you’re not,” Matteo said. “You’re a newborn vampire—you’re not tired. I almost want to assume you’re angry, but something about that emotion is different on you too.”


Because that anger wasn’t directed at the world anymore. She closed her eyes.


She’d kept the truth from Jin only to see his distrust as she turned him, worse than any of the destruction they’d seen that day.


She’d sent Flick to summon her mother, unaware that Lady Linden of the EJC was the very same masked monarch of the country.


She’d assumed she had a handle on Laith before he’d killed Penn and then her.


The Athereum had lost their leader. The country had lost scores of their press. The crew had lost their home. They’d failed jobs before. It was the nature of a con. Sometimes one was conned right back. But this—this had failed on every level, and Arthie could only blame herself.


The mattress dipped with Matteo’s weight, and Arthie opened her eyes. He was framed in the crimson drapes of the canopied bed, as distinguished as one of his paintings, and she was reminded of the night he turned her.


He hadn’t thought she would remember, and rightfully so, as vampires rarely recalled those tumultuous moments before and after the shift from life to undeath. But when had Arthie ever fit into a mold? She couldn’t remember all of her turning, but she remembered enough—bits and pieces that made her neck feel hot.


Perhaps that was why her hand moved before she could stop it. Her fingers brushed his, stealing his attention. His gaze softened and slowly, carefully, as if she were a cat poised to run, he intertwined his fingers with hers. It sent a thrill through her arm, sharp and charged. She had touched his hand countless times before, but this was different. Everything between them was different now.


“You were my first,” he said distantly.


“First what?” she asked, and as she asked the question, something inside her seemed to settle, giving him her full attention. As if she’d been running her entire life only to realize she’d been going nowhere.


He wore a freshly pressed shirt, and when he shifted to face her better, the vee of white framing the smooth lines of his chest spread wider. A hazy memory rose to her mind: her hands running up the plains of his chest, her nails digging in, her back arching.


“I’d never turned anyone before,” he said, pulling her back to the present. “It was a cruel joke, having it be you. I didn’t—I didn’t like seeing you dead.”


This was the perfect moment to thank him for saving her, but she couldn’t summon the words, not when she wasn’t particularly happy to be alive. Or undead. Fully undead. She cinched her jaw tight.


“I’m alive now,” she managed to say.


Matteo leaned back. “Ah, so that’s what it is. You’re blaming yourself.”


And now she was becoming easy to read. Splendid.


Still, a part of her leaped at the words, the opening, the invitation to bare her soul to him in a way she’d never felt the desire to before. Not with Jin, not with anyone. Was it because he had turned her, forging a deeper bond between them? What was wrong with her?


Images kept resurfacing in her mind: his fingers brushing back her hair with a gentleness she’d seen him demonstrate time and time again, but never on her person, never on her body. The vulnerability in his eyes as he leaned toward her, the same exuding from her own near-death state.


“I know what you’re thinking,” he goaded.


“No, you don’t,” Arthie said, cursing the breathlessness in her tone. Which was an extra level of ridiculous when she didn’t need to breathe.


He propped an arm behind him and leaned back, tilting his head as if he was a king about to be hand-fed grapes. She knew to expect his cocksure drawl before he even opened his mouth.


“Admit it, darling, you feel the sudden urge to kiss me, don’t you?”


She flicked her eyebrows, ready to tell him off before another idea struck. She dropped her gaze to his mouth. “And if I do?”


Matteo straightened, startled by her response. She bit back a laugh. Why had she never responded to his antics this way before? She could have shut him right up many times over.


Because I never wanted to kiss him before.


The thought alone shocked her.


She’d had little interest in love. Then Laith arrived, breaking down her walls bit by bit as he tried to get closer to her pistol, even as she did the same while attempting to decipher his secrets.


There hadn’t been time to build those walls back up again.


What did Matteo want from her? It wasn’t as though she could open her mouth and ask him, not without injuring her pride.


He looked down at their fingers and brushed his thumb along the back of her hand. Perhaps it was because she was hurting, or perhaps it was because she was newly turned, and by him at that, but Arthie could think of nothing but kissing him.


She remembered when his lips were stained dark with her blood, the cords in his arms strained from the night’s battle—or from holding her down.


Arthie tugged gently on their entwined hands. An invitation. A question. A fire roared to life inside her. He obliged, still surprised by her initiation, leaning in and propping his arm on the covers beside her. Arthie caught a whiff of his scent and wondered why she’d never smelled him before: the rich, nutty warmth of the fresh walnut oil he used in his paints and something sweeter, like a blend of leather and chocolate.


She hadn’t tasted chocolate in years.


It reminded her of home. Of her father bringing back rare treats that she and her mother shared because he never had much of a sweet tooth himself. Arthie pursed her lips. She hadn’t thought of home that way in a long time—only the violent fragments. The chaos as the soldiers stormed the Ceylani shore. Her mother’s red sari. The bullet holes. The blood.


