
        
            
                
            
        

    
ALSO BY I.V. OPHELIA
[image: ]


THE POISONER SERIES

The Poisoner

The Arachnid

The Cannibal

THE LUMINARY

Florescentia

Obscuria

Fruit of the Flesh


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]



[image: a snake logo. Words say “I.V.Ophelia” on top, “The Poisoner” on the bottom.]


The Cannibal

First Edition

Copyright © 2026 by I.V.Ophelia

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Proudly human-made. No AI was used to write, plot, or create this book. No part of this publication may be used to train AI software.

ivophelia.com


DEDICATION
[image: ]


To the love-starved. 

Eat your darlings and savor them well.

—I.V. Ophelia


CONTENT WARNING
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This is a Gothic Romance and will include explicit sexual scenes. As the title suggests, there will be depictions of cannibalism. The book will also have elements of horror, which means there may be descriptions of violence and blood. Some themes may be triggering to those who suffer from disordered eating. The subjects of this book may be triggering to those who are sensitive to discussions regarding reproductive or birth trauma (past events not on page, discussion only). Some scenes include BDSM concepts, which in reality would be performed by experienced partners who have had extensive talks about trust, consent, and boundaries. None of the scenes should be taken as a tutorial as they may be dangerous, including but not limited to inappropriate uses of firearms, foreign objects, and overall limits of the human body. As always, depiction is not endorsement.


PROLOGUE



Alove as steadfast as arsenic, a pair as deadly as so.

Dreadfully, indisputably, made for each other.
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The only way to battle the redolence of a dead body is with the merciless spice of isotox in your lungs, burning away any other scent in the form of fresh-cut lilies.

First the breaths were shallow, then deeper, crackling as they filled with air, then deflated in defeat.

Light veiled over the dark, a glow of the outside. The sound of a soft wind came next, I could breathe as it did, mimicking life until my body believed it, then soon my mind came to consciousness.

A mobile horn bellowed so sharp it made my stagnant head dizzy. Too loud.

When my eyes opened, it was a softer light than expected. A blur of cream, some flashes bouncing from the window glass, refractions scattering as quick as they came, like fleeing sprites. Everything was beige or white, the lighting made it hard to tell.

Above me, a canopy, then posts of a bed. Fabric of the frame curtains thick, buttery, and double-faced. The light caught on some of the threads, a silky sheen in the color of buttercream.

The walls were blank, unused. No dresser, no other furnishings, not even a side table. Just a chair placed to my left.

No.

The moment I shot upright was the second I regretted it. Pain in my abdomen, my head too. Some great claw had grasped me and wouldn’t unlatch its talons. A wave of nausea turned me in case I had to expel, not that I felt I had anything to do so.

As my hand propped me on my side, a crisp crunching could be heard beneath it.

A brittle, long-browned rose under my palm. Not just there, everywhere. The bed was almost completely covered in bundles of rosemary, forget-me-nots, roses, helichrysum, and red carnations; a grand portrait of a garden in all stages of its cycle. The freshest addition, white lilies. All of which surrounded a silhouette of where I lay.

If my only company was decay, what did that make me?

There were better questions, but the perpetual fog had yet to lift from my mind. The room was disorienting.

It took a couple swallows to properly salivate, my lungs rattled with every gulp of breath, struggling to expand like a new wineskin.

The bunches of flora rustled to the ground as I moved my legs off the bed, slower this time so as not to invite another fit of my apparent migraine.

The windows were open, the tall panes nearly touching the ceiling, the drapes just as lush and long. The light hazed as the thin fabric beckoned, dancing from the inviting breeze.

My toes touched the floor, but they were just coming out of their numbness. Only a slight coolness on the skin.

I pushed myself up. The sheer nightdress hung off my shoulder, brushing against my legs as I approached the window. I collapsed in front of it, taking hold of the windowsill as my knees knocked against the parquet hardwood.

The breeze hit my face, forcing air into my lungs, which stopped my breathing as I tried to adjust. I brushed the hair from my face. It stuck to my skin in tendrils, the humidity making the air feel a bit cooler.

More windows in my view, another building across the street. The road below was teeming with people, carriages, mobiles. The sooty smell of smoke and gasoline stinging more than the lilies.

Am I back in London?

I looked to my left. No, not London.

At the end of the street, a vast green space. Trees and grass, a pond, people walking among little sheep grazing; you could barely tell them apart from so far away. Then, on the other side, more buildings. My window was nearly on the corner of the street. This is Manhattan.

I sat down on my knees, away from the edge of the window to take a proper look at the room behind me.

The ceilings were tall like a palace, expert molding along the walls and around fixtures. It almost didn’t need decor for it to look luxurious.

One foot, then the other, using my grip on the molding of the wall to lift myself up. My knees cracked and whined with every step like unoiled hinges.

Another swallow battled the dryness that consumed my mouth. After a rough gulp of nothing, the saliva began to form at a snail’s pace. The cracks of my lips were painful the more I moved them. If I opened my mouth any wider, my lips may split and bleed.

I coughed finally. My body was finally catching up with its irritated state.

The thirst began to register, along with the new aches that introduced themselves. A sterile smell on my skin, not unlike the patients back at the hospital from rag washing.

Before me were double French doors with ornate brass handles. Perfectly intact, clean, polished. If I grabbed them, would they open? Am I prepared for their being locked? If I am trapped once more? I was almost unwilling to find out, but there was nothing else to do but try.

My fingers wrapped around the handle, adjusting their grip. The numbness now worn off, I could feel everything. The door, the temperature, the pain in my abdomen, my head, the deep-rooted ache that burrowed everywhere it could.

The door opened with ease, not even a creak.

Scratchy, arid arrangements were swept out of the way on the other side of the door, little cracked leaves trailing in the door’s path. It settled on me, then.

The flowers covering the bed, outside of the door. These were funeral flowers, and when the flowers were fresh, there would have been a postmortem photograph taken before they were allowed to wither.

Blooms well past their prime crumbled between my toes and the stone transition of the floor.

The hallway was empty, quiet.

Rosalia marble stretched the length of it, many tall windows not unlike the one in the room, creating bay overwatch areas. Small tables within the nooks held freshly manicured arrangements. Along the wall were small displays and antique decor.

There was no reason for my hesitance other than my disorientation. Nothing seemed amiss, I was still in New York, just not where I last remembered. Yet there was very little trust that I was in good hands.

I stared down at my own hands. Pale, but I was no specter. I was as real as the crumpled foliage piled in the bed.

My palm swept across the leaves of a potted fern along the wall. It was lush and green, waxy to the touch. The light was filtered now, orange. It was afternoon, not morning. Which means it will likely be dark soon.

Move, I urged myself.

Voices echoed from somewhere, vibrating in my ears and tickling my jaw in the process.

I couldn’t walk fully, only limp. What happens if I’m seen? Will they throw me back in the room, whoever they are?

On the wall, a mounted display of pristine sixteenth-century rifles with bayonets under a painting of hunting dogs on a fox chase. I pulled one from the hooks, the gun heavier than expected, but that could easily be my fatigue.

A curdling of my stomach pinched me, along with a wave of lightheadedness. My vision blared with vivid colors in between the pulses of pain in my skull.

I tucked myself behind a curtain within a bay window area.

The voices were closer, laughing, merry chatter.

Below me on the outside, people walked along the pavement. If I shouted, would they hear? Would they see?

A cold sweat made the solid piece of wood and brass between my fingers hard to grip, the weight not as manageable, but there weren’t many other options. I couldn’t steady my heart, each beat makes me tremble, there was no satiating it. There was no point counting the beats; it was all too fast. It was loud, so incredibly furious in my ear.

Two women passed, a blonde and brunette I could only see from behind as their voices chimed, their words jumbled as if my brain couldn’t work fast enough to decipher them. Dressed in fine silks, daywear put to good use after an afternoon of parading.

The scent of something was in my nose again, different this time. It was like a rich perfume oil, except I couldn’t place any notes.

When the voices dampened, I moved. The farther I ventured down to the end of the hallway, the more voices I heard. A small crowd, I guessed. Mumbling, chattering, some laughter.

I leaned against the wall, clutching the gun to my chest.

There was no doubt now that I was in a Nest. There may be too many to take on myself. There was no gunpowder in the rifle. No, it was too clean. Display only. But the bayonet was sharp and solid, it would have to do.

My toes curled against the marble before stretching again. Don’t fail me now, throw me out the window if you have to, I thought, as if my own legs would respond back.

On the other side of the wall, a melodic voice. It tickled my ears. My mind swam, searching for the familiarity. It was just on the tip of my tongue, a hazy image in my mind as I searched.

“No!” A shout. Phoebe.

As promised, my legs carried me in what could have been my last twenty seconds of being brave, of being strong. A shot of adrenaline so fierce I forgot that my stomach was ready to shrivel and expel. Enough to where the colors around me burst into vividness, enough to make my eyes tingle, they were on fire. If it weren’t for adrenaline, I’d be sick.

The rifle pressed into my shoulder, pointed straight with my last thread of strength.

A grand, red room. The chandelier so dazzling, I had to squint. A giant parlor palm in an ornate vase, so large, in fact, there was bench seating around it. The mirrored walls made it seem larger; it frankly didn’t need it. A parlor room gilded as if it were built by Catholics.

Screams cracked in my ear, a mass of movement around the room as people stood. They clutched one another, staring.

They were staring at me, in abject horror.

“Alina . . .”

I swung, the rifle pointing to the voice. The crowd ducked the barrel like they were some sort of tidal wave.

At the end of the bayonet, wide green eyes.

She was as I remembered her, like I was watching a memory of her from before, a return of what was once familiar. Swathed in a lustrous pink day dress, it matched her cheeks. Her hair is so vibrant, red and curled in a perfect silhouette. Except her face was different, taut with an unpleasant kind of surprise, a deep sadness ready to unwind in front of me.

My eyes hurt, the sickness was beginning to tingle at the back of my head, the pulsing of my temples almost too much to bear. It was hard to swallow, or perhaps the words were just getting stuck.

So many words could have come. An apology was my first impulse. The only thing that came was a recoiled weep.

With one shaky step forward, I dropped the gun and my legs gave out.

Phoebe hooked her arms under mine and held me up. Her silk-covered fingers grasped at my nightgown, my hair, whatever she could to hold me up.

I couldn’t control it any longer, the pain came all at once and released all the same, in a cry into her bluebell-scented hair.

In the mirrored wall, uncertain shuffling and hysterical faces shifted between the bleary view. When I looked at us, though, Phoebe and I . . . I saw her back. It was her. I saw my own fingers grasping the fabric as I embraced her.

What looked back at me was not me. There was a horrifying sight, pale with black-filled eyes.

My reflection was no longer recognizable.

A creature had replaced me.


2
[image: ]
THE POISONER



The dead flowers crumbled against the bedding, and the silence between us was just as fragile.

The tips of my fingers were no longer red, not like they used to be. The scratching of boar bristles pulled at my hair, then fingers gentle enough to weave through.

Phoebe sat behind me as my legs hung off the edge of the bed.

It was never awkward like this between us, but it seems more things had changed than expected. There were questions, I just wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answers yet. The tension was palpable, unyielding.

“What . . .” I swallowed hard, the dryness returning. “What happened?”

Phoebe’s brushstroke caught, then continued again. “I think you need some time to come to it before I explain. Rest knowing you are safe, everyone is safe.”

The answer did not give me the ease she thought it would, but it clipped the urgency.

She stood and picked through a pile of clothing draped over the single chair.

“I know you prefer black, but it’s predicted to be the hottest week of the year. I figured green would be fine,” she rattled off, just not as excitedly as she may have before.

She placed a couple underthings and a corset onto the bed.

My eyes could only follow her, feeling worse since speaking.

She gave me a pitiful look. “I know, but getting dressed will help you feel better. Let the corset hold you straight for a while.” Her smile was kind, but it was because she thought I was delicate. Like reminding a sickly person to eat something of substance.

A sigh of defeat before I stood, dropping the nightgown from my shoulders.

It pooled at the floor over my feet, my body not how I remembered it. All my hard work from tending our farmhouse wasted away to bedrest, not much muscle left. The paleness was expected, as that’s how I was naturally, so my sickly state was nothing but ghostly.

No, it was the fine white line up my abdomen that gave me pause.

My fingers trembled as they ran over the raised edge. I plucked a couple stitches still yet to degrade.

“Don’t look at it.” Phoebe’s hands covered mine. “Alina.”

Reluctantly, my eyes met hers. They were glassy.

“How long,” I choked. “How long was I asleep?”

Phoebe’s lip trembled. “Six months.”

She forced the undergarments into my hands as she went back to work on my hair. Based on all the brushing she did, I assumed it was matted.

“My wounds were that severe?” I mumbled.

“You passed.”

“I passed,” I repeated. It was like the words echoed through my mind, becoming louder the more I thought on them. “Does that mean I am no longer⁠—”

“I’m sorry,” she cut me off. No . . . this can’t be right.

The tears welled in my eyes, finding the last bits of moisture within me to expel them, to express no matter how dehydrated I was.

“Who did it?” I trembled, staring down at my hands.

She didn’t answer.

I raised my voice as I turned. “Who did it?”

She couldn’t even look at me.
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If not for the clothing, my body could melt into a blob of gel, held in shape by the sage day dress and a ribbon around my throat. The only thing keeping my form was the corset, squeezing my organs into their rightful place—which sounds unpleasant, but oddly, it helped me move with confidence that they wouldn’t spill onto the tulips along the walkway.

Unlike past suffering, I was too tired to fight it. The state of fragility was to be taken seriously, I knew this, but it brought me no ease or pleasure. All I could do was hope the feeling would go away after some time.

The migraine was subsiding the more fresh air I breathed. Phoebe made me chew on ice chips, which satisfied the itch for now. No matter the hunger, I told myself it was best to go slow, considering my injury may have very well reached some of my insides. With every ache that went away, a new one was discovered. Small, but irritating.

The roof of my mouth was raw, metallic when I licked it. My mouth felt rough, like someone filed down the tissue with a coarse stone. My tongue was numb, split, and had yet to regain movement in the newly formed halves.

The vividness of the park strained my eyes, even if it was beautiful this time of year. Flowers of pinks and yellows, azaleas and roses. Most trees were their most illustrious shades of green. The mallards piddled in the pond, disturbing the algae film from the surface.

The people were just as colorful. The brightest dyes and fashions, their picnics diverse in summer-season produce, the sheep sneaking a bite of grass as they shared the meadow.

Some things never changed. Even after a near-death experience, Phoebe and I still committed to walking the park for breakfast. Well, it was noon. The concept still applied mostly.

Phoebe’s grip on my arm could bruise if she held on any longer. She wore a pleasant smile as easily as the jewels in her ears; wearing, not truly feeling. The anxiety was wafting like the heat off the pavement.

Along the path, she pulled me aside to an ice cream cart.

“I don’t really have the appetite for sweets right now,” I mumbled, watching her hold the glass cone up to my lips.

“It’s best you get this part over with early,” she sighed, a crease in her brow. “Let’s call this an experiment.”

I took it from her hand, dragging my tongue along the white cream. The raw skin of my tongue quivered at the cool sensation, but then a repulsive souring. The swallow was reluctant, but polite, as I handed it back to her.

It was like consuming a medicinal chalk, enough to make your tongue curl and your throat close.

Phoebe took the cone and flicked the cream into a bush, returning the cone to the attendant before we were back on the path.

“How was it?”

“Horrid.” I spat into the grass, covering my mouth as if to prevent something more from coming up. “I thought New York was known for food.”

“It is.” She hummed. “You just can’t taste it.”

“Will all food taste like that?”

“Yes, unless it is bitter, sour, burnt, or meat,” she listed off, like a giddy child reciting the rules of a game. At least she was in a lighter mood, “Oh, or alcoholic.”

There was a period of silence between us, lighter than the last. Just enjoying the serenity of the day, the warm weather and the plentiful flowers. As much as it was hard to get out of bed, she was right about an outing being a sufficient distraction.

“This is really happening,” I whispered.

“I know you have a lot of questions.” She stopped me, taking hold of my hand.

I looked down at them, our gloves a bright white against their surroundings. A glowing intertwining of silk.

“I don’t want you to feel as if things are being hidden from you,” she said quietly, squeezing my fingers between hers. Her eyes met mine, an earnestness in every inflection. “It is a lot to explain, but time is something we have now.”

“My body may be delicate, but my mind is not,” I said stubbornly.

“You have much to learn, and I am ready to teach.” A spritish grin peeled across her face, a small, excited squeal before she pulled me along. “I can’t wait to tell you all the delicious tricks. Much mischief to be had!”

“Phoebe?” I dug down on my heel, pulling her back. “Where is Silas?”

The minute his name left my lips, her shoulders tensed. I caught a twitch of her fine brow, a quirk in her jaw that subsided once she covered it with a smile. “He’s away. Tending to important matters, but will be returning soon, luckily.” The last word was pulled taut, fighting to be perceived as anything except what it was—resentful.

“And that will be . . . ?” I let the sentence trail. “Can I telephone him?”

She shook her head. “He’s on a ship.” She cupped my hand in hers. “Let’s just surprise him when he arrives.”

“What about Luka?”

Every exhale from her was more violent than the last. “He is busy with whatever Silas has brought him to do.”

“What—” My words were cut short by a steadfast pain in my stomach. I nearly doubled over right there in the path.

“Alina.” Phoebe quickly looped her arm in mine, smiling at a pedestrian as she held me up.

“By God, does the pain ever go away?” I gasped, clutching my abdomen as I corrected my posture.

“You haven’t eaten.” Her voice wavered.

My vision began to pulse, dark spots encroaching on the edges. The colors were bright again, the pain in my temple straining with every blink. All at once, everything was too loud or too bright. A babe cried in a pram passing by, thunder trembled in my ear.

It took all my strength to breathe evenly. The world was slowing down, like a long-lost memory.