“Arthie.”


Matteo spoke her name on a hesitant sigh and pulled back. He must have seen the turmoil in her eyes now that she was so damned readable. She ran her tongue along her lips, trying to bury her memories again. Trying to bury the present and her past and everything that existed outside this room and this bed.


His eyes narrowed to slits, and with it, some part of him closed away. “There’s something we need to talk about.”


She waited.


“It . . . has to do with how you arrived in Ettenia,” he finished, flinching when somewhere outside the window, glass shattered and people roared.


On a boat. Full of blood. Right. She’d forgotten that he knew. She’d forgotten that no one could fathom being close to a girl capable of such brutality.


Arthie wrenched her hand from his, her anger surging—there it is—battling with whatever raw thing was tearing through her. It was a selfish sort of pain wrapped with embarrassment.


He was rejecting her, while she was lying in this bed, looking up at him.


Everything about this moment had her positioned to be weak. How had she allowed this to happen? She was Arthie Casimir. She rarely trusted anyone, and she’d been right not to: When she’d gone against her better judgment and trusted Penn’s plan and sought out the help of the press, every last one of them had ended up dead.


What about Jin? asked a little voice in her head. She buried it deep.


She scoffed. “I know exactly how I arrived in Ettenia. There’s nothing more you need to tell me about it.”


The blood on her sari had dried, matting to her skin. She had no reason to stay here, not when he was spewing words like that.


“You misunderstand,” Matteo said quickly as she began to stir.


“No, you think you understand,” Arthie said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “No one does. No one, but—”


She stopped herself. Of the innumerable stories and secrets she’d collected in Ettenia, only one came close to hers. There were other half vampires, of course, other bouts of killing, but only one story showed her what she could have been, had her incident been on land instead of a boat stranded at sea.


She might have even been worse.


“The Wolf of White Roaring?” he asked, a stillness in his voice.


Yes. She gathered her sari and sat up straight, swaying from the blood loss, from this new version of herself. How much did he know of her? How much did he know of what had happened on that boat when she was just nine years of age?


“Wait, Arthie. Please. He’s exactly whom I wanted to speak about.”


“Oh, and why’s that?” she asked, her back to him. She scanned the room for her pistol, searching for some semblance of herself, her past self. But then she remembered: It was still lying on the floor of the Nimble Street apartment, in a pool of blood with Laith.


“Because,” he began, and she had the sense he was bracing himself for his next words, “he and I are one and the same.”


Arthie froze, certain she hadn’t heard him correctly.


Matteo was the Wolf of White Roaring? He was the one who had exposed vampires to the public’s fear and wrath, and in so harsh a view because of a rampage in which he brutally turned the streets red? That didn’t make sense. He—he was as much a murderer as she was. The number of bodies she’d mutilated was far less, but had there been more than three people on that boat, when would she have stopped? No, a voice reminded her, for she’d killed others too, at Penn’s house.


Perhaps she was worse.


She turned back around to face him, regarding him anew. The delicate structure of his bones, the soft pout of his lips. The compassionate green of his eyes, now that the crimson had faded. He looked nothing like what she thought the Wolf would look like.


“But you—”


“Paint? Draw?” he asked. He laughed softly. “Come now, Arthie. You know better than that. I’m certain the evil Ram waters the peonies in her garden. Many well-mannered wives dip biscuits in their tea while dreaming of butchering their husbands. We contain multitudes.”


He was prattling like he hadn’t just tossed at her one of the biggest secrets she’d ever learned. She sat back down on the bed. Once, she would have leveraged such a thing in every heinous way she could. Was this why Penn had encouraged her associations with Matteo before his death? Was this why Penn had been unafraid and unaffected by her nine-year-old acts of violence?


The Ram had done this to him. That much she knew. Penn had said as much, but he hadn’t given any indication that it was Matteo. She was struggling to catch up. “Penn—Penn knew it was you.”


Matteo nodded. “I somehow ended up on his doorstep that night. I didn’t know where to go, where to turn. He took me in, knowing I was a half vampire, and eventually turned me into a full one.”


Arthie saw the way his gaze flickered. Pain, shame, regret.


She could not imagine Matteo in a place so low. He was too quick to smile, to jest. He was lauded and praised; his paintings sought after by the masses. He was flourishing. She never would have guessed that he of all people would be the Wolf of White Roaring.


A little part of her was in awe of him, yet another emotion she rarely felt.


He’d assimilated a lot better than she ever could, but she would be naive to blame it on herself and not the social standards that praised the color of his skin.


Arthie had long believed the Wolf of White Roaring attack had been fabricated—not the attack itself but the circumstances surrounding it, and Penn had confirmed as much himself. He’d also told them who was responsible: the Ram.


“Why did the Ram choose you? Were you ill?”