I turned to her. Phoebe’s eyes were wide and she pulled a bonnet over my head, tipping it down to obscure my forward view, like a carriage horse.

“Alina, calm down, they’ll see your eyes,” Phoebe whispered, but I was just staring down at her bodice. Her hand gripped my arm tighter.

Then, the thrumming. Easily mistaken for my own blood in my ear. No.

The artery on Phoebe’s neck pulsed in tandem with the pitter-patter. I saw it, that wasn’t abnormal. But I could also hear it. My mouth ached, teeth pulsing. Fantasizing about just one languid swallow.

“I want to go home,” I whispered, my mouth filling with saliva, almost unable to swallow fast enough before it might escape. I grabbed her, weakly holding her at arm’s length. Even under my hands, I felt like I could confuse my pulse for hers. My body was not listening, my last desperate plea. “Please, Phoebe. Take me home.”
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While my mind was still orienting itself, a few things kept my attitude on the lighter side.

The first was Phoebe. If I hadn’t seen her when I first awoke, I may have been driven mad trying to find her. The instinct to seek her out was deep-rooted with a strong hold in my soul’s soil.

Knowing she was safe was half the anxiety. What followed would be the matters of my girls, my things, then my Creature.

Consuming information in bites had always been difficult for me, but I had no energy to pick up my pace. Whether or not I trusted the information would find its way to me was a question for later.

When we returned to the building from before, and as the fog cleared, the facade became familiar. It was on the corner, right along Fifth Avenue, a striking view of the park. The same one from the small photograph in Silas’s papers.

This was his Nest.

While Silas was absent for now, at least I knew he wouldn’t be far, not for long at the very least.

The first floor was interesting in design, like every room was a parlor. People came to and from the dining room, the chiming of cutlery against plates as they scattered about to eat their breakfast in leisure. There was the normal expected staff of a home this large. A housekeeper with chatelaine chiming along, lean men in fine tailoring; there was even a secretary. The home seemed a cross between a household and a hotel. Though in all fairness, I was the only new arrival.

The second floor was brief in passing, it seemed to be mostly guest suites and possibly a bathroom. The maids were using the breakfast distraction downstairs to make any messes disappear.

So far, everything seemed so normal. The stress may be leftover, but it was hard to remember that even if this was enemy territory, I was no longer prey. I was no longer a Host, my blood was no good to them.

“Where are my girls?” I pestered Phoebe.

She waved her hand at me, dismissing my query as we passed another floor, the doors closed to wanderers, then up to the roof.

The door swung open, and it was blinding for a moment. A bright, harsh light and the sweep of wind threatening to snatch my hair right out of its pinnings.

Then, like songbirds, laughter.

The scene flowered as my eyes adjusted. The rooftop was lined with planters, roses creeping along lattice. Potted trees littered throughout the parlor furniture. In the middle, a glass solarium. The doors were open on all four sides, a small crowd within.

A dark-haired woman with a tawny-beige complexion. Rebecca.

Surrounding her, some girls I recognized from Buffalo, some I didn’t know at all.

When we were within earshot, Phoebe received some cordial glances from the bunch, but the eyes landed on me. One by one, smiles fell and postures straightened.

Suddenly, I was swarmed. Chatter erupting around us, Phoebe stepping out of the way. Rebecca was first, her hand grabbed my wrist, as if to make sure I was of flesh and not a projection.

While the chatter around me was exciting and joyous, our eyes met. No matter the environment, she looked grief-stricken, like I had torn open a wound. It made my stomach curl; I knew that look.

“How are you?” Her brow furrowed, her deep brown eyes surveying.

“Alive.” It was half a joke.

There was a small, conflicted smile before she herded me under the solarium.

“Looking a bit pale there, Crow.”

In the corner of the seated area, John began to stand, a tired grin on his face as he brushed down the wrinkles of his shirt.

I didn’t let another thought cross before I flung my arms around his neck, squeezing tighter.

“Whoa there, remember you have that Vipera strength now. My neck certainly does not.” He chuckled, arms wrapping around and rubbing my back. “It’s good to have you back.”

A sniffle escaped as I wiped my eye, not willing to let him see when I pulled away to laugh. “Still feels like I never left.” I choked back the bite at my throat, watching as everyone settled back under the glass. A gentle breeze carried the scent of climbing roses and honeysuckle.

I sat between Phoebe and John. The chiming of teaware began again, flower petals from the canopy swept over the ivory dishes. Some pecked at finger sandwiches and scones; others settled for bitter tea.

“Drink.” Phoebe poured me a cup, sliding the saucer toward me. “It will settle your stomach until tonight.”

“Tonight?” I mumbled, twisting the cup so the handle aligned with my dominant hand. “Another one of your outings?”

“No,” she said with a smile, “we are celebrating.”

I sampled the tea carefully. Miraculously, the first pinch of flavor since waking. The bitterness was there, it registered on my tongue, but the undertones and other notes of the tea were more present, things I don’t think I would be tasting on a normal palate. Something earthy, perfume-like. Perhaps I was more sensitive to the underlying chemicals?

“You know how I feel about parties,” I mumbled. “I may go back to sleep.”

“You’ve had six months to sleep.” She rolled her eyes. “Besides, not a party. A dinner.”

“Oh?” I mumbled, taking another long sip, adjusting to my new palate.

“It’s your first meal! We have to make it special.”

“Why? Guilty conscience?” I joked, but Phoebe’s face fell.

Instant regret settled in my stomach. “I’m sorry, I was trying to be light.”

The redheaded sprite took a deep breath, shoulders relaxing. “I know.”

“John.” I turned to my other side.

I caught him mid-bite, placing his sandwich back down as he chewed.

“What came of the Buffalo apartments? Not everyone is here.”

He rested his hand on my shoulder and squeezed, the wrinkles by his eyes creasing as he offered a gentle smile. “Mary stayed behind, so did at least half of the household. They have lives there already, it was understandable.”

“She stayed?” I shook my head. “Are you sure⁠—”

“She didn’t want to leave Addie behind,” he said abruptly.

It was hard to swallow. I hung my head.

“She’s stepped up, forming into quite a good leader, just like you,” he assured me. “She can handle it. She is handling it.”

“Right, of course.” I took a deep breath. “And what of Edith?”

John gave me an odd look. The chatter around us went dim.

Phoebe squeezed my hand. “Oh, you poor thing, I didn’t tell you, did I?” Her voice pitched, the way it does when she lies.

I slowly turned to her. Instead of some smug look, those green eyes were sharp, warning. The others looked somber, pitiful, like I was learning about her passing for the first time.

“Tell me what?” My jaw was beginning to ache from tension, not just from the laborious revival.

Phoebe squeezed my hand tighter, nails digging into my skin. “The corrupted got her. A terrible illness swept the hospital. She was on shift,” her answer all too rehearsed. “That’s how you passed as well. You went to get her, remember?”

“Is that so?” I wasn’t sure my expression wouldn’t give me away. I was far too peeved to hide any inflection.

“We were lucky you came out in one piece. There was nothing left of her.” She patted the back of my hand.

There was only a nod, my voice would betray me. I am trusting her now, whatever reasons she had for hiding what truly happened. I hoped it was for their sake, that she was taking an interest in what was best for the girls. There wasn’t much of another explanation.

Against the sour pit in my stomach, I yielded, and we had our tea. Edith was not brought up again.
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Thankfully, the way Americans dress was more conservative than back at home. Phoebe had collected some of the latest for me, which meant I wouldn’t be too exposed.

It feels like a silly thing to worry about. But I felt the pull to protect my body, more so now than I did in the past. I’ve always been modest in my choice of fashion, but now I felt I must hide any and all vulnerability.

The only evening dress she left me was a bright green silk, the bustle not as dramatic, but it made up for it on the sleeves. While the sleeves were short, the black opera gloves covered the skin of my arms. The neckline cut straight across my clavicles, black lace trim tickling the pale skin.

I put my hair half up, the curls collecting down my back. My arms became weary just inserting half the pins. Poor circulation was only one of many new problems. Everything felt delicate, or perhaps it just all felt so new. Like stepping onshore for the first time in years.

I put emeralds in my ears, small enough to be bearable without being underdressed.

It’s almost like I was attending a reception. I could get away with less formal attire if Phoebe didn’t insist on doing this for me.

She said it was dinner and a gathering, to get me acquainted with the Nest. But I think this was a way of making sure they knew my face, that I wasn’t a threat. Though based on some of the stares, I think they knew very well who I was.

I stared through the mirror as if to summon some sort of confidence. It was impossible to ignore the weight I’d lost, all the muscle I’d worked so hard for back on the farm. My height didn’t make it any less jarring. I was pale, like a corpse, not a fashion plate illustration. I rubbed my abdomen, a tenderness still remaining. A bit of red around my eyes, from weariness or hunger, most likely both.

My stomach wailed, a natural dinner bell.

I was well versed in Vipera biology. Painfully so. But now it was no longer just them. Not their nature, but ours. In order to survive I must use this new body, new teeth, new instinct to harm for the sake of a meal. Could I even blame my disgust on my humanity when I was no longer so?

The hallways were lit, the entire building illuminated by gas lamps, thank goodness. Electrification was too bright, too revealing. Now that my state of panic had subsided, I could appreciate the home.

The floors reflected like mirrors with the amount of polish on the stone. The windows were tall, letting only the smallest amount of light into the hallway, even at nighttime.

While the hallway was barren, the streets were alive. I stepped to the half turret midway to the staircase. Lights ebbed and flowed through the street like sluggish arteries, just as many people outside now as there were earlier.

I left for the stairs, going to the middle floor before I began to hear the faintest chatter. It was warm, welcoming like the heat of a furnace. It reminded me of home, of the farm. Or when my father would host small gatherings. I would linger by the top of the stairs to listen, even if I didn’t understand a thing they were saying.

This hall was just as empty as the last, except light crept into it from the parlor, shining against the minerals in the marble flooring.

The closer I got, every step, every breath was heavier. It was inevitable, that itch to retreat. I stood by the wall, next to the open door, but too afraid to look in.

I had made great strides in oiling my social wheels, but this time felt different. I was exposed, I was uncomfortable—in all ways. I was a stranger in a body I no longer recognized, in a home I did not build, surrounded by people who knew me, but I could not say likewise.

One second of curiosity is all it took to peek, just a wink.

I was nearly blinded by the glamour, the shine. From the chandelier to the beading on some of the women’s dresses. I felt rather silly dressing as plainly as I did.

The shimmer wasn’t the only overstimulant. There was a sharp, pungent smell. It was like the way perfume oil could cause a quick pain to the nose or throat once it insisted on its presence.

A steady, sharp ringing in my ears. It was nauseating, overwhelming to the point I wanted to lunge. It could only be described as a whistling, worse than a tinnitus in my ear, but a sharp pulsing.

I rubbed my tongue over the sore flesh on the roof of my mouth. Long, bony pieces pressed flush. They twitched the longer I lingered in the strong scent. I nearly nicked myself. My fangs. My fangs. The ribbons of flesh on the roof of my mouth were slowly healing like a bad scorch from whence they sprouted.

Heat rose in my neck, my breathing audible in my own ears. I thought I may expel something if I had anything to do so with. I can’t do this. I have to go back.

“Do you need a count? Perhaps a formal announcement?” a voice, a notable Irish brogue, asked over my shoulder.

I turned, a face I didn’t recognize.

It was a tall man, similar to me in height. I wasn’t sure if he was some sort of illusion.

His hair was black and touched his shoulders, half of it drawn back. His shirt was open, just at the top. A scene of sailor tattoos across the skin. He was wearing working clothes, worn suspenders, and shoes just as well-loved. His complexion competed with mine for the palest one in the room.

“Sidney Henderson.” He held his hand out.

I hesitated to take it, but landed on a firm and assertive shake. “Alina Lis.”

“You look unwell.”

“I died recently.”

“Ah,” he nodded slowly, “that’ll do it.”

“You don’t look like you belong here.”

“Why? Because I’m not wearing a dress?”

I raised my brow, the ridiculousness of his responses were pausing any further questions.

His shoulders relaxed, he tilted his head at me. “You seem peeved.”

“I am.”

“Is it me?”

“It’s everything,” I hissed, rubbing my face into my gloves, the silk cool against my skin.

“Still adjusting I see.” He leaned against the wall beside me.

“What is that smell?” I sniffled. “Is that you? A cologne?”

All I heard was a chuckle.

My head snapped in his direction.

He held up his hands as if at gunpoint.

“I’m going back,” I huffed, shoving past him.

Except he caught my arm, looping me right back and standing behind me, his hands on my shoulders.

“She spent months planning this, you know,” he said from behind me. “Just take a deep breath, eat a meal, then retreat. It’s only polite.”

I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Are you speaking of Phoebe?”

“Yes, she’s got a list to get through. All the things you’re supposed to do when you wake. If you woke.”

“If?”

“Just because you were a Host didn’t mean you would survive the turn.”

“I thought Hosts were built for turning.”

“They are built for turning just as much as a womb is built for birth. Death is still a frequent visitor.”

“Is that why I woke up to funeral flowers?”

“Well, technically, it was our tradition first.” He laughed. “The smell helps wake you up. It’s supposed to guide you to consciousness. But the plain folk saw it and liked it.”

The talk of scents was making my nose burn.

“What’s the smell? It’s making my ears ring.” I shifted, his hands pushing down on my shoulders. It felt nice, a small release.

“Why do you think we call them Mellifluous Hosts?” He hummed. “The blood practically sings.”

I stopped to listen, focusing on the ringing. It faded and intensified depending on the waves it came on. The more I listened, the more I understood. It was like the complex tastes of caviar or a cigar, blood with notes and bases, but a sickly sweetness on top. It didn’t make it any less overwhelming, but it helped to conceptualize it.

He removed his hands from my shoulders and stood by my side, holding his arm out. “Would you like an escort in?”

I stared at his arm, his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows, tattoos of sparrows and flowers winking at me from the bare skin. So unorthodox, I had to admire his expression.

“You know, I think I would.” I hooked my arm in his and allowed him to escort me into the light of the dazzling room.

The parlor had been rearranged to accommodate a large dining table, silver-covered trays waiting to reveal the night’s meal. I smelled meat, just like I remembered it. The scent of char and smoked items. I wasn’t sure of anything else. The only other scent was the blood.

I looked around. I didn’t see anyone exposed or bleeding. Then my sight was drawn to the cups.

Immediately, I felt a jolt, like a horse refusing a jump. I needed to leave.

“Alina!” The chime of my spritely friend grabbing my other arm.

She was in her signature shade, matching her cheeks and almost making her hair pink in hue under the lighting. “I see you’ve met Sid.”

“Against my will.” I smirked.

He released my arm and nodded to Phoebe before slinking over to the table.

Something cold pressed into my hand. I glanced down to see one of those crystal flutes filled with red.

“What is this?” My eyes lifted to hers, then looked around us. “All of this?”

“A celebration. You do remember how to celebrate, don’t you?” She took a flirty sip from her cup, the blood thick on her lips.

“I remember dying.”

She froze, reluctant to let go of the faint smile. Those green eyes slid back over to me, so cold I thought for a moment that she looked like her brother.

“And now you are reborn anew.” She leaned close to my ear, her breathy words tinged with a metallic tang. “Dying is the easy part. Find your footing before the others see you fumble.”

A shock raced through my spine. I kept my sights ahead.

Despite the callous demeanor, I knew her words to be true.

Sideways glances were common. Expected, even, knowing my past. But now was about more than just survival, it was about adaptation.

I stared down at the cup, the deep crimson painting a bloody reflection of my dear friend, her fangs itching as much as her sneer by my ear as she pulled away, and I was left with the new creature ridiculing me back.

My fingers were freezing, an unshakable shiver in my abdomen. The chill even veiled my face in numbness. There was something deeply wrong, Vipera aside. Whether it was an adjustment to my new reality or the feeling of a long-vacant stomach, I did not know.

Most of these faces were new to me. It was like reading in another language; I could see them, but was unable to translate whether I was in the company of friends or foes. That was until I spotted Rebecca. She was dressed nicely, even with jewelry. I almost didn’t recognize her without her hunting attire. She caught my eye, and all softness faded into the hard expression I was familiar with.

Her facade quickly returned when speaking to someone else.

The company didn’t look like those in the London Nest. It seemed to be working-class folk in clean, formal attire, a variation of people that could never be curated by the type of people I knew the Vipera elite to be.

For the first time, the presence of Phoebe and other friends didn’t entirely absolve my reservation that we had targets painted neatly on our backs.

Phoebe reappeared with a chiming glass, a smile as bright as the pearls she wore. The room gathered at the table, preparing to take seats with their respective name cards. One by one, I glanced at the names on the length of the table, my gut sinking the closer I got to the opposite end. Then there it was.

I stood at the head of the table, Phoebe being my opposite.

People began to sit, but I didn’t.

I thumbed over the design of the cup, waiting.

“We are all gathered here, not just for a generous meal but to celebrate a life.” She beamed, her eyes snapped to me, raising her glass. “I am honored to present my oldest, dearest love to the Nest. May the lifeblood embrace you, Alina.”

All raised their glasses, then drank.

I raised the cup to my lips but did not let it touch me. The scent lingered, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

Phoebe stared as she drank, eyes sharp from over the rim of the cup. Such intensity could be seen even at our distance.

I simply tipped the cup, then abandoned it at the table while service began.
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The only sound in my room the next morning was the shuffling of clothes. Phoebe plucked through piles of dresses, corsets, boots, shoes, skirts, blouses—everything. Each heap, a different flavor of dressings. Her nimble fingers swept through each, dedication that met her standards. But this was a distraction. The twitch in her brow and the slight squint of only her left eye was a tell; something else was agitating her. The excuse to dress me was to mask that this was her way of calming herself.

Something lingered just under the surface, and it was as delicate as dried flowers.