Had the Ram wandered the beds of a hospital and chosen Matteo for her needs? Arthie could think of nothing else. She had been ill when the Ettenians came to her home country of Ceylan and her parents had taken her to the one “doctor” who could help, unaware that his cure would wreak a permanent change to every fiber in her being.


“Ill?” Matteo asked, and then laughed when he realized what she meant. “No. I was of perfect health, really.


“My father only ever cared about how well I was doing with my tutors, and my mother was always more concerned with how he felt than how I ever did. So I spent much of my time elsewhere. Wandering the streets, sitting under trees with a pencil and a pad. One day, back smarting from my father’s lash, I took a walk through the woods and found some sort of facility, tucked into the autumn trees. It looked like it had been placed there for me—I had walked that route a thousand times and never seen it before.”


He picked at the lint on the covers. “I heard . . . cries from inside and knew I shouldn’t be there. Instead of trying to help, I was thinking of myself, thinking of how I should run. Before I could, men rushed out of the building, grabbed me, took me in. I remember that distinct smell of a hospital ward, and something sharp pierced my neck before I was fed what I now know was blood. The last I saw was the Ram’s mask, and then I woke up on the streets.”


That was nowhere near how Arthie was turned into a half vampire herself.


“There have been other rampages, you know,” Matteo said. “Never to the same scale, never publicized and made into propaganda either. She turned me and dropped me in the middle of a busy street for her own selfish agenda.”


He sounded tired. He met her eyes, and the torment in his gaze was so great that if Arthie wasn’t as grounded as she was, she would have imagined she was there with him just now. Back in his past, reliving that haunted memory. Arthie knew it could not have been easy to tell her any of this.


“Why you?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” Matteo said. “Perhaps I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


No, there was more to it than that. Arthie knew how certain people worked, and as elusive and secretive as Lady Linden was, she was the sort of person who did nothing without a reason. There was always a why. She wouldn’t have decided to turn Matteo at random.


“And mind you, she wore that mask before she was even crowned. She was protecting her identity, playing this game of duality, before the Council gave her what she wanted. I just don’t know how she knew of vampires when very few did. I certainly didn’t. But turning me was a reckless, risky move, and she had to have had a good deal of vampire knowledge in order to do it.”


“We know that people in search of power and status will use anything to get what they want,” Arthie said. But why vampires when there were so many other ways to achieve what the Ram had? That, Arthie didn’t know.


Matteo scoffed. “She certainly found both.”


Every Ettenian, immigrant or otherwise, knew how the Ram rose to power, crowning herself as monarch shortly after the Wolf of White Roaring went on his rampage. The empire was in disarray and Ettenians were afraid. When the monarch at the time did nothing, she did. She placated the people, she promised restrictions, gave the public law and order where there was none. She had been prepared, speaking with a surety no other would, a surety that could only come from having a solid knowledge of vampires. She was Ettenia’s savior, and she was rewarded with the title of monarch because of it.


“That’s what the unrest out there reminds you of,” Arthie said as she realized. “The days after.” After your rampage, she wanted to say.


Matteo nodded, pursing his lips. There was a correlation there, Arthie knew. The turmoil might not have been part of the Ram’s original plan, but she was certainly making use of it.


“I tried going back to the facility with Penn later, but it was gone. Empty. As if I imagined it,” Matteo continued. “While she went ahead and knocked me down to climb to this empire’s highest position. I made her what she is today. And now I learn she’s Lady Linden? I painted for her.”


Arthie had never heard such anger in his voice, so much emotion quivering in his tone.


“At some point, I went home,” Matteo whispered, lost in a memory. “I killed my father. Not because I hated him, Arthie, but because he tried to hurt me. Then my mother. I couldn’t stop myself. I was so painfully hungry and angry at once. It wasn’t even a true hunger in the sense of the word. I never fed. Just craved. It was as if I was trapped inside my body—”


“Watching it happen with no control,” Arthie finished softly. “I know.”


“And you’re the only one I know who does,” he said with a small smile.


It should have stirred something positive in her. It should have deepened their companionship because someone else understood her. Instead, it unsettled her. Because you’ve never had anyone like that before.


“You see now, don’t you?” Matteo asked, pinning her with his emerald gaze. “She’s still our enemy.”


“I never said otherwise.”


“No, but you were allowing yourself to be distracted by our predicament. Blaming yourself when in truth she is wholly at fault.”


Arthie didn’t know how true that was, but she said nothing.


“We didn’t fail that night.”


Her eyes flicked up in surprise.


“I know that’s what you’re thinking,” Matteo said. “But you’re a new version of yourself. As are Flick and Jin. I’d wager even I am. As powerful as we might think Lady Linden is as both the Ram and head of the EJC, we’re ignoring how powerful we’ve become. We haven’t given ourselves the chance to unleash it.”