They moved a bureau into the room and some other small furniture items to make the room less bare.

“I didn’t know what you’d prefer, so I just kept gathering more.” She raised a dress up, holding it to the light to see the details. She only spared me a glance over the sleeve.

“Does it matter?”

“Fashion has always mattered.” She approached the bed, laying the dress next to me. Her delicate hands smoothed the fabric straight. “It is a language. We have to send the right message.”

“Who dictates the right message?” I tried to keep the conversation playful.

She thought about it and eventually left it unanswered.

“No more black,” she said, “but you can settle for green, a navy if you really can’t pick anything else.”

“I don’t get a mourning period for my own death?” I joked.

“Considering you’ve worn black for at least four years in a row, I think you can take a break.”

A stab to my gut, metaphorically this time.

“Stand.” She gestured, collecting the corset for fitting.

I stood before the new tall mirror they added to my room.

Phoebe’s sharp nails dragged along my shoulder as I was relieved of the nightgown. The soft cotton gathered down my legs as soft as clouds, only covering my feet by the time my skin was exposed to the air completely.

My skin was so pale, the veins were visibly black just beneath the surface. Dark circles weighed under my eyes, despite my six-month rest. Down my abdomen, a white scar. My fingers trembled, the raised blemish still sensitive—or just enticing memories.

She slipped my combination top over my head, as if to push the image of my scar away, then I stepped into the bottoms on my own.

“What happened?” I stared at her through the reflection.

“To what are you referring?” she mumbled, as she reached around to hook the corset, starting on the lacing after.

“Edith, to start.” I glanced at her over my shoulder as she tugged and cinched. “Why did you stop me from speaking about it?”

“There’s nothing to tell.” She tugged aggressively, tightening up and down the back.

“Whose Nest are we in?”

My corset got tighter.

“Where’s Silas?”

“Alina,” she snapped at me, tucking the string in the bodice before she tossed my shoes in front of me. “Finish dressing, we are going for a walk.”

“You haven’t explained a thing to me since I’ve⁠—”

“Since you’ve come back from the dead? Do you not think you should adjust slowly to the world you just stepped into?” She turned on her heel to face me, her perfectly placed curls whipped against her cheek when she did so. Her eyes were sharp, fearful.

“Would an explanation not help me?” I countered.

“Not in the slightest.” She straightened her back. “We have to catch you up to the basics. No time for meandering. So dress yourself and meet me downstairs.”

I swallowed hard, the scratchiness almost enough to choke me with a breath.

When our eyes met, there was enough tension to fill the room. Was it guilt? The way her eyes glassed over when she saw me. Could it be anger? With me or herself, I wouldn’t begin to guess. But something was different, yet exactly the same as we started.

“I’m happy you’re here,” I said.

Her face immediately softened, almost mournful.

“As with you,” she said.

“Where did you bury her?” I asked, as gently as I could.

Phoebe’s face twisted as she turned for the door.

“You did bury her, didn’t you?”

She left, the click of the door fitting into place.
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The rolling crackle of cicadas amassed in a chorus when we stepped past the trees.

The pond was wild, yet meticulously manicured. Exotic bog species like pitcher plants and flytraps littered among non-native orchids rising almost as tall as me. A display of nature that tried too hard to look candid.

Just past the shrubs, hiding behind the greenery, would be the man-made tree line of concrete and brick. The Veil of Cashmere, a jewel nestled within Prospect Park. It was jarring, having to manufacture parks to ensure the residents didn’t go insane between the walls of brick.

Even in the heat, the loose puffed sleeves left room for my skin to breathe on my arms and under the skirt. The cotton was a deep green, it nearly matched the trees. A dark color made lighter by the weight of the fabric. My hair was secured up and off my neck with too many pins to count. Some pieces broke free and brushed against my face.

Phoebe was dressed similarly, except her sleeves only came to her elbows. Her dress seemed to be made of something lighter, and most definitely pinker. Even the flowers pinned into her hair matched.

I tilted my black parasol over my face, shading my eyes as we walked among the cobble walkways.

“The park is marvelous, isn’t it?” Phoebe beamed.

I managed a grumble, similar to the sound of the bumbling bees around us.

“I thought fresh air would be good for you.”

“I’d prefer a cigarette.”

She pinched my arm. “No cigarettes.”

I smacked my lips, attempting to keep my mouth from becoming too dry. Everything was sensitive. I could feel each one of my teeth, the light breeze on them made it feel like someone was going to pull them out. The roof of my mouth was attempting and failing at healing, still raw when my tongue swiped over it. I will never get used to the extra teeth.

“So . . .” I cleared my throat. We walked together over one of the shallow footbridges and stopped to observe the water. I peered over, her face and mine appeared in the reflective portrait between the lily pads. If we bent down, we could ripple our reflections. “When will your brother and his dog be returning?”

We stared at each other through the reflection, as if afraid to face each other personally, in reality.

“He is on his way, that’s all I know.”

“And Mr. Novikov?”

“They traveled together. I trust they both will arrive in good time.”

I turned my head to her. “Phoebe.”

She stayed staring down at the water.

“Phoebe.”

She pushed out a sharp breath before her head flicked in my direction.

“I can handle more than a few crumbs of information at a time,” my voice strained. I sat on the edge of the bridge.

She sat beside me, her shoulders slumping slightly forward. It was like she had to take a moment to collect her thoughts.

“You died.” She shrugged. “I watched her bury that knife in you. The one meant for me.” She put her hand on her chest, as if to steady her heart. “She’s lucky Luka finished her kindly before Silas could reach you”—her eyes were glassy by the time she looked my way again—“before I got to her. Between us, there would have been nothing left of her.”

Guilt curled up like a barn cat in a chickadee nest, right in the bottom of my stomach.

I reached for her hand, and for once she wasn’t cold. She intertwined her fingers with mine, and I heard her sniffle.

“I’m sorry.” I leaned my head on her shoulder. “I’m just lost.”

“I’m sorry we lost you,” she said softly.

“I don’t understand what’s happening to me. I know, but at the same time, I don’t.”

“That’s why you have us.” She rested her head on mine.

“Tell me then.” I lowered my gaze on her. “Were you the one to do it? To turn me?”

She shook her head.

“Luka?” I frowned.

She shook again.

My heart was thumping in my chest, threatening to choke me. It meant only one person. The one person who told me he wouldn’t.

“It wasn’t on purpose,” Phoebe said softly. “It was in your system before you arrived, he said.”

Memories of the night appeared to me like a vision. The warmth of the fire on my skin, the heavy breathing staring at the stars, the texture of the fur on the floor where we spent the last night together. I could remember several bites now, even the morning ride in.

The cost of my addiction to him and to venom.

We stared out at the park. Everything was so much more immersive. I wondered if maybe people were just floating through it, unable to appreciate it to its full potential.

Then I realized something.

“How am I seeing color if Vipera are colorblind?”

Phoebe straightened. “Excuse me?”

“Silas can only see shades of blues and red when the blood doesn’t fill the eyes,” I said, lifting my head. “Over there, I can see yellows and oranges on that child’s clothing.”

Phoebe shook her head. “Hosts who turn keep all the senses they’re turned with. Silas and I were born this way, as are all Vipera who are born rather than turned.”

“Oh,” I mumbled, “is that why you only wear pink?”

“No,” she scoffed.

“Silas said he wears black because he knows it will always match.”

“Well, I just like the color.” She was rather defensive about her fashion. “It matches my hair.”

“I see.” I laughed, nudging her with my shoulder. “I suppose you will be advising me on more than just fashion now.”

Her eyes lit up, clasping her hands together. “I have been making a list while I waited for you to wake.”

“I suppose there wasn’t much else to do.”

My gut clenched; the rumbling of my stomach was beginning to hurt. The pain was like a cramp during your monthly. I had no doubt it would get worse.

“Alina?” Phoebe’s voice was muffled, shut out from my head.

I groaned but could barely hear myself. Her hand rubbed up my back, touching my neck.

The colors around me bloomed vividly enough to strain my eyes. I felt a hot prickling in my sockets. No matter how I rubbed them, they kept itching. Noises became louder, more abstract. The squeal of a child then the whinny of a horse, the clopping of hooves and foliage rustling, the hiss of a cicada turning into a rumbling in my throat.

A clicking.

“Phoebe.” I swallowed, looking to her.

I was entranced, frozen in my overstimulation. Just the vibrating blurriness of Phoebe’s jugular, thump thump thumping.

“Make it stop.” I felt hot tears on my face. “Please make it stop.”

She tipped my parasol to the side and pulled me in. Her fingers brushed along my head, holding me still.

“Shh, calm yourself, focus on one thing,” she coached.

A thumping. It wasn’t my heart, no, someone else’s.

I could hear her heart.

Each pump now a squelch, the rushing of liquid. Each beat now matching the pulsing in my gums, like a terrible toothache. If I could tear them from my mouth, I would.

I stared down at the pond, the clicking in my throat softened, and I could hear the cicadas again. One of which squirmed among the carnivorous plants, its wings caught between the jaws of the bog plant.
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Itold her I was retiring for a midday nap. After what happened at the park, she didn’t argue much. But I’d had enough sleep, several months’ worth. What I needed was to be alone.

Visitors were sparse, but there was company at all times on the upper floors. A stray wanderer taking advantage of casual leisure. A hobby afforded by very few. I suppose that was me, as well, now.

I swiped an apple from a decorative bowl, though the first bite betrayed me. A chalkiness dried my mouth. It was bland as raw corn straight from the husk. I pushed it from my mouth with my tongue, plopping it in my hand. Surely, I thought it may be a decorative apple. Except this one was, aside from taste, normal by all means.

With spritely air under my feet, I descended the stairs and followed a maid with serving cart to the kitchen. Between the panels of the wall was a hidden door that took you down to the basement.

Commercial-grade refrigeration boxes, wide stoves, and state-of-the-art ovens looked rather cold and sterile compared to the decor of the latter floors. The stone of the floor heated evenly with the firing of the cookware.

The staff moved like soldiers. Stiff, composed, concise. The sound of smacking metal and porcelain sang in preparation for the lunchtime service. Two of them buzzed past me, carrying trays and pushing a cart; it nearly ran over my toes. Pressed against the wall, I moseyed to the back. Produce stacked on the table, waiting to be diced and slapped into some sort of salad or soup.

My fingers danced over the greens, then the fruits. One by one, adding them to a plate before retreating to a small table in the back. A worn wicker chair tucked against the wall.

I placed them down and studied them. These were real produce, not wax, of course. It is a silly thing to think, but the newly developed tastebuds made me seriously question what I was eating.

“A meal fit for a queen.” A sarcastic trill.

I turned my head. Next to me stood a small woman. Her fiery hair was tucked back into a neat twist under her cap. The uniform was consistent with that of the other maids. She stared down at the produce, shoulder to shoulder with me.

“I am experimenting,” I offered in explanation, but I didn’t think it mattered.

“The newly reborn enjoy lemons.” She plucked the fruit from the tray, rolling it under her palm on the table. The fruit gave slightly to the pressure, the skin remaining taut. She held it up to me, her arm nearly fully extended from the height difference.

I took it cautiously. “How did you know?”

“We don’t get many new additions. You’re all anyone will talk about,” she said. “Rolling it makes it juicier. Try with your fangs, it’s a nice relief of pressure. I’m sure they itch.”

I took the lemon, a slight squish between my fingers.

Taking the bite was more awkward than I thought. I opened my mouth but wasn’t completely used to the teeth. They stayed retracted, though I could feel the saliva building.

“I don’t think I can.”

“Have you ever seen a rabbit run?” she asked.

“Well, yes,” I admitted.

“Remember it, then. It helps you muster the reflex.”

“Why not just think of meat?”

“Because it isn’t the meal itself that triggers the instincts.” She pushed my hand back to my mouth, “It’s the prey drive.”

I spared her a critical look before closing my eyes.

Rabbit. Soft, rather cute. The last time I caught one, it thrashed. We have to pull the spine, make sure there is no suffering. There isn’t much of a fight to think about.

Quickly, something else . . .

The dream I used to have, the deer. The steam rising from the snow, the meat dark and red, the blood thickening in the cool air.

A twitching in my mouth, tickling the sinuses. My eyes began to burn again, the tingling returned. I kept my tears in, my mind focused.

Then the deer turning into a body, the bite of a breast, the tear of soft skin.

Scraping along my tongue, the fangs presented themselves. It was like a toothache, feeling them shift and spring forward. The roof of my mouth stung from the new movement, not quite healed from the new growth.

I opened my mouth quickly, a small stream of drool coming when I pressed my teeth into the skin of the lemon. I bit down so hard, my gums felt hot.

“Whoa there!” The maid tipped the fruit plate to bring it up to my chin.

I let go of the lemon, liquid dribbling down my neck.

“Apologies.” I swallowed, wiping the wetness from my chin. The flavor was odd. It wasn’t quite as sour as it was supposed to be. New tastes I’ve never imagined. Could it be I was receptive to more notes? More chemicals? I swore I could smell something complex, different. It was no longer just a sour singular note, it was plentiful and complex, like a perfume.

“Your gums must have been on fire,” she laughed, placing the plate down. “Look at all that venom.”

I stared down at the plate, a liquid mixed with a bit of spit and citrus juice. It was pooling on the plate.

I leaned down, studied it. That’s my venom.

“If you come back next week, we should be getting exotic fruit if you are curious about those flavors.” She laughed.

“What is your name?” I looked to her. She quieted down.

“Amelia.” She straightened, suddenly remembering her station. “I will leave you be if I have bothered you.”

“No, no.” I brushed it off. “Thank you for the offer.”

She gave a humble nod, a small smile of pride.

“How long have you worked here?”

“Not long. A few months.”

“Have you seen the owner of the house?”

Her shoulders tensed.

Secretive?

“The Sire? Yes.” She remained polite, possibly put off by my sudden questions.

“Sire?”

“The Sire is the title for the head of a Nest⁠—”

“Yes, but whom?” I interrupted.

“Mr. Forbes.”

“Silas?” I needed to be extra clear.

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“What about Mr. Novikov?”

“He’s around most days.” She sighed.

“Will you bring me to them?”

She paused. Not a great sign. “They aren’t here at the moment.” Her tone settled, as if talking to a guest who was being all too curious. I couldn’t blame her. I imagine I’d do the same for my own Nest.

But I didn’t have the time for silly games.

My fingers snapped to her ear, like a naughty child. Her yelp made my heart flutter, then a small part of me felt a small rush. My nails pinched the tender flesh. I could feel the pulsing of the sensitive nerves, practically vibrating under the pad of my thumb.

I leaned down to her eye level. “Dear girl, I need you to answer my questions thoroughly and truly if you want to remain here. Whatever is happening, whatever is keeping you from divulging, I will handle it. But I need some answers before I eat my way through the walls of this house.” I had to remember to put on a smile. “Do you understand?”

Her eyes watered, gripping my hand on her ear. Her stare was so wide, she couldn’t utter words.

I tugged her closer, I could almost hear the blood rushing. “Tell me everything, and all will be well.”
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Amelia’s shocked state didn’t allow for the most concise information, but I was able to confirm a few things.

Firstly, I am not in immediate danger. Not from this Nest. She said they were preparing for some sort of stately visit with others of their kind, which she helpfully explained was the reason for the reserved answers. She didn’t know any more than the rest about the visit.

Second, this is Silas’s Nest. The one from the photograph in his paperwork back in Buffalo. A weight lifted from me, not because of safety, but mostly because he was telling the truth.

Third, no one knows where the boys are, and apparently they haven’t told anyone what they’re up to. This could mean brilliance or disaster—there was no telling with them.

Where are you creatures and what are you up to?

I have a feeling Amelia and I will be seeing each other more often if no one has the decency to keep me informed. I fear I may need to literally chew some people out.

With a bowl of fruit in hand, I wandered my way back up to my room. Lunch was served in the floors below, which made for an especially quiet promenade around the hallways. I’d never looked closely at the decor. There was a painting, a blond woman and baby boy, antique. There was no doubt it was Silas. The artist captured the same catlike grin, even when he was young. His mother eerily similar, but without all the edge that made her son sharp. Her hair was pinned back with flowers. Her outfit presented as noble, but not royal. Silas was in some sort of children’s tunic, embroidered with similar motifs as his mother.

If I were to guess, seventeenth century.

My estimation was correct, he is younger than I’d thought.

I turned the corner to my chambers, humming softly as I rediscovered the new palate of mine.

The window truly made for romantic lighting. The cream decor made the light come through all the warmer. Luckily, the weather was mild enough to vent the stuffiness out the open window. The outer noise was busier at midday, especially foot traffic. Those who spent the early hours of the morning partying would be waking by now for breakfast, possibly high tea. Things were different here, I knew it. But human patterns are all the same.

I stood in front of the window, chewing on a cranberry as I watched the people below.

Then, a flash of blond caught my eye.

My heart nearly sang. A wave of relief washed over my nerves when I turned.

It quickly dampened.

Seated in the corner chair by the door was someone else. Blond, yes. But not Silas. Though, he was the spitting image. Well, technically the reverse.

“Is this an appropriate time?” The flash of icy eyes through blond lashes, a genial smile breaking through with his words. “I apologize if I frightened you.”

“Mr. Aston— Astor⁠—?”

He held his palm up, an amused shake of the head. “Levi is perfectly fine.” He flipped a ring between his fingers like a coin, the gold flashing as the light hit it. Then stopped abruptly, lingering before he snapped it up in his palm. “How rude of me, I know there’s some explaining needed on my part.”

He stood from the chair, fastening his jacket button as he collected himself. A perfect, spotless facade. His youthful appearance couldn’t hide the gravity of his experience. The air of something very old, unknowable, dangerous. Shoulders that carry a mirage of burdens and eyes that have to put on a show to be believed.

He’s nearly identical to Silas, except for his affinity for white suits and Van Dyke–style facial hair. I suppose the only way to appear more mature to the Vipera was styling and fashion. He collected a cane that appeared to be crafted well before I was born. The more I saw him now, the deeper my guilt for not realizing sooner.

He always had that paternal warmth to him, the comfort of familiarity, except now it was tainted. A reputation of something uncanny, like a deer with its eyes faced forward. Human in gesture alone, nothing more.

“Sweet Alina,” he said with open arms.

“Stay there.”

He placed his hands over his heart. “Oh my dear, what brings such cold salutations?”

“You had me kidnapped. You’re lucky to be in this room intact.” I did not take my eyes off him. I will not let him fool me, not when I’ve had a peek under the veil.

“Yet I am here. Since you haven’t screamed, I suppose, deep down, you’re hoping there is a logical explanation,” he suggested playfully.

“Is that why you let me borrow your spare home? Did you tell Phoebe to offer it when I came back after my father’s death?”

He gave a deep sigh, daring to close the distance. He took my hand, clasping it between his own. They were warm, gentle. He leaned against the windowsill next to me. A small inkling in the back of my brain wondered if he was the type to throw me out.

“This is all a very unfortunate misunderstanding. I promise you there was no ill will, no subliminal motive,” he assured me, his brows soft, eyes drifting to the outside. “Your father was a good man. I promised I would look after you.”

“You had Luka assigned to watch me.”

He clicked his tongue against his teeth. I caught a small glimpse of his fangs. “He is a dog. He was supposed to only watch.” He sighed. “I should have suspected you and the poisoner were one and the same. It only makes sense. It was clear you weren’t doing it on purpose. I simply couldn’t get to London in time to call off the chase.”

I pulled my hand from his grasp.

A small sneer at the movement, his hands frozen as if I didn’t move my hand at all. His eyes lifted to mine. “I think you learned your lesson about playing with poisons, didn’t you?”

My mind was frozen, my anger rising. But that’s just what he wants, isn’t it?

“Luka told you,” I stated.

“I’m the one who kept it out of the records,” he said firmly, straightening his shoulders, as if talking down to a daughter. “Do you think yourself smarter than the coroners? I’m sure you had your suspicions when gumshoes didn’t come knocking on your door after your father passed? I’m sure that’s why you were guilty enough to correct his time of death⁠—”

“Enough.” I moved from the open window. I placed the bowl down by the bed, catching him moving in the reflection of the tall mirror.

“I did not come here to antagonize you.” He sounded defeated. “I just wanted you to know that I don’t always hire degenerates. I treat my kin with respect. It was simply the wrong place and the wrong time.”

“I don’t think anything could excuse my captivity.”

“Which is fair,” he conceded, “but I opened my home to you because I felt it was my duty to keep an eye on you. You know how it is, protecting your own . . .” He trailed off. “Protecting those in your Nest from outside harm.”

I glanced at him through the mirror, not dignifying the conversation by facing him. His eyes reflected, the light hit just right. Reminding me this was no man.

“You’re like a daughter to me.” He approached, then went for my hand again.

I turned swiftly, slapping his hand away. My back hit the mirror as he caught my wrist.

A tense smile as he produced the ring Silas gave me from his pocket, placing it steadily on my finger. He looked at it, studying how it fit on my hand. “Now, I suppose, you are a literal daughter to me.” A coy joke.

The minute he let go of my hand, I tucked it by my side, wiping it on my skirt.

“I suppose we will be seeing each other more often.” He stepped away, but just before turning to the door he chimed, “I am looking forward to our time together, little Alya.”

He left, but his words didn’t.

Just like that, I could be reduced to quiet tears with the ghost of my father’s voice, using the name he so fondly used to call me by. A weapon of affection. Of memories.
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Not even the scalding water could warm my bones.

The private bathroom was outfitted with a new tub, deep enough to fully submerge if I wanted.

The bathroom was bright enough to burn my eyes, even after several minutes of attempting to adjust. It was a corner room, the tub displayed before large windows overlooking the park. The steam clouded the panes faster than I could open the window.

“I’m freezing,” I said aloud, without looking from the view.

Phoebe’s blurry reflection moved in the glass, her arm extending over the water. “If the steam were any thicker, you may be able to form it like clay in your hand.” Her clever way of telling me I’m being unreasonable.

Little pitters on the water.

I looked up to Phoebe’s hand dropping petals over my head. One stuck to my face before I blew it off in a stubborn puff.

“Can you at least be happy to be alive?”

“I’m not quite sure I’m happy about it yet.”

“Come now, don’t be that way.” She pouted, slipping her princess-pink robe from her shoulders and allowing it to collect on the floor.

I glared at her, but it did not stop her from slipping into the other end of the tub. She gave a cheeky smile, dabbing a bit of soap foam on my nose. “Just like old times.”

“We aren’t children anymore, Phoebe.” I wiped my face, sinking lower into the water.

“Why must you be so severe,” she mumbled, reaching over the tub to the rolling cart. From there she produced two glasses of champagne. She placed one in my hand, then grasped my arm to force it up into a toast with her glass. “We keep high spirits by filling spirits high.” She chimed the glasses, a pert reference to the liquid in the glass.

While this may have cheered me before, the gesture meant something, but the pleasure meant none.

I stared at the glass, trying to remember a time when I would drink merrily, or sadly, or angrily, or at all. Despite my tastes, I couldn’t find even the slightest appetite for alcohol. It was like a flattened libido, amnesia, I could not remember the relief of drowning my emotions. I was unbearably sharp, no urge to dull my senses. The only compulsion left in me was to eat, my body forcing me to function. But my mind was still wrapping itself around the idea of exactly what I needed to consume.

I took a sip, but it didn’t quite taste like it did before. It was bubbly, and tart, but no sweetness, not really a flavor.

“Can I still get drunk?” I asked.

“Of course, but it wears off faster.” She sighed. “One thing some miss when they turn.”

I placed the glass down on the windowsill, the cool champagne glass fogging in the summer air. Tiny bubbles shimmered like diamonds in the light.

Even with my newfound mental clarity—or numbness, whatever one may call this sensation—I was still undeniably sick. My stomach rolled, my body an uncomfortable suit I must wear, but at the cost of some sanity. My brain and body were having a disconnect of the greatest concern, like biology and my humanist traits clashing together.

I felt empty.

I was empty.

Phoebe’s hand touched mine under the water.

I wasn’t insane, she saw it too. My dear friend offered a gentle squeeze of condolence.

“Does it get better?” I asked.

“Only if you let us help,” she whispered. “Your journey may be different from what you imagined, I understand the frustration. But it just means the horizon has changed, and we have to reorient you.”

“I don’t know where to start.”

“That’s why you have me, silly.” She smiled, then she weighed her next words reluctantly. “And others.”

“Still upset with him?” I joked.

“It’s complicated.”

“And Luka?”

She tipped her head back in annoyance.

“He’s in your good graces too?” I squinted skeptically.

“Complicated!” she singsonged, as she brought the champagne glass to her lips and threw her head back. “Enough about them. We have a busy day.”

“Of . . . ?”

“Well, we could do high tea by noon, a promenade by two in the afternoon, and perhaps we will fashion you a new wardrobe on the way back.” She was already logging the agenda in her head as she counted on her fingers.

“When were you going to mention your father was here?” I sipped my glass.

Phoebe bit her lip, slowly looking back to me, as if she thought she’d heard me wrong. “My father is due to visit. We are preparing to receive a lot of people.”

“He is already here.”

Her cheeks flushed. “Well, that’s news to me. He could have sent a telegram.”

“He was in my room, Phoebe.”

“That’s nonsense,” she laughed, “the brain does silly things, especially if you were anxious already⁠—”

“Phoebe,” my tone was warning, “does Silas know he’s here?”

“He wasn’t supposed to come, not yet⁠—”

“So that’s a no.” I nodded, this supposedly relaxing bath getting more stressful by the minute. I went to stand.

Phoebe pulled me back down. “Wait.”

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or are you going to call me hysterical again?” I raised my brow.

“If you saw him,” she gulped, “then I believe you.”

I settled back into the water, the two of us close as she clasped my hand in hers.

“What exactly did Silas do to your Nest? The old one,” I pressed.

She smiled sheepishly. “I don’t know if you will be delighted or angry when I tell you.”

“Tell me,” I insisted.

“Do you remember the poisons? The ones confiscated in your confinement?”

“Of course I do.”

“Did you wonder what became of the other four you didn’t use?”

My heart sank, then elevated all over again. “Go on,” I pestered.

“Silas used them on the bloodwine.” She shook her head. I couldn’t tell if she thought it was brave or foolish. “Everyone, almost instantly. Not as good as the one you’ve perfected. But the cruelty echoed across the world, Alina.” Phoebe held my hand tight. “And now we must answer for it.”

“We?”

“They’ve been working on our case, our appeal.” She swallowed. “Kin-killing is a great betrayal; in many cases it would warrant execution if it were some minor Vipera. But it could be justified considering the circumstances.”

The blankness of my stare must have made her continue.

“Aptissimus quisque tantum superest.” She spoke the Latin fluently, as if I should know this exciting revelation. “Only the fittest survives. We do not follow many laws, most have been unwritten since we came to existence. Our community enforces the forbiddance of kin-killing, Host imprisonment, and forced turning. There are small escapeways in all three that require some creativity to get around, but it is done regularly.”

“So how are we getting out of this?”

She nodded. “Silas’s actions can be seen as him challenging his father’s place as Sire, considering he shouldn’t have been able to do such damage with the Nest under our father’s protection. He demonstrated pretty clearly that our father was unfit.”

She stopped speaking, but I was still waiting for how this tied into my first question.

“So your father is here because . . . ?”

She blew air from her nose exasperatedly. “He is here because we now have to go through an Appraisal.”

“Like a trial?”

“No—well, no, it’s a special kind. We have to make our case that our Nest is now in official standing,” she explained.

“You can’t just form them?”

“No, we have official standards,” she huffed, “why do you think there are so many Dens and Guilds? Not everyone can be a Nest, even if they try.”

“Why would we want to be anywhere near the other Nests?” I hissed. “I thought the point was to break away from these classist hierarchies.”

She leaned close, her sharp eyes leveling with mine. “Because if we can’t pull this off, and we cannot make a case for ourselves, we will all be killed. We are asking for protection as part of the Nest so that my father can’t demand that we all be executed for sport.”

“Why hasn’t he already?”

“Because Silas and Luka have already made the case. The representatives, from all over the world, are coming soon to hear it officially. Which is why my father has to be here. He’s betting on us losing.”

If the water didn’t warm me up by now, the warning certainly would.

“Do you understand, Alina?” She squeezed my hands. “We have to get you sorted before then. Any weak link means death to us all.”

I wouldn’t lie, the insinuation that I may be the weakest of this Nest didn’t help the curdle of my stomach. Even with my ego a bit battered, I nodded.

She smiled wide, like a switch had been flipped. “Now let’s get you dressed or we will be late for tea.”

With a new spritely energy, she left the tub and wrapped her robe around herself again, disappearing back into her room to rummage for clothes.

I was left there with the existential question.

The stakes I’ve been thrust into were new and high, deadly. I couldn’t say I had full confidence in Silas and Luka, considering they were why we were in this particular mess. I’ve just awoken, and I already had six months of problems to catch up on.

Phoebe was right. Even if I wanted to help, I couldn’t. I didn’t know the culture, the politics, I hadn’t even grasped my new-turned nature yet. I was behind in every way of the word, on every facet, on every front line.

I may have survived the turn, but was I built to survive this world?
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One reason I missed Buffalo was the quiet.

The minute I leave the building, it’s like there’s a conniption happening in multiple places, at every head turn.

Shoulders brush mine, I must move around those taking over the entire pavement, too many horses and wheels on the road. I wondered how there weren’t more accidents unfolding before my eyes.

“Just up ahead!” Phoebe pulled me quickly by my arm, though I had no idea how her little legs were moving faster than mine.

“How far?”

“Four blocks.”

“That isn’t just up ahead, then,” I panted, my lungs burning from the intense walk.

“It doesn’t make sense to take a carriage.”

“It did five blocks ago,” I complained.

“Shush. Walk,” she scolded.

With a hard heel, I yanked her to the side of the walkway. Footsteps passing us were just as urgent as the clopping hooves on the street. Pigeons fluttered over us as we disturbed their crumb feasting.

“Why are you so focused on insignificant, leisurely errands when you’ve just told me we are on the edge of some secret societal war?”

She took such a deep breath that her shoulders shrugged on inhale, then slumped on release. “Because my task is to adjust you.”

“I have just died and come back to life; my mind is on far graver things than clothing.”

“Except, it isn’t,” she said firmly. “You are under the impression that I don’t understand how this is affecting you. That I don’t know that you are confused, disoriented, and what have you.” She stared up at me, chin stubbornly high. “What do you do when you don’t feel yourself?”

I swallowed the words I wanted to say. “I don’t know.”

“You have to make time to remind yourself what makes you most comfortable,” she answered her own question, poking me with her finger. “You do not feel well for many reasons, but we can begin to remedy it by making sure everything you have is yours, and taking care of what remains. Your fashion, the way you present yourself, recreating old comforts.”

Her passionate explanation made me feel a bit guilty for accusing her of being shallow.

“Well, slow your pace. I’m unfit,” I mumbled.

With a deep sigh I nodded back toward the path, and we walked at a much steadier pace.
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“No black.”

The errand was already off to a terrible beginning.

“Will you have a new shipment?” Phoebe asked, sensing my glum aura beside her.

“We only have wool at this time, no silk,” the couturier said.

Phoebe rubbed her temples, already scheming.

Shadows puppeted across the floor as people passed the large shop window, interrupted by the mannequins showing sample dresses. The walls had bolts of fabric rolled up and stacked by color. The table in the middle held accessories and catalogs. Phoebe and I were now at the back counter, wondering how they could possibly run out of black silk fabrics.

“What do you have at the moment, then?” I piped up.

The couturier gestured to the wall, his brow rising.

I threw a polite smile as Phoebe continued to flip through the fashion plates fresh from Paris.

I touched the rolls of fabric, so many textures and colors. Black had always been a comfort color, something I could rely on. It was utilitarian, stainproof, and ominous. Though Phoebe’s words about appearances weighed on my mind. I understand she is trying to make me feel like myself again, but perhaps this was the perfect time for change.

There were some fabrics that caught my eye. Stripes, flowers, all kinds of embroidery and textures. But none of the colors really suited me, not in any way I would like to explore.

“Do you have this one in red?” I called out, as I placed my hand on a bolt, “perhaps more of an oxblood?”

Phoebe and the couturier looked my way.

It was hard to tell if Phoebe’s expression was one of confusion or surprise, but I suppose it is the same thing at the moment.

The couturier nodded his approval before disappearing behind the counter, past the curtain masking the work area.

“Are you sure?” Phoebe asked. “It’s quite attention-grabbing.”

“Quite salacious,” I agreed.

She laughed at the mention and shrugged. “If that is what you like.”

“I do,” I said aloud, mostly for myself.
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“Please, I beg, do not feed me any more tasteless food.” My plea would fall on deaf ears as she placed another jam scone on my plate.

“You must find a way to get used to it. There will be situations where not eating is rude, but they won’t know you can’t taste anything.” She pointed to it. “Eat.”

“I will be sick,” I complained. “I would rather eat bitters from a cocktail bar.”

“Well, we will remember a flask of it for next time,” she insisted. “It is important that you get used to your senses—or lack thereof.”

“I know,” I gulped. “I know.”

“Drink the tea, at least you can taste it if you keep it bitter.”

Based on the leaves, it looked to be a Kuding tea. Known for its bitterness, but also wellness benefits.

I brought the steaming cup to my lips. The hot liquid rushed down my throat, the heat filling my mouth and slowly throughout my body. The bitterness was there, but it wasn’t an unpleasant kind. Not any more than the initial sting of alcohol or the heat of a pepper. Pleasant when the taste buds were built for it. Even my stomach eased with something to temporarily satiate it.

“This is my favorite tea spot. They have everything, even if it isn’t listed,” Phoebe said, her smile so wide when she saw I wasn’t disliking it. “We should come often.”

Just the thought of leaving the home again had me exhausted, and apparently my expression must have given that away.

“Or! Or we could buy some and bring it home.” Phoebe gestured for the host, already beginning to give him a list of teas and a couple more instructions I couldn’t hear.

It could have been the tea, but suddenly it was like my body wanted to shut down. Exhaustion was the word, but more intense than that. I wished to lie down and rot into the ground for a very, very long time.

“Are you well?” Phoebe touched my shoulder.

I nodded with a smile. “I am tired.”

“We can go home now, that’s fine.”

Home. That word again.

While it may be new to me, it was comforting knowing my dear friend was trying her best to make it my own.

The tea she purchased came in sophisticated wrappings, a little ribbon securing the box closed.

As we were on our way—and I might have been almost too exhausted to walk the entire way back—I felt lighter after our afternoon of excursions. It may not have been pleasant to get outside, but the effort was what made it feel productive. While I didn’t like to indulge in anything, never mind something selfish, I had to admit that her theory was working, and I was feeling much more grounded than before.

The sunlight was more pleasant, my lungs could breathe easier, and the walk home didn’t feel as labored. Phoebe talked, but I didn’t listen. Not because I didn’t want to, but because the daze was moving me along in my mind. There was so much to wrap my head around in so little time, but today made it feel like it was something attainable.

“You should try to feed,” Phoebe said as the door opened for us.

As we stepped inside, the metallic scent hit me harder than an inhale of cocaine. It nearly upset my stomach all over. “No,” I said quickly, “not tonight.”

Reluctantly, she let me go, even if she wasn’t finished fussing.

The journey up the stairs to the top floor felt nearly as long as the walk itself. My breathing was labored by the time I reached the top. I wandered like a ghost to my room, closing the door behind me just as quietly.