Arthie’s thoughts were typically separated into clear lines, each one connected to its pertinent information. They were buried beneath a fog now. She had indeed called the massacre and the days leading up to it a failure, but Matteo was right. They’d successfully infiltrated the Athereum, they’d learned the Ram’s true identity, they’d successfully retrieved the ledger, the Ram’s most incriminating possession. They hadn’t failed. Admitting defeat was exactly what the Ram would want.


But Arthie couldn’t shake the feeling that she had failed when it came to Penn and the members of the press who had died that night. She had failed when it came to Flick, when it came to Jin.


Matteo pulled open the drawer beside the bed and took out something shiny. Arthie’s heart lurched at the sight. Calibore.


“You found it,” she said, taking it from him. And cleaned it, she thought. There wasn’t a speck of blood on its grip, the silver as pristine as the etched black filigree.


“I couldn’t leave a part of you behind. Secondly, here. It’s dated more than a week ago, but we were busy.” Matteo handed her a newspaper and waited for her to read the headline.


LIFE WAS LIKE A CUP OF TEA: THE END WAS INEVITABLE.


It was about Spindrift. About the Casimirs who ran it, and what a shame it was that an unattended teapot had caused the fire that brought it tumbling down.


Arthie read it again. An unattended teapot. That was the story White Roaring would believe? That Arthie and her crew were reckless enough to let a teapot bubble over and burn down an establishment she had spent years nurturing? She read it a second time, each pass clearing the dust and grime to unearth the girl who she was on the date of the paper, rousing her anger and need for vengeance from a slumber until her mind was as clear as if she were a compass finally landing true.


“Inevitable,” she scoffed. If Arthie Casimir wrote for the press, she’d have fired herself for such a headline. One, it was a grotty way to speak of her prestigious tearoom. Two, this was White Roaring. The undead removed any such permanence from endings.


Spindrift would rise from the grave, just as everything the Ram stood for became buried in another. Arthie swore upon it. With a sigh, she tossed the newspaper aside, letting it seesaw to the rug knotted in varying shades of crimson.


It settled with a whisper of a rustle as resolution settled in her unbeating heart. If only she could show Jin, to grouse and mock it with him.


“Thirdly,” he said, and held out a glass. A flute, slender and crystal clear, filled to the brim with blood.


She looked away with a swallow. She hated that her stomach growled at the sight of it. She hated that she wanted it. Needed it.


“Drinking for your sustenance is not the same as what happened on that boat,” he said, because he understood. He knew.


It tasted the same. Arthie hadn’t drunk from any of the poor souls she had slaughtered, but their blood had spattered. It found its way into her mouth, coated her lips. Arthie knew it was sustenance; she knew it was as simple as needing to fuel herself, but she’d lost a part of herself that day—and after, in Penn’s own house. She’d committed acts that defied her own logic, that ignored her own wishes. She had not been in control during those moments, and Arthie loathed not being in control.


“You drank from me,” he added softly. “This is no different.”


“But it was, and you know that,” Arthie said, flicking her eyes to his. She drank in the heat of the moment, in the throes of death. She stared at his extended hand and the glistening glass. She spoke her next words with a promise. “One day.”


He nodded, setting the glass on the cart beside him. “I would offer you coconut water, but I have none.”


She would survive. She was in control now, and if she refused to drink blood, to cling desperately to the shriveling shreds of her humanity, then so be it.


Someone banged their fist on the door. “Andoni!”


With a miffed expression, Matteo rose and opened it. “What?”


Arthie could see the Athereum hall, the wallpaper and the lacquered wood. It was hard not to be reminded of Penn wherever she looked. Framed in the doorway was a vampire, silver-haired and tall.


Sidharth. One of Penn’s closest friends.


He stepped inside without invitation, his grin overshadowed by the havoc in his dark gaze. “Arthie Casimir, you live!”


“Did you expect otherwise?” Arthie asked.


Sidharth sank into the armchair with a sigh. “Never. We brown-skinned folk are a tough bunch.”


“Why are you here?” Matteo asked, offering no niceties of his own. “She’s still recovering.”


“I know,” Sidharth said, looking as though he’d missed several nights of sleep, and vampires didn’t even need sleep. “It’s wretched. The streets are full of Horned Guard. The riots started badly enough, now it looks like the entire city is out there, and we’ve just learned it’s not only because of the press massacre. Humans are turning up missing too.”


“I wish I could summon surprise,” Matteo said.


Sidharth nodded. “As of yesterday. Of all the years for Penn to die.”


He spoke the words callously, but Arthie caught the crack in his voice at the end.


Matteo walked to Sidharth’s side and gave his shoulder a squeeze. “He wouldn’t have wanted anyone else to take the mantle.”


“You’re head now?” Arthie asked.


Sidharth nodded wearily.


“Do we know who’s responsible for the disappearances?” Matteo asked.