The sun was setting over the city, lavender and red striping the sky. Phantom personalities could be heard on the street, the light reflections flashing up into my window as carriages passed.

I lay back on the bed, my body sinking into the linens, freshly cleaned of months of dead flowers. My head by the several pillows piled neatly against the headboard.

There was still a hole in me, deep inside.

I glanced down at my ring, spinning it around my finger with my thumb.

“Come back,” I whispered, as if he could hear me from wherever he was.

With all that has happened, being betrothed nearly slipped through the cracks. What would happen when I saw him again? Did he miss me, even now? Did he forget about me for the six months I was guarded behind the doors? Would he be bored with me by the time he saw me again?

As much as I denied it these past few years, I’d missed him. The excitement.

The memories of his hands on mine in the snow, the way he looked up at me when he’d begged me to be his. The way his hands shook when the ring was slipped on my finger.

I splayed my fingers wide, staring at the glittering gold ring.

“Where are you now, Creature?” I whispered to myself.

I slept that night hoping, begging, I would wake to my most favorite bump in the night. To the Creature slinking back to me, to be held again, and to know I was alive.

After the day’s activities, much like the past half of a year, I slept like the dead once more.
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“You know you aren’t supposed to talk to anyone before the Appraisal.”

“I didn’t realize I needed an appointment to see my daughter.”

The Guild where he had made a reservation was supposed to be gentlemen only. Though there was no fuss about rules when they heard the name. No one wanted him to ask twice.

The room was mostly mixed types of leathers and dark wood, paintings of hunts and no variety. Which was their prerogative, but their main crime was that it was ugly and lacking in distinction. They could have at least added a splash of color. This is what happens when you let men decorate by themselves.

“It isn’t about me or appointments, you know it.” I shifted in my seat, checking over my shoulder again.

“Paranoid, are you?” My father flashed a charming smile. “My arrival isn’t a secret. Unless you wanted it to be?” His tone was mockingly oblivious.

“They don’t know you like I do, you will send people into a panic,” I scolded.

“Me?” He pointed to himself. “Why would I cause a panic?”

“Father,” I sighed, “you aren’t supposed to come in contact without the other representatives⁠—”

“Do you have something with a little more body? Perhaps vintage?” he asked the evening host, who nodded before whisking away to the bar.

“Are you listening to me?” I strained.

“Of course, of course.”

“You saw Alina,” I said. I didn’t phrase it as a question, because it gives him an opportunity to get around it.

“I was just explaining myself. Can’t a man have that at least?” He held his hand out to take mine, using his other to cup it. “My little peony, you are jumpy like a rabbit. You remember what we say about rabbits⁠—”

“I know,” I swallowed, not able to resist another glance over my shoulder.

“Are you embarrassed by me?” He sighed. “I know it’s cumbersome to entertain your father, but I missed you so dearly.”

I threw a glance at him. “I missed you too,” I said softly, “it’s just been a while.”

“You’re nervous,” he said. “I knew it.”

“No! No, that’s not it.” I bit my lip.

The waiter returned with a bottle. The dark container hiding the fermented delicacy within. The natural wax drippings were dusty from storage, and the label written with hand calligraphy.

“Seventeen, twenty years in the bottle, Diabetes Mellitus,” the host presented the bottle, “it has that wonderfully rare sweetness, high in pyruvic acid.”

“Ah, sounds delightful.” He inspected the label, squinting slightly as he appreciated the presentation.

Even though my father was here for less jovial reasons, I found myself breathing a sigh of relief. I was high maintenance, I knew that, but I didn’t realize how hard it was without simple comforts. I would do almost anything for Alina, that was no mystery, but I wanted to be with her and my comforts.

Life did not have to be about suffering, as she may believe. I hoped that I could show her that she can do her life’s work while also enjoying finer things. Perhaps she thinks of herself as a hypocrite, since she is such a staunch utilitarian, and her confliction with Vipera as a class and race. But that is why she has me, to show her.

I asked myself if perhaps it was money I missed. But I knew it was more than that. It was community, options, the urge to show off just a touch.

But most of all, I missed my father.

He never raised his voice at me or made me feel lesser than. My memories of him may be scarce, but each time he came home my heart felt so warm. He would bring me gifts each time he returned. But with Silas’s recounts and warnings, the child inside of me wanted to know for myself if I’d seen him through a limited view.

Silas didn’t see the value in reaching out. But if my father could see some sign of goodness from Silas’s Nest, he may be open to appeal. My father was a businessman, so I must think like one too. To make him see the value in what we built. We could avoid bloodshed completely and start anew. He could be reasonable, I trusted. So far, he didn’t even appear to be upset. Despite what others thought, it gave me some comfort knowing he was making an attempt to reach across the aisle.

“You can come to me about anything, you know.” My father’s voice yanked my attention back down to earth.

“I know.” I smiled. “But it isn’t needed.”

“Oh? Silas takes that good care of you all?” He laughed. “I suppose that’s where you got money for such a pretty new dress.” He squinted as he smiled; I couldn’t help but read it as bitter.

“Actually,” I corrected, “it’s my money.”

“Yours?” He raised a brow.

“Well, Alina and I⁠—”

“So Alina is your provider?”

“No, we have collected our own accounts together.” The more I clarified, the less I wanted to explain.

“How do you manage to have accounts without a husband?” he questioned. He sipped the bloodwine slow, waiting for his curiosity to be quenched. “Silas made them for you?”

“We found a way.” I held my answer back.

“You changed your surname,” he commented.

I should know he didn’t ask questions he didn’t know answers to.

“I did,” I said.

“Lis,” he hissed through a smile, “a forged marriage certificate to a fictitious man? You are so clever.” He chuckled. “Both of you are.”

“Thank you.” I reluctantly accepted the compliment.

“I have to say, it’s quite a thing you’ve created.” He set his glass down, leaning back in the lounging seat. “Very creative. Artful, even.”

“I feel as if you are angry with me,” I breathed.

“No! No, of course not. Never.” He leaned forward, reaching over the coffee table. His nails were sharp, and they dug into me as he held my hands. “Would I be here, with you now, if I were angry?”

“I don’t suppose so.” I shook my head. “But are you and Silas⁠—”

“My boy and I will work it out.” His brow lowered in sincerity. “Whatever happens with the Appraisal, we will work through it. It is of the utmost importance to me that I support my heirs in all their conquests. I can forgive fair transgressions.”

Somehow that made me breathe a little easier. I squeezed his hands, basking in the relief.

“Besides, we have a lot to celebrate.” He let go of my hands to lift his cup. “We have a new addition to the family, my only son has stepped up to the role he was born to play, and the family is reunited once again.” He grinned, his long, thick fangs sticking out against his lips.

We raised our glasses, chiming them together before we drank.

For months, I feared that father would lay waste to us with how Silas has been acting. I was tired, so very tired of his tantrums ruining things. Even if he may hate me for speaking with our father, I wondered, in moments like these, if the geniality was the only thing keeping him from laying complete waste to the Nest through other means. I was frightened to see him, even if I hadn’t done anything wrong aside from blood relation.

All will be merry, all will be well, and we will all be whole once more.

Very soon, the dust shall settle.

We can all be a family again.
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There has never been a time when I wanted to be home so desperately, yet I was afraid to return.

Though if I spent any more time on boats, I may walk with a permanent wobble.

I took a greedy drag of my cigarette.

The cold smack of the ocean wind made it nearly impossible to keep it lit. The bow of the ship rose and fell, pointing to the horizon. Thick steam painted a long streak across the cloudless sky. A couple of gulls cried ahead, dearly disappointed in finding a passenger line instead of a fishing vessel.

I stared over the railing, watching the seafoam peel from the metal body of the ship, waves that curled back into the ocean as the boat cut through the water. Entrancing and nauseating all at once.

After two months of traveling, the campaigning was finished, yet I still thought I hadn’t done enough. Would anything be enough to ease the crushing weight on my chest? Would anything convince me that breaking from my father’s curses was within reach? Confidence was my strong suit, but not now; there was nothing so terrifying.

“The last few responses are promising,” the thick Russian accent was nearly hidden behind the groan of the metal ship, “the last telegrams just came in.”

I glanced his way.

Luka stood, hands shoved in his pockets and his shoulders shrugged to his ears. Neither of us was very fond of the boat, or the sea, for that matter.

“What’s the tally?”

“I’m confident in my connection with the Russian Nest, at least fifteen don’t like England to begin with—so that helps.”

“But will they come for the Appraisal?”

“They all have agreed to send a representative, yes.”

“Luka.”

He raised a brow in reply.

I turned around, my back pressed against the railing. My heart was heavy, my legs were never still, my mind was always turning.

“What are our odds?” I stretched my neck from one side to the other.

“I am confident we can make our case.” His non-answer might as well be my indicator.

“Are we going to pull this off?” I pressed. “Or do you think we’ve wasted our time?”

“Not a waste,” he corrected. “I think, in my professional opinion, we have a fighting chance. A strong one.”

“But there’s a possibility⁠—”

“Of course. There always is.”

I took a dry pull of the burnt-out cigarette before flicking it into the ocean. “I guess we better make it worth the trouble.”

“It will all work itself out. We have too much going for us to fail,” he assured me, but I knew it was to keep my head on straight.

“Any telegrams from Chimera?” I asked. “Did she wake?”

Luka glanced down at his watch, a chuckle pushing his mouth into a coy smirk. “You asked early today.”

“Time zones,” I huffed. “Is that a no?”

“Not yet,” he said. “Your sister updated early this morning, as she does every morning.”

“Have you considered I look forward to asking?” The sarcasm tinged my tone as I rubbed my face with my palms. “It’s practically part of my routine now.”

“They say good things about those with a routine.”

“Enough,” I mumbled.

Luka shrugged it off, staring off into the distance. His eyes squinted, the scarred skin across half of his face tight as he did so.

I turned my head, letting it slope to the side as I glanced. A small, tiny blip in the horizon. A glimmering bump in the distance. Our metropolis awaits, the real work hasn’t even begun.

Returning was a relief, but it brought an uncertain terrain that I had yet to grasp. It was only the beginning. The danger had not passed, and there was too much to protect. Would it be worth it? I hoped it would.

Only time will tell if the canary sings beyond the cave.
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For the first time since waking, I was able to slip away.

I went to the only place that made me feel safe.

The botanical gardens in the city reminded me much of the one back in London. A grand glass fortress guarding some of the most beautiful exotic plants from around the world. The warmth was perfect, the humidity swaddling around my body, bringing color back to my cheeks . . . or perhaps they were burning. The environment was clearing my sinuses and working to ease the rattling in my lungs.

It smelled wonderfully of wet dirt, pond water, and pollen. I could be locked in this glass cage and be happy, like a prized macaw.

I tried to dress as best I could for the outing despite my new wardrobe being made. A deep forest-green dress with small black beading around the trims. I thought it would be nice with the flora. Of course, I was right.

Towering palms and exotic fruit trees, showstopping blooms of hibiscus and orchids, birds racing along the ceiling unbound to the paths paved just for us spectators. Then there was my favorite, the carnivorous plants. While I missed my poison flowers, I hadn’t seen some of these specimens before. They were bright reds and yellows, sharp teeth or monstrous-looking appendages. They were entirely delightful.

I leaned down by the indoor pond, inspecting the red flower bulbs among pitcher plants. A small sign stuck to the lip of the stones. Sarracenia purpurea.

The purple pitcher plant.

Among them were bladderworts and trumpet pitchers. On the other side of the path, circling the pond, were flytraps, sundews, and assorted hanging pitchers. The supporting plants were mainly banana trees, Monstera species, and other tropical marvels.

“Be careful, they eat meat,” a small child said matter-of-factly beside me.

She couldn’t have been older than five. There wasn’t even any eye contact when she spoke, just staring scrutinously at the plants.

“Well, insects. I think we are safe,” I said.

The girl looked at me, her eyes naturally strict, untrusting. Yet she was talking to me, sharing this concern.

“Then why do they look so scary,” she asked, “just for bugs?”

“Maybe they just want to be left alone. Being scary is almost as good as blending in.” I smiled, though I looked past her, wondering where her caretakers may be.

“Then why are the plainest plants poisonous?” She frowned.

I clasped my hands over my lap as I knelt there, taking a long think on it.

“I don’t know,” I sighed. “To keep everyone guessing?”

The child knelt down, her hands pressed against the ground as she leaned over the edge of the pond to peep into the pitchers. To be a child is to be endlessly curious and infinitely unaware. Pure bliss.

All was well and calm. The two of us spent many minutes in silence enjoying the curiosities around us.

Though her presence was making me increasingly more nervous. There were some people inside the glass house, but most seemed to be picnicking on the green space of the property under trees and other sources of shade.

A sharp stab in my stomach.

It was a piercing pain, an emptiness.

I felt sweat build on my forehead and I wiped it with my wrist. The more I tried to convince myself I was fine, the more the sickly grip tightened on my throat. I wondered if I would expel or faint, neither was something I wanted to do. I swallowed thickly, trying to look up at the ceiling and tell myself I was okay.

A small splashing sound.

The girl was playing in the water.

Liquid sounds of sloshing and wades turned to pumping and throbs.

I stared at the child. She reached out into the shallow pond for a lily pad, one with a flower that matched her purple dress. The curls of her fine brown hair fell over her shoulder, brushing against her neck. Pump. Pump. Pump.

She splashed again.

Heat burned at the front of my face, and suddenly everything got so hot, so vivid.

My eyes strained periodically, then more frequently, as if syncing with my heartbeats . . . or with her pulse.

My stomach turned and lurched.

I was so hot.

So agitated.

Ravenous.

I left quickly, running from the overstimulation, all the colors, the light. I had to hide myself under a weeping tree on an outer path. Under the cover of thick trees and shrubs of the greenhouse, I could be in peace until I was well again.

With palms pressed to my face, I took deep, grounding breaths.

Stop. You’re all right. Nothing will happen. Calm yourself.

I reached over to a holly bush, chewing on the bitter leaves to stop my body from making me chew on something else. My palms were clammy, I couldn’t stop shaking. I was colder than before with this sudden sickly spell.

“Ma’am,” someone said.

I pulled a few more leaves from the bush.

“Ma’am, you can’t eat those, they’re poison . . .” Is someone speaking to me?

Reluctantly, I looked over my shoulder.

A man in coveralls, supposedly someone who worked for the garden. When our eyes met, he looked as if he was faced with some nightmare.

My eyes were burning, every color was so bright, every sound was so loud, and the light was straining my eyes.

My mouth itched, I could barely feel the bit of spit running down my chin.

He moved quickly.

But I couldn’t stop it now.

When he stumbled back, I grabbed him by his clothing, slamming his chest against mine before I went for it.

His throat.

My fangs scraped forward, the sensation of shifting teeth made them itch, the urge to sink them into his throat was too great—and it was done.

The pressure of my canines sinking into his skin elicited a whimper from me, and the soreness eased. Then a pop as they dug through the trachea, and his throat was crushed.

My mouth flooded with blood, the warmth not registering until I gulped. Each swallow sent a flourishing warmth through my limbs.

But then it hit my stomach.

I crouched even as my teeth were still latched, the blood spilling over my chest and sputtering across both of our faces. Then most of it came back up and I was forced to let him go. I coughed and spit, splattering against the cobblestones and painting the white azaleas.

I heaved, struggling to catch my breath. My hands shook as they pressed against the ground, the blood filing neatly between the bricks of the walkway as it spread.

No one was around.

I placed my hand on his chest, shaking him.

“I’m sorry,” I sniffled. “Please—oh, God,” I bit my lip.

His body slowed its twitching to a halt. His eyes wide open to the sky. Dead.

And it was my fault.

I stumbled through the staff exit.

There were extra bags of dirt, stacks of buckets, then my saving grace—a garden hose.

The water ran clear when I cranked the spigot. With my hand, I scooped water and wiped my face, my chest—thank goodness the dress was a dark shade of green, or else the blood may have left an obvious stain.

My fingers rubbed my ears and between my breasts to leave no crevice unwashed as I fought the drying of the blood.

A high-pitched screech from inside.

I walked quickly around the corner, heading to the front of the building. Visitors walked in couples or in groups as they marveled at the fountains. The splashing was still nauseating me.

Like ants to honey, one by one the crowd began to move toward the greenhouse, some coming back outside to report to their families what they’d seen.

Soon the subtle murmurs turned to clamor, then havoc.

The staff corralled the visitors out of the botanical gardens, giving no other explanation than they were regrettably closing for the day.

I was frozen in place. Should I leave? Would it be suspicious if I was the only one not wanting to find out what the scandal was? It could be too dangerous to stay, but I don’t think I could keep my wits up enough to look unassuming.

I refrained from touching my dress, in fear the stain would show on my hands. My trembling hands forced themselves into the black gloves, fingers getting stuck and caught as I pulled.

The tin wail of a siren just outside the park. It could be for anything, but I knew it was for me. For what I’d done. The crowd became a restless mob, demanding to know what interrupted their tourism.

They fell quiet when the rubber boots came marching in, the white-gloved men eased us back, marking off the entrance.

All I had to do was be still.

Something tugged at my skirts.

My eyes shot down to the ground. The little girl from before had grabbed my skirt to steady herself as she peered between the spectators.

All I could focus on was her little hand.

Balled up in my dress.

And the red stain that she would see on her palm next.

I couldn’t stay.

The policeman was walking down the line.

She must have felt it, the stickiness on her fingers. I watched as her little hand left the cloth and she went to look.

I grabbed her hand and looked up; the policeman had glanced at us, just not long enough to see.

She looked up at me, complete puzzlement on her face.

I held my finger to my lips, a gesture for silence.

The moment the police joined the staff behind the glass doors, I released her hand.

That is when I took my leave.

The little girl did not follow me, or call me. Neither did any other witness as the gawking herd hovered nearby, distracted by their own insatiable curiosity.