“According to everyone out there, we are. There have been ‘clear indications’ a vampire stole them. Since when did vampires do that? I greatly doubt he put up a sign saying I STOLE A HUMAN, TA-RA! Oh, we’re also drinking their blood and killing them, I’ve been told. My vampires are barely leaving the premises because of the mayhem out there. Mind you, I don’t know who’s taking advantage of the chaos and kidnapping humans—”


“The Ram is,” Arthie said.


“Whatever for?” Sidharth asked almost hysterically.


Arthie picked up Calibore and gathered her sari. “You said the streets are full of Horned Guard. She’s on the lookout for us and her ledger, but is this no different than the aftermath of the Wolf of White Roaring?”


Sidharth’s silence was answer enough. She didn’t look at Matteo. She didn’t want to give anything away.


“That was twenty years ago. Ettenia’s fear of vampires hasn’t been as pressing as it was then. This is the perfect moment to ramp it up again and garner support. The more the masses fear, the more they turn to her.”


Fear was a weapon the powerful wielded time and time again with excellent results.


“And on the other side of it, she’s using the uproar to distract everyone, more importantly, us.”


Sidharth blinked at her. “I’m too tired to know what you mean there.”


“From the vampires she’s weaponizing.”


He didn’t look convinced. “Of everything we have going on, how can we be sure?”


The Ram might have killed scores of people that night and burned down Spindrift, but she did both in retaliation. She was hurting because she’d lost her ledger, that one book Arthie had risked their lives to retrieve from within these very walls.


The one book full of her secrets.


“Because that was the ledger’s biggest secret. And when I kept it instead of handing it back, she knew we’d joined Penn’s cause. We lost Spindrift because of it,” Arthie said. “Along with Penn himself, Jin, and the press who gathered that night.”


Outside, shouts rose like a rushing wave. A window shattered somewhere; people cheered.


Sidharth sighed. “If they’re blaming that night on vampires, I wouldn’t be surprised if you and your crew were named responsible too. Nevertheless, I know you were just dead, but have you a plan?”


“When have I not been a criminal?” Arthie asked. It was true, she was no stranger to being on the run and avoiding the Ram’s guard, but the danger was greater now, infinitely more acute. She hadn’t just snatched Calibore from White Roaring Square or decided to run a secret and illegal bloodhouse; she’d stolen something the Ram desperately needed. “But yes, I do.”


Because Jin had weighed heavily on her mind even through the torment of her recovery, and with this plan, not only would she throw sand in the gears of the Ram’s weaponization of vampires and expansion of Ettenia’s colonies, but she’d earn Jin’s forgiveness too.


“Penn said Jin’s parents created the silver inoculation the Ram’s using to weaponize vampires, right? We don’t know if they’re alive, but we—”


“They are,” Sidharth said.


Arthie paused, surprised he even knew anything about them. “Penn said it was uncertain.”


Sidharth nodded. “He and I were to have a discussion about them, but now we never will, eh? I’ll never know what he wanted to speak of, but my understanding was that he didn’t want the boy—Jin, is it?—going after them.”


Arthie furrowed her brow. That was an odd wish. What sort of reason did he have to keep Jin from seeking out his own parents?


Matteo wasn’t paying attention. “Find his parents, and we’ll get answers that’ll lead to the vampires. Find the vampires, and we’ll stop the operation entirely.”


“That’s the idea,” Arthie said.


But first, she needed the Ram’s ledger. For that, she needed Flick. And Jin too, if she was being honest.


“Whatever I can provide, let me know,” Sidharth said. “I won’t tell you to trust everyone here, but those of us you can trust will do what we can.”


Arthie’s circle had tightened even more now that Penn and Laith were gone. She didn’t plan on trusting Jin’s parents either. She might not know under what circumstances the Siwangs worked for the Ram, but Arthie wasn’t one to operate by giving anyone the benefit of the doubt.


“All right,” she said, and swung her feet to the floor, standing for the first time in days. Outside, the riots echoed like a heartbeat. “Can you take us out of here? Let’s please get our crew back together.”
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JIN


Sweet Poppy’s Pastries was closed for the third day in a row, which didn’t do wonders for Jin’s already sour mood. He wanted to step through its doors and walk past the glass boxes filled with flaky, buttery goods, oozing jam and dusted in sugar and drizzled in chocolate. He knew he couldn’t taste any, but a feast could be had with more than just a tongue. Or so he told himself because he was hungry and hadn’t had a sip of blood since the evening he’d turned.


Like his life, White Roaring had changed. Where danger once lingered in the shadows and the shelter of night, it was now bold and loud, dealt by the hands of the angry and afraid. So many members of the press had died that night, but humans had begun disappearing off the streets too. Missing, gone, killed, the people were shouting. No one knew anything for certain, only that it was a vampire that had done it.


Jin could guess whether that was true.


Horned Guard were everywhere, but the Ram was letting it happen, letting anger fester. As if she wanted the people distracted, as if she couldn’t care less about what was happening in Ettenia anymore.


Places like the pastry shop were closed, windows shuttered as people either hid away or marched, fists waving for answers, armed with stakes and whatever makeshift weapons they could scrounge.


It was altogether ridiculous.


The Ettenians’ fear of vampires had amplified because of a falsehood: The Ram’s forces had taken the lives of those reporters, not the vampires of the Athereum where it had happened. It was the Ram who had waltzed through the Athereum’s doors and looked at Flick and all but said, Oh, and here’s yet another surprise: I’m your mother! moments before she put a bullet in Jin. And the theatrics didn’t end there. Miraculously, Arthie turned out to be a vampire and made him one too.


Jin scoffed. It sounded straight out of a novel, really.


Except, despite the winding, twisting, death-filled plot of this novel, the most gut-wrenching part of it was the fact that Arthie had lied to his face for the past ten years.


And he couldn’t stop being so damned angry about it.


Jin rolled the crick out of his neck and flipped a chair around. The four feet thudded in the quiet of the empty classroom, dust pluming gold in the dim light of the lantern on a desk. His bullet wound throbbed dully, an ache and reminder. He sat down, adjusted his legs. Rested his arms on the back of the chair.


He was taking his time.


There was another chair across from him, with a graceless middle-aged man in a uniform that was worn and streaked with more than one patch of dirt. Jin had lured him here with small talk that had transformed into tiny threats—shiny words that were once almost second nature but seemed to be extra demanding to draw out now that this anger was running rampant in his veins.


The longer Jin took, the louder the rough ricochet of the man’s breathing became and the more he strained against the ropes strapping him down. And Jin, being a vampire, could hear everything with infuriating clarity. There was much about being a vampire that Jin had not anticipated. It was known that vampires had heightened senses, but no one spoke of how overwhelming that could quickly become.


The man whimpered. Poor sod looked much like a puppy in a thunderstorm.


Jin smiled his cheeriest, kindest smile. Outside, the early winter wind slammed fists against the walls, and the unrest across White Roaring roared past.


He glanced down at the near-illegible note he’d gotten from the last bloke he’d met. Admittedly, he’d charmed the words out of that one, but his patience was wearing thin—as though he’d been at it for months and years, and not a handful of days since that night at the Athereum meeting hall.


Strictly speaking, Jin had been in search of his parents for months and years, but this was different.


“Coll, is it?” he asked.


Coll didn’t answer. As expected. Jin had time. He laughed bitterly. He had all the time in the world now—literally.


“I was told you’re one of the few people last in contact with Mister and Missus Siwang, several months ago. Do you remember?”


Coll still had nothing to say. And in the empty silence, Jin heard the blood rushing through the man’s veins, a fountain of sweet nectar waiting for a pair of fangs.


Jin ground his jaw tight and straightened his cuff. He leveled his gaze on Coll again.


Maybe you ought to remove the rope from between his teeth, brother, Arthie suggested in his thoughts. You might get an answer out of him then.


He couldn’t shake her voice no matter how hard he tried. The past seven days were excruciating enough, but having to hear her wry tone at every turn made it worse.


“What ever would I do without you, sister,” Jin seethed. He was frustrated. Betrayed.


Still, he’d gone after her that night, when Penn had fallen and she’d disappeared after Laith. He was still finding his footing, his mouth too full of teeth, his body yearning for blood in a way he’d never thirsted for anything before. He had watched her die by Laith’s hand, watched as Matteo took her away. Jin hadn’t known she was a half vampire who could be turned into a full one. He hadn’t known she was any percentage of a vampire to begin with.


She’d lied to him, time and time again—or omitted the truth, or whatever excuse she would use. It didn’t matter what she had to say because, in the end, the fact remained: She hadn’t trusted him.


He shoved her out of his mind. He had other tasks to attend to: such as finding his parents. Penn had told him they were a resource to the Ram, which meant they were likely alive, and Jin had spent the past week hunting every lead he could. He would find them, free them from the Ram’s shackles and be done with it.


The Ram had taken his parents, Spindrift, his life, but he had been given a second chance, and he wasn’t going to let her interfere in his life anymore. Her. He still hadn’t come to terms with the fact that the Ram wasn’t a faceless creature. She was Flick’s mother. And Flick was her daughter, the daughter of a woman who loathed vampires, which meant—Jin wouldn’t dwell on those thoughts.


He reached over and ripped the rope out of Coll’s mouth, leaving it hanging around his neck.


“I don’t know, a’right?” Coll sputtered, spittle flying everywhere.


The lantern flickered, sparks flying. There was a time when Jin would close his eyes and see the orange of a fire—now he saw red. Crimson that had been spilled and stolen, crimson that he craved. And to think he’d once craved pastries with that same passion, sweet treats he could still chew and swallow, if he enjoyed the taste of ash.