The walk home was just as much a flurry as the incident itself. My boots were cutting into my ankles again, the sores from yesterday reopening. Luckily I was never alone, shrouded by a cover of characters spilling into the streets for lunch. All I saw was a sea of heads, some hatted and some feathered, some just hair and some with parasols.

The longer I walked, the more I slowed as I realized there was no humanly possible way they could be on to me. Between the sheer number of people and the fact they probably were least expecting a woman behind such a crime, I may have been safe.

But as soon as the adrenaline began to wear from me, the more I was aware of my aches. My stomach hurt more than before I ate, somewhere between absolutely famished and completely nauseated by anything I could put in me. My shins ached from the steady stride, my eyes burned from the light, my brain pushing against the inside of my skull. I could barely keep my direction. I just knew to follow along Fifth Avenue and I would run into it eventually.

By now I was sure my ankles were split open inside the new leather boots.

I wanted to collapse to my knees, but the pavement was filthy. Somehow I was both shivering and sweating, no medium between the flashes of hot and cold. My mouth even felt chapped, though I assumed it was dehydration.

Then I saw it, the pink brick and copper, the wisteria hanging off the roof.

A chimera carved into the cornerstones.

Home.

Despite the cutting of my shoes, I moved quicker, desperate to reach the door. I was already crying, ready to let my mask down and retreat into my room.

Then, sirens in the not far distance.

They’re coming.

I panicked, knocking and ringing the door. A doorman came to answer, and when it opened, Rebecca stood there as if she was leaving.

“Rebecca!”

She looked startled, as if she wasn’t expecting to see me, especially not in a state like this. She held her hands out to my shoulders to steady me, her white gloves stained from the blood-soaked fabric.

“Where have you been?” Her voice like that of a worried chaperone. “We have been looking for you all morning.”

“I . . . I just . . .” Suddenly my vision was clouded by little specks of stars. More and more of them until it faded completely, and my body jolted.

It didn’t even occur to me that my body had fallen from her grasp or that my head had hit the steps when everything blackened. Not until a faint pain began to throb, but I was unconscious by the time it settled.
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The cold washcloth brought me back to the land of the living. Beads of water collected on my forehead before dripping off my brow and tickling my ear. A deep breath filled my lungs, as if revived.

“There you are.” John’s baritone voice hummed like a warm radiator.

I shifted to move, and he scooped his hand behind my neck.

“Steady now.” He lifted me to prop another pillow under my head.

It was dark when I opened my eyes, the only light came from the street and a candle on my bedside.

“What have I done, John?” I reached for his hand.

He leaned forward in the chair, his elbows resting on his knees as he enclosed my hand in his. “Focus on getting better before you trouble yourself.”

“I’ve done something terrible,” my voice strained.

John’s face grimaced; even in the dark I could see the pity.

“Do you know?” I squeezed his hand. “Does everyone know?”

“Everyone has a bad catch at least once.” He tried to appeal to my panicked state. “The police don’t know, if that’s any consolation.”

“Not yet.”

“Just . . . try to stay indoors until we get you better,” he insisted. “No one is angry with you. There’s always going to be unsteady footing when you reach new land⁠—”

“I ate someone, John,” I could feel my voice hurting as the words left my tongue. “Well, I didn’t even get to feed on him. It was a complete and shameful waste.”

He shushed me as he removed the wet cloth from my head.

“I am no longer a person, I am an ugly, godless beast.”

“I don’t think so, Crow.”

“How can you be so accepting of this? Any other person you may have called a monster.” I slapped his hand away from my forehead.

“Except you are no other person. I know you, and you are no beast,” he said firmly, but not overly insistent. “A beast wouldn’t think twice of the sheep and the hens it’s eaten. A beast does not know distress for the things it eats.”

“A killing is a killing, no matter if I cry after or not. Someone is needlessly dead. Someone who was unlucky enough to cross me, to help me, of all things!” I cried. I couldn’t catch my breath or think. My head was pounding, my body ached.

“Calm yourself⁠—”

“No!” I wailed, my fangs jittering forward. It was like the reflexes were weak and tired, unable to muster the energy to fully engage if it wasn’t for food. Like I was running on limited resources. They hurt so terribly, like a scorched mouth.

A bit of saliva from my mouth dropped from my lips. The black blood stained the bleached linens.

John brought the cold wet cloth to my mouth to clean it, the entire rag staining.

I tipped back, leaning my head against the pillow. There was nothing I or anyone could do to console myself.

“Rest, and it will help your impulses,” John promised. “Just let old Johnny boy fix you up before you go scouring again. Deal?”

I pushed a stubborn breath through my nose, but I let him wipe my face and neck with the cloth.

Most days I believed I didn’t deserve the care that I got. I was both grateful for my friends, my family, but at the same time paranoid that it could all be gone in an instant. I spent so much time trying to protect the ones I loved that I never was able to let anyone help me. Maybe it was time I learned, but for now, not resisting was a start.

He was right, anyway. I needed to rest. I wanted to rest.

I suppose they had the right idea when they locked me in the room before. Luckily they didn’t need to this time, for once.

Soon I would be better. This wouldn’t last forever. And I could resume living without torturing myself.


12
[image: ]
THE POISONER



Iwoke slower this morning, but easier. The room was already hot from the open window, the sunlight on the neighboring buildings told me it could be past noon. Had I really slept that long? Concussed sleep wasn’t very safe, but I suppose it works differently when you’re already dead.

It was quieter than I’d expect for the time of day, perhaps everyone went out.

I threw on a billowy robe and left the room.

As soon as the door opened, the wafting of something savory hit my nose. The staff kitchen was brewing, yet no one was around. Is there some sort of event I’m missing? Not that I minded missing out, but I couldn’t help being a little hurt there was no invitation.

Each of my footsteps echoed through the halls, even without shoes. My bare feet tapped against the polished marble, my ghostly reflection following me rather than a shadow.

I ducked my head into the parlor room, which was cleaned and dusted, the flowers replaced with fresh buds, and completely empty. Back into the hallway, looking both ways to not one sign of a soul. I supposed the thing to do would be to follow the smell.

It got stronger with every step down to the first floor.

To my relief, people were present.

I stood about a third of the way down the stairs so I could skim over them. Even with a careful study of the crowd, no pink. No Phoebe. I didn’t see John or Rebecca either. But plenty of familiar faces from around the Nest. Being surrounded by so many Vipera and Hosts was making adjusting a bit easier, especially the smell of fresh blood.

While I was in my nightwear, a red silk for the robe making it look slightly less informal, the rest of the crowd seemed to be in nicer day dresses and suits than normal. The men were waiting with their jackets on and their starched clothing neat.

Then, the doors opened.

The merry conversations erupted like a reunion.

As I moved from the stairs down to the floor, I found myself looking between people as they clashed together in such joyous greetings. Couples kissing each other’s cheeks, men slapping each other’s backs, and the giggles of women spectating the men who weren’t paired. Staff moved trunks up the stairs as everyone gathered.

The new guests were in a uniform of sorts, not quite issued but there was a similar style code they dressed to. Smart tailoring, all black with gloves to match. As one passed, I noted a repeating symbol. Some had it on their handkerchiefs, sometimes on their cuff links. The clearest one was on a card tucked into a flat cap—a lion with the second head of a goat and the tail of a snake. A chimera.

The crowd moved toward the door like an evening tide.

The voices grew louder, the energy of the room heightened like heated molecules.

It was like many had returned from some long journey. While the reunions were heartwarming, it left much to be desired. For myself, at least.

I moved past one couple, then another, until I approached the front.

As bodies parted and I reached the thick of the crowd, one arrival stood out in particular.

A tall, dark form, a crown of golden hair, and smoke blowing from his nose like a dragon atop a hoard. I didn’t just smell the thick leather of his gloves, I also smelled the blood soaked into the hide mixing with his cologne.

His hand brushed through his hair, the flash of ghostly blue eyes as someone talked at him—that Sidney fella.

Silas’s shoulders lifted with his next inhale of a cigarette, then settled after a very long breath. His eyes were dark, much darker than I’d ever seen. The type that were tired, the look of a man who may snap at any moment. It was no secret my Creature had poor impulse control, yet he seemed to be holding it together. Whatever happened these last few months must have beat some self-restraint into him.

I wasn’t familiar with such expressions from him. Is this what he was like when I wasn’t looking? Is this how everyone else perceived him? Or was I possibly just missing him?

I stepped forward, about to break through the last line of the crowd. Only a dozen bodies separated us. His scent was all the more present the more I let it burrow into my mind. I could almost hear his voice again through the others. I could almost feel his hands, taste his lips⁠—

A sharp tug around my waist and my face was snuffed by another pair of leather gloves. I tried to thrash but the hand gripping my face just dug in harder. My heels scraped against the floor as I was dragged away, even the scent of him growing less and less.

My fangs sprang forward, attempting to sink into the hand in vain, the leather too thick to pierce. It elicited a growl from the man before he hooked his fingers behind a fang, hyperextending it like a pressure point, leading me like a bit in a horse’s mouth.

Suddenly yanked somewhere else, the slam of a door. My back hit a wall.

Then there was only darkness.

I swallowed as there was rummaging. The air was hot and stuffy. I assumed we were behind one of the hidden service doors. Though I could smell the hint of figs, cedarwood, metallic breath.

There was a squeak.

The gas lamp bloomed at the hand of my captor spinning the dial.

The light reflected off scarred skin and a dull eye.

“You fucking sable.” I hit him, then again, and couldn’t stop.

Luka raised his arms as I hit him before pressing his forearm against my neck, pinning me to the wall. “Quiet.” The word was drawn out and harsh.

The sounds of people passing us, muttering and talking in between their steps. We could see a faint shadow of shoes under the door.

I hoped my face was as expressive as I could manage to make my disdain known. In doing so, I noticed the shape of his skin. His damaged eye was in worse shape than it was the last time I saw him, or at least that I remembered. His skin was also in decline. The deep scar cutting through down to his lip was taut and the color was a little darker where the burns were.

“I have a favor to ask of you.” He suddenly returned his gaze to me.

I lifted my chin, my neck pressing against his forearm. “Have your favor,” I spat in his face.

He closed his eyes, taking a moment to finally release me and hold his hands up in surrender, as if there was some immense amount of restraint to not strangle me right there.

“You can’t see him right now,” Luka said plainly.

I opened my mouth to speak.

“It is a matter of survival. Just a while longer. Then you may frolic all you like.”

“Why?” I squinted at him, crossing my arms as I leaned against the wall.

“He needs to focus.”

“The Appraisal?”

“Ah, you’re bright as ever. So clever.” The sarcasm was palpable. “Phoebe told you?”

“Some of it.” I shrugged. “I understand.”

He threw me a scrutinous look. “Do you, now?”

“Yes,” I said through a clenched jaw, “but he should still know I am awake.”

He looked like he was about to argue, so I reached for the door.

Luka slapped my hand away like I was some naughty child.

“Hit me one more time—” I raised my hand, but he caught my wrist, then tightened.

My hand began to tingle from numbness, the circulation cutting off.

“How about we make a deal,” he said tensely. He smiled as he said it, but his eyes screamed that he wanted to smash his forehead into mine.

“I’m tired of deals,” I hissed.

“Have you fed yet?” he asked.

I was quiet.

“Your breath says that you haven’t.” He grinned. “You smell hungry, my dear.”

Immediately my jaw snapped shut. I wasn’t sure if I was angry or embarrassed, or both. But both options made me want to hit him, preferably with something solid. Like a brick.

A smirk crept onto his dimpled face, his canine exposed by the tight skin around the scar. “Let us hunt together. Tonight.”

“Hunt?”

“It’s better than the stuff they keep in the icebox. Fresh is best, and I know just the place,” he offered. “I can give you a rather nice distraction in exchange for leaving Silas be in this very sensitive time of preparation.”

“I don’t know.” I leaned back, but he just came closer. It was suffocating. The tiny space, the heat, the smells of food and blood mixing where it was no longer appetizing.

“I know a place with many specimens,” he added.

“Specimens?”

“The big taxidermy kind,” he said with a wide smile, once he saw my attention was earned. “Antarctica, India, China, Africa.”

I was either insane, or considering it, or both.

“There’s a polar bear,” he said.

“Bring me,” I demanded.

“Well, you have to dress nicer than that.” His eyes trailed down then up. “Be ready and outside by midnight. Stay in your room until then.”

“Deal,” I said. “You promise I won’t be hidden for long?”

“Let the golden boy do his work, I’ll make your time worth it. Not to worry,” he assured me, “though, you may have to get to your room using the service stairs. Do you know your way around them now?”

“No,” I mumbled.

“Well, good luck then.” He suddenly opened the door, smacking it shut in my face.

I hit the door with my palms, giving it one last kick before venturing farther into the service hall to the steep stairs.

The bastard had an irritating way of being, but his offer did interest me for the short term. The key to my disordered eating could just be as simple as the victim itself. Consent could be something that is giving me some psychosomatic symptoms. Or my lab knowledge made me more paranoid about sterilization when I drink from a cup. Either way, this would hopefully be a controlled environment to test some theories. Who am I to deny a good experiment?
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“Now you just have to go up and request for two.” Luka squeezed my shoulders from behind as we stared across the street. “You must smile, pull one fang forward with your tongue.”

The night was busy, music weaving its way through the streets, warm lighting on the pavement, and comfortable temperatures allowing for more people out on the town.

I dressed nice, but not too much. Something for the evening but not quite for a dinner. It was a deep green again, the color beginning to nauseate me. It felt nothing like something I’d wear, and my entire identity was in crisis at this point. Perhaps being out of my own comforts meant it would be easier to embrace the changes thrust upon me. This was fine, I was fine.

We stood across from a nice brick building modeled after Tudor sensibilities. Crosshatch windows and artificially aged stone, a castle-like aesthetic, and a large wooden door with iron details on the handle and window bars. There was even a line of people stacked to get in. An exclusive club, a Guild.

“Why must I do it?” I turned to him. “I thought this was your spot?”

“Men aren’t allowed without bringing a lady.”

“So you’re using me to get in?” My shoulders slumped. “I don’t want to go anymore.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” He stepped in front of me, holding his hands out to my arms as he walked backward. “Technically, I can’t get in anywhere. Not usually.”

“Why? Did you bring trouble with you, as usual? I don’t blame them.” I continued to walk, pushing against his hands as he continued to stumble.

“They don’t often check the guest! No one knows you.” He dug his heel into the ground to fully stop me. “Worst case, they ask my name and we are turned away. Best case, you get to enjoy your anonymity for a little longer. You can go anywhere, enjoy anything without people knowing your connection to our Nest.”

I nearly bumped into his chest, considering giving him a proper shove into the road. But first I considered it. It sounded nice in theory, but I wasn’t keen on being used as an entry piece.

“Why won’t they let you in?”

“I’m sure you’re familiar with the competitive nature of these Guilds.” He tipped his head at me. “The formation of Chimera was sudden and successful. Because that’s what money can buy you, instant success. But that doesn’t mean people don’t notice a new Nest in the same city. They’ve barred us from using Guilds. There were makeshift Nests already here, for at least ten years before we showed up. I’d feel a bit sour too if someone came and took a ten-year accomplishment and conquered them in only two.”

The queue out the Guild doors was only getting longer.

“You said there are specimens in there?” I asked.

Luka smirked, his hands resting on either side of my head as he leaned down, now eye to eye with me. “At least one hundred on display, thousands in their archive with the museum.” It was like he was describing something sexual.

“How rare?” I whispered.

“Extinct, rare morphology, and mutations,” he whispered earnestly. “You may never be able to see them anywhere else in the world.”

It was an offer I couldn’t refuse.

“Fine,” I sighed.

Luka let me go to punch the air in triumph, already walking toward the Guild.

We queued to wait our turn. Luka stood behind me, tipping his hat down as we approached the doorman.

There was a wall of a man guarding the door. His arms were thick as they crossed his chest. The lack of hair on his shiny head was made up for in the most pristine handlebar mustache I had ever laid eyes on.

“F-for two.” My words were unsure.

The doorman raised his bushy brow.

“Oh.” I shifted, clumsily flicking one fang forward to smile. I wasn’t sure if I had smiled wide enough for him to see, so I tried bigger, but my tooth stung and it snapped right back into my mouth. “Apologies⁠—”

The man just waved us in hastily. More people had piled up behind us.

“You’re brilliant.” Luka wrapped his arm around my shoulder as we entered, shaking me in a fit of excitement.

“You’re just hungry.”

“Yes, indeed I am.” He grinned so wide, his canines were hard to hide. We both went up the stairs to the next floor. “Now, for you, my dear hatchling, you get to have a proper feeding.”

I glanced around, distracted by the sudden intricacies of my surroundings.

The walls were a deep red, every doorframe and wall lined with wooden trim details. A giant stone fireplace was placed warmly in a parlor overlooking the street. There were refreshments on the opposite end, and full staff. Dozens of dark leather chairs and eclectic furniture to sit on, a good environment for conversation.

Men and women mingled, but the women outnumbered them entirely.

“It will be good for you to be away from people you know. Takes a bit of familiarity out of it. It’s a sensitive transition, I understand,” he assured me, then slapped me on the behind toward the parlor. “Now go talk to someone.”

“Excuse me—” I sneered, but he was already gone.

Of course he was gone.

The inside was expensive beyond what I could say is sensible, as if wealth and exploitation could be considered sensible at all. Despite my disdain for the people who made this place, I was overwhelmed by the sense of awe for animals I couldn’t even name without the plaques. The fear of touching anything breakable plagued my mind more than the urge to touch the specimens. Every empty space on the walls was filled with busts; in each corner, a large taxidermied animal rather than the typical decorative plants. In the middle, a juvenile albino giraffe. A polar bear and a grizzly posed on two legs on either side of the fireplace.

A man in fine tailoring worked the bar, repurposed from a church or castle based on the carvings. Interestingly enough, I could smell whatever he was mixing from where I stood.