Jin flinched and wiped the back of his hand on his thigh. “You’re going to have to be a little more specific.”


“I dunno where the Siwangs are,” Coll shouted. “I don’t even know who they are.”


“Saying it louder doesn’t make your lie any more true,” Jin said calmly. Coll started bellowing something else, but Jin held up a hand. “Please, Coll, stop contributing to my loss of hearing.”


Coll slumped back as much as the ropes would allow.


“Let’s try this again,” Jin started. Normally, he would entice his marks, goad them, or finagle the response he wanted to hear. He couldn’t muster any such thing now, but he would try. “You’re a courier, yes?”


Coll nodded.


“And you make deliveries?”


Coll nodded again.


“Right. Then where, dear sir, did you deliver a ten-kilo parcel of liquid silver?”


His parents were scientists, ingenious and well-known throughout Ettenia. Enough that the Ram burned down their house, leaving Jin for dead. He’d spent the past ten years uncertain if they were alive until Penn told him they had fashioned a silver inoculation currently being used to weaponize vampires.


Which meant that much liquid silver could only have gone to one place: their laboratory. Wherever that was.


Coll whimpered and strained against the ropes again. The man was clearly in a rush to be somewhere.


Jin brandished a pistol from the holster at his side. He had never liked guns. He loathed them even more now that shooting someone meant he flirted with the possibility of flying into a blood-hungry frenzy.


Still, they made for a good threat, especially when a silver-tongue was in short supply.


“I—I swear,” Coll belted out. The room was beginning to stink of piss, further souring Jin’s mood. The man was about as useful as a chocolate teapot, and threatening him wasn’t going well.


He slipped the pistol back into his holster with exaggerated movements. Coll noticed, and his whimpering slowed.


“I’m sorry, Coll,” Jin said with a sigh, leaning close as if they were about to share a secret.


Coll hiccupped, confusion flashing over his features at Jin’s sudden change.


“Neither of us wants to be here, eh? I know I’d much rather be at home sipping a good cup of tea or—” Jin cut himself off, looking to Coll expectantly.


“Cocoa,” he contributed. “Mum makes a good cup.”


He would have laughed at the portrait of the old man running home to his mother, but Jin didn’t even have a home. He still spoke of Spindrift as if it stood strong, as if it weren’t a pile of rubble at the top of the street.


“Mum’s cocoa,” Jin continued with a nod. “But I’m not allowed to leave until you tell me what I need, and you’re not allowed to leave until you tell me what I need. It appears we’re both in the same predicament. Help a bloke out, will you?”


Coll processed his words, searching for a lie before he nodded. “I—I was told to hand the package off to a woman at White Roaring Square. She never arrived.”


Jin waited.


“I know nothing else, I swear,” Coll said. He tried for a feeble smile. “Sha—shall we go get warm, then?”


There was more to his answer. Jin heard the however in his tone, heard the way he was abusing Jin’s kindness, and so, his patience shriveled into the cold again.


Jin sighed and rose, glancing back over his shoulder when he heard a sound at the door to the schoolroom, instinctively concerned Arthie had found him. But Arthie had her ways, and Jin knew all of them. He glanced over his shoulder again.


Almost all of them, anyway.


The fright returned to the courier’s face, nothing compared to the ugliness thrashing inside Jin. A writhing thing of rage and pain, betrayal and the need to do something. He picked up his umbrella, twirled it. He waited. One beat, two. Coll remained silent.


Jin slammed the umbrella into Coll’s foot.


There was a sickening crunch before the courier screamed.


He could very nearly hear Flick’s gasp. That was positively diabolical! she would say if she were here, but she wasn’t here to keep him tame. And Coll worked for the EJC, the shipping conglomerate working side by side with the empire, stealing land, resources, and artifacts, uncaring for the ruin they left in their wake.


Pity was hard to scrounge.


Jin bent to meet Coll’s eyes. “I heard this was the same foot you used to kick your daughter when she didn’t dance to your tune. Oh, don’t look so surprised. I’m a Casimir, Coll. Can’t expect me not to know. Is that why you’re back with Mummy? Because your wife had enough?” He moved his umbrella to the man’s other foot, resting the point over his laces. “Care for another?”


It was a question he would ask patrons in Spindrift with a pot of tea in his hand.


“No! Please, no, Mr. Casimir!” Coll shouted. “After the woman didn’t show, I took the package to the address myself, and it was empty, yeah? Completely empty. A big old warehouse with nothing in it? I thought, hmm, that’s bonkers. It looked like they left in a hurry too. Rubbish everywhere. But I wanted to get paid, so I looked around and just when I gave up, I found a scrap of paper on the floor with another address.”