“Are you all right, miss?” The bartender tossed the cocktail shaker, the clamoring of cool ice within like an instrument.

“Overwhelmed,” I said politely.

“Let me know if I can be of service,” he said, pouring two drinks.

I leaned against the bar, not knowing how to word it.

He glanced at me, waiting for the request.

I lowered my voice. “How do I . . . I’m not sure how this works.”

He smiled kindly despite my ignorance. He leaned over the bar to point at the parlor. “Go in there, take a seat. Pay attention to the shoes”—he then placed a cold, short glass in my hand—“and drink this. It makes it easier.”

“Oh,” I mumbled, as he packed the cocktails on a plate and buzzed away as fast as a bee.

With my new literal handful of courage, I approached the parlor area.

As soon as I crossed into the threshold, the ringing began in my ears again.

Fine animals, finer people.

Everyone was dressed quite smart, quietly expensive. If I’d learned anything from Phoebe and Mary, it was how to spot a nice fabric, despite slightly less flashy designs. They were perfectly fit and draped, completely custom to each person. And very clear that no one got dressed with fewer than four hands on them.

I sat in an empty chair along the wall directly next to a window. Somehow, this was a worse choice than standing by the wall; an irritatingly awkward choice for socializing. With one leg over the other, turning to my side to make friends with the gazelle standing to my right.

I would sit here for ten minutes, then leave. I was already beginning to get hot, embarrassingly so. Luka was cruel for bringing me along, only to abandon me.

The melodic ringing pierced my ears and pulled my head in the direction of a woman. She sat by some other ladies, her posture relaxed yet still poised. Her dress was baby blue, heavy pearls hung by her ears, her neck bare of any accessories. The Scandinavian blonde brought her crystal-like eyes to life. Her smile matched the melodic laugh. The sound rang in my ear almost as sharply as the song of her blood.

Tinnitus teemed, shooting itself through my body in the form of a shiver.

The woman’s shoe poked out from under her dress, a chalk number scrawled across the sole. A price.

This should be an easy venture. Easier than being the one selling, at least.

I took a deep inhale of the fumes of my drink, now realizing it was the signature green of absinthe.

A light tap on my shoulder.

“You look a bit lonely, darlin’.” The blue-shrouded woman’s voice was sweet like butterscotch, a southern charm. She held out her manicured hand. “Name’s Lucy.”

I could only manage a dry swallow as I shook it. Her skin was so soft, even a small iridescent quality to her palm lotion.

“Is this your first time here?” She walked her fingers up my shoulder before touching my face.

“It’s a first of everything, I’m afraid.” For some reason, there was a flavor of shame to my words. It wasn’t often I was so out of place, so inexperienced. I felt much like a young woman trying to find my personality again. I was wiped of my habits, most of my vices. I wasn’t self-aware enough to know what my virtues may be aside from chemistry—which I may not be as good at as I’d thought, considering one of a few poisoning victims of mine was walking around this very Guild somewhere.

“Oh dear!” She held her laughter back behind a dainty fan. “It’s all right! You are in fantastic hands, if I do say so myself.” She perched herself on the arm of the chair.

“I think I will see myself out.”

“Don’t be silly.” She plucked the glass from me. “This is no good for a pleasant headspace, let me get you something else,” she teased with a wink, one of the staff already collecting the glass. “Gin,” she told him before turning to me, “you come off as a gin kind of girl.”

“Thank you.” I lowered my voice, but a bit more comfortable with company.

“Who are you with?” the woman asked.

“A friend brought me,” I said as I looked toward the entryway, “though I’m not sure where he went.”

“Well, now you’re here with me.” She smiled wide.

“Right.” I cleared my throat. I think conversation was harder than being hungry. “If you don’t mind me asking, do they pay well here?”

She raised a brow at the question.

“The . . . uhm. Working conditions. Are they fair?” I clarified.

“It’s something.” She shrugged. “But I work all over. I can just leave if the benefits don’t outweigh the pains.”

“Are there many opportunities in the city?”

She laughed at the question.

I suppose it was obvious now that I thought about it. Of course there are opportunities here, it’s a sea of competition. This isn’t Buffalo, it’s vast.

“I float from one Guild to the next, sometimes a guest when Nests need more Hosts for a special gathering,” she said.

“All of the Nests?” Something fluttered in the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t considered it before, that she may very well have been to my new home. That there was a possibility Silas would have fed on her, on others, on anyone.

“Not all,” she corrected herself, “not Chimera.”

If I had the ears of a fox, they may have perked straight to the sky. Even with the surprise of the mention, it gave me a bit of ease.

“Why not?” I dug my grave further, and happily so.

“Some say their formation is problematic,” she explained. “If you are approached by them to join, be wary.”

“I’ve never heard anything of the sort,” I said, “but if you could tell me more?”

“Some of these Nests—the Jewel in King’s, the Eagle Crest in Queens, and the one that shares this building, North Star—they all have been here since the city was small. Growing with their communities, building their neighborhoods’ infrastructures, and becoming what they are today.”

She leaned in, like she was telling me some tall tale, the folk and legends of the city itself.

“Then Chimera was formed, not even two years prior. Suddenly there is a new building on Fifth, men in black propositioning for Host work, and an unaccounted amount of money poured into it.” She was getting a bit red in the cheeks as she worked herself up. “The Sire is Silas Forbes, heir of Leviathan.”

“Leviathan?” I leaned back.

The staff brought that gin I nearly forgot about, just in time to hear the story.

“A man older than the dirt that stirs beneath the foundation of the city, and of cities much older than this,” she said carefully. “Some say he is dead, some say he is the first of our species, and some do not believe he is real at all. But his legend is padded in unimaginable wealth and power, which is scarier than believing a single man exists.”

“So Leviathan is an ancestor?” I asked. “Apologies, I’m not familiar.”

She nodded. “There is no knowing what rumors are true, but there is talk of nothing but evil behind their charade.”

“Well, what is their charade, exactly?”

She scoffed before taking another sip from her glass. “They proposition promising such community and belonging, it’s too good to be completely true. They say all the members are selected on skill instead of bloodline, which is what most Nests here do.”

“Of course, it seems like they are trying to reinvent the wheel a year too late.”

“Exactly,” she put emphasis on the word, “the running theory is they are just building to sell off and disperse.”

“How so?”

“Based on their criteria, I reckon they’re priming their Nest as top pickings for the highest bidder. Word is out that they’re going for an Appraisal. But they risk bringing unwanted attention to the others in doing this.”

“That’s to become an official Nest, is it not?”

She shook her head with a smirk. “That’s what they say, but I am going to bet my week’s wages they are only doing it for breeding contracts. The Nest will dissolve and everyone will spread across the globe to the other established Nests, never to be seen again.”

The idea was nearly as hard to swallow as the gin that caught in my throat.

Breeding contracts.

“Are those . . . normal? The . . . contracts?” I looked for Luka in the room again, but the bastard was nowhere to be found.

“Between established Nests, yes. Most Appraisals are negotiable. It has been a hundred years since a new Nest was inducted. Most settle for placements in the other Nests,” she explained. “But that’s the thing, they are so isolated and inbred that they must trade to keep bloodlines strong.”

“It sounds more complicated than it has to be,” I admitted. “But what if they do it?”

“Do what?”

“If Chimera is inducted.”

“Then you may take my head, because it won’t happen,” she joked, then turned to me to twist her finger playfully in my necklace. “I take it you don’t belong to a Nest.”

“No,” I lied, “I’m not against it if someone invited me.”

“I could give you a proper introduction,” she offered, her fingers dancing up my collar and to my earrings. Pump. Pump.

A heartbeat in my ears, and it wasn’t my own.

With hesitance, my eyes were led to her neck. The jugular pulsed, the skin was as soft as the silk of her gown, possibly just as radiant. The skin appeared untouched, despite knowing it may have been bitten many times before.

Her scent held sweet notes, that melodic ringing in my ears heightened the more aware I was of its presence. It was like the kick of clover candy to hide the bitterness that would clear the sinuses. Every breath of mine became irritated as my hunger registered.

She tilted her head, leaving a kiss on my neck before she slipped off the arm of the chair and into my lap.

I froze, but I was salivating.

She pressed her cheek to mine as she whispered in my ear, “Take a taste.”

My heart was racing as fast as her pulse. My fangs were involuntarily peeling themselves from the roof of my mouth to flick forward, disturbing the still-raw flesh from where they sprouted.

My hand came to the other side of her neck. She was feverishly hot. Or I was unnaturally cold. The contrast in temperatures was so vast I thought we may produce steam.

This doesn’t feel right.

It doesn’t feel good. This is wrong.

But, by God, the hunger was emphatic.

Nothing could ever prepare for the sensation of breaking flesh, like a pop when you bite through a plum. Even as I’ve done it before, I may go on to do it hundreds of times before I would ever not be disgusted by it.

The blood flooding my mouth made me want to jump back, to pull away, but I was already overtaken by the first swallow. It stung, burned, bitter like citrus rinds. I am going to be sick.

Releasing her neck from my teeth, followed by a hiccup, I quickly made for the washroom.

The room, then the hall—all a blur.

I was either about to faint or . . .

The stall door slapped as my hands found the rim of the toilet. The heaving hurt my chest as much as it did my throat and stomach. A fight for an expulsion, as well as air. It stung like swallowing an entire peppermint.

My hair stuck to my face . . . then it was dragged back behind my head, the pressure of fingers gathering it as I coughed. When I had a moment to breathe, my head pulled back.

Luka peered down at me, half in disgust, half in pity. The damage to his face didn’t let it move as easily, but the healthy side was expressive enough to make up for it.

“Did your nerves twist your stomach?” he asked.

“This isn’t anxiety,” I said firmly, as I wiped my mouth with my sleeve, “the taste is foul.”

“Foul?” He let go of my head.

A breathless nod was my answer, then I spit into the bowl as if it would help me rid the taste. The crimson red filled the bowl and stained my saliva.

Luka got up to gather a hand towel, wetting it before returning.

I sat with my back against the stall, staring at the blood in the bowl.

He took my face in one hand, wiping roughly across my mouth with the other.

I swatted at him, pulling my face from his grip. “I’m not a child,” I hissed.

“I think the problem is you think too much.” He knelt before me.

I shook my head. “It was the taste,” I insisted.

“What taste?” he frowned.

“Like something went rancid,” I mumbled.

“You would think with the price they’d have better-tasting Hosts,” he mumbled, folding the dirty towel neatly.

“I . . .” I considered my words carefully, unsure if this would be a situation to panic or not. “I don’t think it was her.”

“Then we will try another.”

“The man in the gardens tasted the same.” I swallowed back tears. “Something is deeply, terribly wrong, Luka.”

He stared at me. It could have been anger or stress, but he did not take my words lightly. He twisted the rag between his hands mindlessly, then bit the inside of his dimpled cheek as he glanced back at the door.

“Look,” he said and turned back to me, coaxing me to stand, “we will go home, figure something else out, yeah? Relax, recover.”

“What do you think I’ve been doing all this time?”

“Watch it,” he warned, escorting me outside the washroom. “I’m helping.”

The only comforting thing about tonight was knowing that I didn’t have to figure it out alone. Yet the problems just kept building, threatening to burst if I collected any more. Even if I could keep blood down long enough to digest, there was this pestering feeling that it wasn’t going to happen. That something was wrong, and it was completely out of my control.

Everyone has problems, but whether or not we had the means to solve them was as unknown as what would happen if my time ran out.
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THE FIXER



The ceiling became my muse for the night.

I attempted to sleep, then attempted to not sleep, but ultimately I was haunted by that woman again. How she managed to spike my blood pressure only a couple days after resurfacing from her coma is quite a feat.

I slipped an arm off my shoulder to reach over another body for my lighter, sitting up against the headboard to scratch a match for my cigarette. Even a deep breath was less meditating now.

When I shifted, so did my blanket of body parts. One woman turned her back to me, the ringlets of her hair tickling my arm. A second woman tucked to the opposite side, her face buried in the pillow. Last one was across the end of the bed, hugging a decorative pillow and curled in a throw blanket. The bed was covered in a mess of twisted sheets, pillows, probably some other unsavory items lost in the ripples of slippery satin.

Even with such succulent distractions, one thing kept me awake like a fresh shot of cocaine. It was the taste, like something went rancid. Alina’s voice echoed in my head.

I took a deep, meditative pull on the cigarette before even that didn’t agree with my stomach. The tobacco embers waned and died between my fingers.

I shifted around the sleeping forms before my feet could touch the ground.

My arm hooked around my bicep, pulling it across my body to stretch before doing the other.

With one step forward, I stumbled.

“The floor? Really?” I hissed.

The nude man on the floor groaned, rolling over in his hungover state.

I flicked the cigarette butt at him before gathering trousers and a shirt at the very least. The room was in more of a mess than I’d thought. An abandoned fruit cart, pillows, wine bottles, clothes. Women specifically have cut down on the number of garments they wear in a single outfit, but I am of the opinion they could use even fewer layers. Just the petticoats alone took up most of the floor. I stepped on the heel of a shoe, the pain making me bite my tongue and hold back a clenched fist.

By the time I stumbled out of there I was finishing the buttons on my shirt. The smell of fresh-made coffee wafted from the parlor down the hall. Just in time for breakfast. A migraine was already bleeding through, the aura creating flashes in my vision.

I had accepted that my face would always be scarred, but what I didn’t prepare for was the constant pain of a dying eye. The poison had a long half-life, breaking down my flesh as it tried to heal, a vicious cycle of decay that was far too prolonged.

Voices cast in the background as I approached. I never understood how everyone was so chipper, so early. People bustled about, literally; there were a lot of women today, fully dressed, possibly a bit too formal. I suppose when the Sire is in, it means hunting time for a different kind of predator. Women. They’ll eat you alive if you don’t watch yourself.

Good-quality Hosts knew that sometimes, uncommon but not unheard of, proposals were made during visits from other Nests. Cattle graduating to butcher, it seemed, but these ladies weren’t too concerned as long as they benefited from the transition. Stability is one hell of a motivation. The Appraisal had been in the planning stages for months, with the small sidetrack that was our trip to Buffalo to collect Alina.

By the time I dragged myself to the table, most of the food had been picked at by the Hosts. Which was all fine, I was here for coffee.

“You look terrible,” came a chirp from beside me.

“Too early,” I mumbled at the redhead, pouring myself a cup of the beautiful black caffeinated liquid.

“It’s two in the afternoon,” Phoebe said.

“A socialite like you should understand that two in the afternoon is early, for those whose only responsibility is shopping and showing neck at evening soirees.” I took a long sip that turned into several gulps, desperate for the caffeine to cure my headache.

“Are you finished?” Phoebe’s little dainty arms crossed tightly over her chest, her eyes so sharp I think it made the migraine worse.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

She dismissed me with a wave of her gloved fingers.

“Have you spoken to the golden boy yet?” I mumbled. “I need a few days before we let him see Alina. Nothing will get done otherwise.”

“No, but you should overwhelm his schedule. I already set up some things and changed the lock on Alina’s door.”

“She knows not to see him yet. I spoke with her last night.”

“Oh?” Her chin raised slightly. “She didn’t tell me you two talked.”

“I doubt she’s even awake.” I refilled my cup.

“Did something happen?”

I plastered on my calmest smile. “Nothing to worry about yet.”

“Yet?” Her brows furrowed enough to form stress lines.

“One thing at a time. We have to worry about your father’s arrival first.”

“Well, you may need to work faster.” I swore her eyes twitched.

The coffee nearly caught in my throat long enough to burn it. I stared at her as the words fermented.

“Please tell me some sort of deal is in process?” her voice strained. She ducked her head as she stood beside me, as if to block her words from spying eyes.

“It’s in process” is all I offered, “we have a good case.”

“I fear my father isn’t being docile to be kind,” she stressed. “He always has a blade up his sleeve. Do not give him time to use it.”

“I thought he had a daisy up his sleeve.” I gasped in mock surprise. “I’ve known your father since before you or Silas were born. I know him better than you ever will.”

“Then you have no reason to fail.” She shot me the most sour smile I could imagine.

“Always keeping us on task.” I smiled sarcastically before stepping away.

“Where are you going?”

“To give your brother something to do other than wallowing.” I dumped the rest of my coffee in a plant before abandoning the cup on a decorative table.

A shoulder collided with mine.

“A long night too much for an ancient thing like you?” Sidney joked.

His eyes glanced down, then back up. The lean build slanting as he tilted his head at me. I wanted to pull him by that stupid ponytail and shake him.

“Seasoned stallions have more stamina than green ponies,” I japed. “What do they have you doing now? Party planning committee?”

“Promoted to head of private security.” He smiled. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”

“Couldn’t happen without my recommendation.” I slapped his arm. “Molodets, don’t make me regret it.”

He threw me a small nod before continuing down the hallway.

At the end of the hall were two double doors, solid mahogany that nearly reached the ceiling, the arch higher than the others.

The door handles were cold as I tugged one open, a heavy moan of the hinges giving way to the demand for entry.

The light was so bright it was like my eye was burning. The master bedroom was on a corner, large windows filling two walls.

At the head of the room was a bed far too large, and a fully clothed, completely inebriated blond lying flat in the middle.

“Happy to be home?” I closed the door behind me, leaning back on it. He was temperamental lately, territorial.

An agitated clicking became louder.

“That’s a no?” I teased.

“Leave,” Silas demanded, not even bothering to open his eyes.

“Come now, you know we have work to do.” I stepped farther into the room. Bottles everywhere, specifically bloodwine. I stepped on one of the bottles, rolling it back and forth under my shoe. “You have to feed on something other than bloodwine.”

“Fuck off,” he spat, lying still as a corpse.

“I’m partial to blondes, but no thank you.” I tilted my head at him.