To empty out an entire warehouse and move locations was strange, unless one was in danger of being caught, unless . . . the ledger, the Ram’s personal agenda where she recorded her every move, from names to transactions. It was missing for far longer than Jin and the others had taken possession of it. Of course she would be making strides to change locations and distract from whatever her own notes might reveal.


Jin could only hope that didn’t extend to his parents.


“And?” he asked.


“It was the address to their new place. They’re—they’re doing something in there. Something bad.”


Jin paused. “In where?”


“I heard crying. No, no. What’s the word—keening? I heard keening,” he continued, gasping along the way. “Like the people inside were in pain. That’s how I knew I wasn’t supposed to be there.”


The missing vampires? Jin didn’t know, so he glanced to his right before he caught himself. He had been looking for Arthie. To share a glance in which they would have an entire, wordless conversation.


He ignored the pang in his chest.


“Was it a laboratory?” Jin asked.


Coll shook his head in tiny spasms. “It was a—an EJC shipping warehouse.”


Jin’s hope spiraled again. He forced his thoughts afloat to keep them from drowning.


Shipping warehouses didn’t store, they shipped. There wasn’t room for storage when White Roaring’s ports were so busy, cargo moving in and out within days, sometimes hours.


If Coll delivered liquid silver to a shipping warehouse, that meant . . . that meant it was being sent out of White Roaring.


“Are you certain it was a shipping warehouse?” Jin asked.


Coll nodded. “I saw them loading a container and coming back with empty carts. They were shipping all right.”


Jin bit the inside of his cheek. It was no wonder he hadn’t found his parents. They weren’t even here. Ettenia might not have been large, but he could count on one hand the number of times he’d left White Roaring.


“Where are the goods being shipped? What city?” Jin asked.


The courier was rocking back and forth as tears streaked down his freckled face. There was a time when a sight like this would stir pity and sympathy. That was before Spindrift was burned to the ground, before he’d seen death sweep across a room, before he’d woken up in a pool of his own blood and the streets had turned angry.


Jin set the umbrella on the man’s foot once again.


“I don’t know where! Delivering the silver was the extent of my job, a’right?”


Just as Jin knew that was the extent of what he’d get out of the courier.


“Good man.” Jin circled behind Coll, slicing a knife through the ropes binding his wrists. “Much obliged.”


Jin picked up his things from the dusty table he’d dragged over to their interrogation area. Coll wasn’t the first one he’d bound to a chair in his search for his parents. And there were no limits to what he would do to find them. When Jin was dying and Matteo had come asking if he wanted to be turned, Arthie following swiftly after to complete the deed, Jin had only agreed because of his parents.


And Arthie. Because she needs me, said a voice. He buried it deep.


Coll looked up at him. “What about my foot?”


“What about it?” Jin asked. “You’ve got another, haven’t you? And I’m getting hungry now, so I suggest you leave.”


Coll stood on trembling legs with a muffled cry. He took a single, hobbling step and turned back to Jin. “I—”


Jin bared his fangs.


It was the cure Coll needed. He sprinted with the vigor of a man half his age and with two working legs, huffing out the door without a backward glance.


And then Jin was alone.


“Now what, sister?” he asked in the silence.


Arthie didn’t reply.


He sighed. He almost wished, just then, that she would outsmart him as she always did and step through the doors with that devilish glint in her eyes. He ran his tongue along the points of his fangs, and a thought he’d been avoiding snuck through the noise in his head once more: What did Flick think of him? She had been raised with a strong dislike for vampires. She was the daughter of the woman weaponizing vampires.


No. That was unfair to Flick. It was why she’d chosen a name of her own. To be her own person, to draw some semblance of a divide between herself and her mother. Jin didn’t think she’d fully realized why herself. If his mother was both head of the criminal EJC and monarch of the colonizing monstrosity otherwise known as home, he’d probably do the same.


Flick! That was it. She was the one he needed. Flick had been tasked with protecting the Ram’s ledger that night. If there was any way to find out which city the silver was being sent to and where his parents were being kept, it was there. There was always the chance the Ram might have moved them, but if Coll could sleuth and find what he needed, Jin could do the same. He might not know what Flick thought of him, but there was only one way to find out.


He slid his tinted specs over his eyes and popped his collar, opening up his umbrella as he stepped out into the evening fog. He kept his head low, ignoring the mobs.


“To the Athereum!” people were yelling.


“Join our cause, lad,” someone shouted at him.


Jin pretended not to hear. Someone who should not be in possession of a machete was waving it around, and Jin narrowly avoided a slice through his sleeve. Beside him, a woman pumped a wooden stake in the air. Jin kept his mouth closed and his fangs out of view, surprised by a sudden rupture of fear in his veins.


He could die for no fault of his own. He could die because of a description of what he was. He could die because of someone’s misplaced anger, because they believed a lie, and it was a harrowing thought indeed.
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