Silas’s chest fell deeply as he exhaled. With a lazy grip, he pulled at his shirt collar, loosening the tie. Like a man raised from the dead, he sat up. When he opened his eyes, he never changed from the drained expression he fell asleep with. His irises were bright against the bloodshot whites of his eyes. He hadn’t been sleeping, so it was some relief he even made it to bed.

“I can get you a Host, get it over with before we get busy?” I stepped closer, holding my hand out to help him up.

“No.” His eyes squeezed shut, as if the suggestion was a bullet in his shoulder.

“You have to eat something.”

He lifted the empty bottle in his hands, shaking it like a dinner bell.

“Silas, let me ask you something,” I began.

His eyes shot my way.

“If Alina wakes up⁠—”

“When,” he corrected.

“When Alina wakes up a Vipera,” I rephrased, “what will you do, now that her blood cannot sustain you? You will need to at least try cold stored before you resort to fermented, if you will not feed on a live Host.”

He got up out of the bed, as if he could outrun the question.

I grabbed the back of his shirt.

He swung around, hitting me square in the face.

I tenderly touched my nose, blood dripping down my shirt from the blow.

“Do not touch me,” he warned, even if it was a bit late. It seemed the alcohol hadn’t worn off completely.

“Come now, we have work⁠—”

“Her room was locked,” he interrupted, lazily sitting in a decorative chair in the corner. As if the light couldn’t get any brighter, it reflected like gold off his hair.

“As instructed by you.” I wiped the last bit of blood from my nose before tossing the handkerchief. I sat down beside him, surveying the mess of a room.

“I couldn’t find Phoebe. She has the keys still?” he mumbled.

“Yes, we can find her later and you can see Alina.” I kept my demeanor as neutral as I could while battling the growing annoyance.

“Locked from the outside in case she wakes?” he clarified.

“Yes. So she will still be there when you come back,” I assured him.

His slumped form didn’t allow me to see his face. He had been such a mess these last six months. It wasn’t unbelievable that watching Alina die caused him some distress, but I had a feeling it had more to do with his venom being the thing that turned her. Guilt can cripple even the strongest of men.

“Phoebe will let us know if she wakes.” I patted his arm. “You know these measures are for her safety from others, right? This isn’t to torture you.”

His head lifted up then down.

“Great, now change into something else. We feast tonight to celebrate our homecoming. You will feed, and you will perk up. Do you hear me?”

Another nod, less enthusiastic this time.

“Meet me downstairs in an hour.” I stood from my seat, already nearing the door. “I will drag you downstairs if you aren’t punctual.”

He threw the empty bottle at the door, the glass shattering beside me.

“I’m glad we have an understanding!” I chimed, closing the door behind me.

My smile fell, my motivation to keep myself personable quickly faltering with every friction the day offered.

I passed the rooms, even the one I woke in this morning. Every day felt like a different room, never my own, not until moments like now, when all I wished for was to be alone, just briefly. But this morning I would hide away in my room for a few moments of peace.

It was dark, no windows. A bed for one, a small desk in the corner with a stool that didn’t quite match. The sheets hadn’t been peeled back since I’d returned; it looked like the maids skipped it the entire time I was away.

I sat by the desk, very few belongings displayed. There were some dull pencils, one wasn’t sharpened at all. Papers piled, a couple spare notebooks stacked to the side. Then a box . . . a Christmas gift never used.

The pen inside only resurfaced soured memories. Every time I had the motivation to draw, it died the moment I saw the box. Her name decorated the tag.

To Luka,

From Edith

My lip curled in disgust, no matter how I tried to suppress it. All I could do was look away. The rest of the room was bare, not even a carpet. My trunk sat in the corner waiting to be unpacked.

I reached for the flask in my pocket. The lack of light was kinder to my eye, but the pain persisted. With a quick unscrewing of the cap, I dumped the remaining liquid in my mouth. It was a mixture, I just put anything I could inside. Even with strong concentrates of cocaine and laudanum, my tolerance was too high.

The curse of having low venom concentration also meant a lower pain tolerance. Maybe I could remove my eye myself if someone brought me iodine and a mirror.

My back slouched until my face landed in my palms. The throbbing didn’t stop, and neither did my worries.

If what I suspected was true, Alina didn’t have much time left before she suffered permanent damage to her brain. The issue is that this seemed to be an involuntary inability to feed; her body was rejecting it. If her body rejected the turn, she would be dead. Simple as that.

She took much longer than expected to turn, for a Host, at least. A typical person would take a day to turn, a day without feeding to go feral and corrupted. A Host could take up to a month to turn, the same amount of time without feeding before it caused permanent brain damage. But six months? Never had I heard of it. Her timeline was unsure, but it was her sixth day awake and I was somewhat confident she had until the end of the month to sustain herself. Plenty of time, even if we had to resort to force feeding.

But never had I seen a body reject food after turning and waking successfully. Nothing about the situation sat right.

On top of her presence being a distraction for Silas, her illness would positively send him into a state of no return. I couldn’t pull off this trial without his head on firm. The entire ordeal hinged on his image and behavior. Just a little longer and it would all be done with.

But I was beginning to doubt the integrity of the threads by which our fate hung.
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THE POISONER



Ice crackled and chimed a song as it hit the mild evening air. With the bathroom window cracked, I watched the haze lift over the park as the sun slipped away.

A swishing, then splash.

“That better?” Phoebe shook the bucket for the last few chips of ice.

I sank lower, lifting one cube in the palm of my hand. They were perfectly square, cut for whiskey.

“Utterly divine,” I hummed.

I didn’t realize that the hungry fever wasn’t just the swampy summer heat. Even when the bath was full of ice, it was completely comfortable on the skin. For me, at least.

Rose oil stained my skin with a lovely fragrance. Phoebe brushed my hair outside of the tub, plaiting it before twisting it onto the back of my head. I plucked a lemon slice from a tray, biting directly into it. Even when, in my mind, I know it should be sour and displeasing, my tongue said otherwise. The flavor was simple but not like I remembered it. It tasted like it smelled: refreshing, with notes of something complex. My best comparison was like how alcohol was biting, yet we still found flavors we appreciate aside from that.

The chill of the water was helping with the pestering anxiety. It was like I’d had coffee on an empty stomach. A racing heart and an emptiness at the pit of my gut. It made my mouth dry, my hands clammy.

“I hope this helps to settle you.” Phoebe began sticking my hair with pins to keep it in place.

She was wrapped in something nice for the evening, a blush pink evening dress with rosy pin stripes.

“Stomach hurts.”

“We just have to get you moving with fresh air,” she insisted.

“I feel like I’ve lost it.” I turned to look at her. Her green eyes snapped up to me, then she removed the pins held between her teeth. “My body can’t keep pace with what’s happening. I can feel it.”

“Don’t speak of such things,” she scolded, her finger pointed warningly. “You are fearless, confident, and strong. You always have been. This is a feeling you will overcome.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Banish that suggestion from your mind,” she advised.

“If I am honest,” I began, “I don’t feel quite myself.”

“How so? You are just having a bit of trouble⁠—”

“I feel weird, different.” I winced. “I’ve cried more since waking than I ever did in five years.”

“Your body is going through changes, it’s understandable.”

“But only you see it that way,” I snapped. “Like you said, appearances matter, and they aren’t in the favor of a perceptively hysterical woman.”

“You are especially vulnerable right now. Not just physically, but mentally. You need to give yourself some grace.” She tucked a piece of hair behind my ear, her fingers lingering by my neck. “This is a big change for you, and I know it isn’t the favored outcome, but that’s just how the cards fell.”

I rubbed my face with the cold water. The pressure from my palms against my eyes was grounding, just not enough to dismiss the sour feeling at the pit of my stomach.

“Will you be all right tonight?” She stood, brushing off the wrinkles of her skirt.

“I don’t like parties anyway,” I reminded her, sinking farther into the bath.

“I’ll sneak you some food later,” she teased, “and we can share it with some champagne.”

“Sounds lovely.” I smiled, but it was more to show I would be fine without the fuss.

“Sidney is watching the hallway tonight. No one is allowed on the upper floors while guests are here.” She slipped on her gloves, flexing her fingers to make sure they were fitted. “You’re sure you’ll be fine alone? I could blame my absence on illness if you feel you need the company? Or maybe⁠—”

“Phoebe,” I said sharply.

She was still fidgeting with her gloves like she was unsure whether they were staying on or off. But she did give me one of those sad looks when she finally glanced at me. She worries herself sick over separating, she always had. It was as if we were twins, an unmistakable bond that transcends friendship.

“I’ll be all right,” I told her. “I’m going to rest.”

Phoebe’s shoulders immediately settled.

“Then I suppose I should leave you to it.” She stood there awkwardly, like there was something else she wanted to say, which seemed like most times. Always biting her tongue. “Don’t spend your appetite,” she teased.

“If there’re any exotic fruits, please save some.” I clasped my hands in prayer. “Pretty please?”

“Missing sweets already?” Her fine brow rose. “We can test if you can handle bloodwine if you want something sweet.”

“Deal.” I crossed my arms over the lip of the bath, resting my chin on them. “I’ll wait for you.”

With that, she threw me a smile, a nod, and one last look before the door clicked shut on her way out. Finally.

I leaned forward to tug the plug from the drain, reaching toward the rolling cart for a towel.

I reached under the clawfoot bath and pulled out my disguise for the night.

A plain black gown, an apron, and a maid’s cap to hide my hair under.

While relaxation is certainly something I could do, I thought my time was best spent studying. Instead of scientific study, this was more of a social study. I had a vague grasp of the household as it was. The layout was familiar to me now, I knew which of my girls came from Buffalo, but that’s about the extent of my knowledge. These new faces that arrived with Silas made me uneasy; I had to get a lay of the land. A social event was the perfect place, and these people don’t seem to pay any particular attention to the staff.

I dressed myself, tying my apron and securing the headpiece to my hair.

When I stepped back to look in the full-length mirror, I almost recognized myself again, but I suspected it was just because of the black dress. The apron flap buttoned to my chest instead of tying behind my neck.

One last thing.

I opened the drawer and pulled out a tin. I popped open the mascara and rubbed the tiny brush in the salve. With careful, less than steady hands, I brushed it carefully over my white brow, then the matching lashes. Suddenly homogeneous with any other staff member.

When I slipped out from the bathroom, the hallway was empty. At the very end, Sidney’s back faced me as he leaned his shoulder against the window.

With soft steps I slipped into the parlor, which was immediately next to the bathroom. The doors weren’t creaky, the hinges well oiled, but the empty hall echoed when the doors opened and closed. I guided the door closed slowly, keeping pressure on the handle until it was fitted into place and I could gradually let go. Not even the slightest click.

I made for the servants’ entrance, pulling at the trim to reveal the hidden door and the alternate pathway behind it. The wallpaper glue was sweating from the humidity, the steps steeper than the others. It was a miracle no one broke their neck navigating these passages in the dark, but I suppose I wouldn’t know if they ever did before I woke from my . . . long slumber.

The farther I descended, the richer the smell coming from the kitchen, but I stopped a floor short. The clamoring voices and shuffling of stiff shoes marked my destination.

My fingers grasped the inside handle of the door, pushing it just a hair to gather the scene. Everyone was facing a catered table, some waiting with empty plates and others behind their plate-bearers. I assumed those were Vipera awaiting their Host companions.

Memories from the Nest in London flooded my mind. The stark difference between the two was enough to know this was a new place, but why did it feel like it could be the same fear with new dressings?

I closed the door and continued through the servant hall, peeking from the next door to watch. Just one single sliver of the scene.

Now all I had to do was wait.

I had wished I could attend these things as less of a player and more of an observer. Tonight my wish was granted. I was invisible, no one looked twice at me. Hidden in plain sight as long as I wasn’t in the way.

The food was fragrant, mostly cooked meat. But to my surprise, I could smell herbs and char, fermentation of brined fish and citrus zest. It felt less like I was smelling food, and more like I was smelling chemical reactions. It was brilliant.

This was a less formal evening, but still nice based on the necklines and glove choices. Some new faces, largely the men. Rebecca was off with a group, mostly women. The new men had those uniforms again. All black, even the shirts. Burgundy was used sparingly, such as their ties. All with clean haircuts and facial hair, still individual, but meticulous in their upkeep.

Phoebe’s laugh rang through the room, even among the chatter. She was in the next sitting area. The pinks stood out immediately.

Her lips moved quickly, yet still with pleasant posture and smile, all while holding the dainty stem of a tiny cordial glass. She looked sharp, yet soft. Phoebe had always been comfortable with the masses. Entertaining was truly her talent. She knew how to work a crowd, when to stop and go, when to push, and when to discuss business rather than pleasure. I, on the other hand, wasn’t the most aware of social hierarchies and the miscellaneous knowledge needed to hold people’s attention. I was too direct, too concise, no garnishes or embellishments—a requirement for socialite endeavors.

A real staff member gave me an odd look through the cracked door in passing as they carried a tray of wineglasses. The smell was strong. My ears began to ring. Could that be the bloodwine?

I moved along the wall to the other rooms. While I couldn’t say I was adjusted physically, I could at least try to study for adjusting socially. The politics were different now. New Nest, new people, new problems. Perhaps becoming comfortable with the environment would do me some good for feeding. It could be psychosomatic, but there’s only one way to find out.

I closed the door before venturing to the next door. There were voices from within the hidden halls, somewhere far off.

Was it so terrible that I wanted to be caught? I knew there was a chance I would see Silas, but not what could come after. What had he done while I was asleep? Did he feed from other Hosts, now that he couldn’t from me? He would have had to; it’s been half a year.

Admittedly, I was taken back to my first time home after the death of my father. Even if I did not enjoy the activity, just the fact someone put in any effort to organize anything for me brought warmth to the deepest parts of me. It is things like these that thaw the soul and prevent a person from becoming cold.

I cracked the last door open, fully slipping out in the dark hallway.

The connected rooms served for food, another for entertaining, and the rest for meandering. Everyone was at ease, a perfect night of comfort. No one worried about food on the table, or rent, or any other silly thing that troubles the typical person, for these were no ordinary people to begin with.

In this dark section of the home, far off from the gas lamps running in the other rooms, fewer bodies filtered in and out of the room. Some stayed outside, gathering in small groups. The smokiness of earth and cedarwood teased the air in between puffs of cigars, the crowd separating itself from the rest of the gathering from either arrogance or something more sinister.

I stayed against the wall, as invisible as a fly in the shadows.

The double doors were opened, a faint warmth coming from the heart of the room. Candlelit and smelling of hickory, mixing with the undertone of toasted tobacco. Dark wood and leather, black suits and understated fine tailoring. I nestled myself behind the lingerers in the hallway, my view of the office slim.

A strike of gold among the neutral tones.

Silas sat on the sofa, the stillest one in the room. His profile was striking even from so far. Straight nose, blond lashes, and the coldest eyes known to man. The fire brought an illusion of warmth to his face, not a single shadow to obscure his facade. He had a cup raised almost to his lips, but he didn’t seem motivated to take even the smallest taste.

A woman from the other side of him came into view as she leaned forward.

If I wasn’t feeling disturbingly ill before—I was now.

Her red-stained lips moved, her posture craned to grab his attention. She even touched his shoulder to whisper something.

Silas finally took a sip of his drink.

My blood rushed down to the floor, my face and hands became numb. A certain chill crawled through me, section by section, limb by limb. It was like I’d left my body, only a singular fixation.

My thumb pushed my ring around my finger. I counted every time it went full circle. I couldn’t even justify the feeling gripping my throat long enough to turn me green. Vipera feed on blood. It’s not personal, it’s food.

But I’d thought I was simply a meal at one point.

She held her wrist up to his mouth as she touched his face. Her mouth was still moving, slower now, enticing him. He took her wrist, and my stomach sank.

He placed his empty cup in her hand, patting it to make sure she held it firm, and stood from his seat.

A dark figure stood in the doorway of the office, grabbing both door handles to close them. But just before he did so, two amber eyes caught mine.

Luka spared a moment, as if he didn’t recognize me. But only briefly.

He shook his head at me terribly slow, then cocked his head as if to say go on now.

When the doors finally closed, I was left in the ambient darkness, only the memory of the fire’s warmth, the glimpse of something forbidden, and the longing for the one I called Creature.

Even as it called to me, my desire, my loneliness, even my jealousy from just a single glimpse of him, I returned to my room with a peculiar flavor of satisfaction for now, and sleep came easier that evening.
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THE POISONER


“Stay.”

“I’m not a dog.”

“You’re right. If you were, maybe you’d listen,” Luka said.

I crossed my arms as I leaned back in the new armchair. I now had a small section by the window with a couch, chair, coffee table, and new rug to pull it all together. Slowly, the room was becoming my own. At first I thought it was a nice gesture, but now I understood it was to keep me entertained like a zoo animal.

“Everything you could possibly need for a few hours is right here. All the new publications, books, pens, and paper,” Luka stressed, scraping his fingers over his scalp as he looked around. “This should be all the reading material from your old lab. You shouldn’t be in need of much else.”

“I don’t have food or water,” I countered.

“You don’t eat food anymore.” He reached in his pocket, tossing me something.

It was a cloth wrapping tied with a pink ribbon. It smelled like cookies, but it was rather rough.

“Phoebe made bitter-brittle,” Luka said. “Is that all?”

I didn’t really have any more complaints, but I sure tried to dig around my brain for more.

“I know this is inconvenient. Please just stay put,” Luka pleaded with prayer hands. If his brows creased any more, they may become permanent on his face.

“I’m starting to think this isn’t going to be as temporary as you say.”

“It’s a nuisance to me as much as it is for you,” he scoffed. “Just a little longer and we can tell him you’ve woken. That gives you a couple days to feed and figure out what’s wrong with you.”

I rolled my eyes, moving around the table to the back.

“Alina,” he sighed, “please don’t take that the wrong way.”

I waved my hand at him, slouching into the chair sideways after gathering a bound study from the coffee table.

“I’ll send Phoebe to see you later,” he offered.

My response was the simple sound of unfurling pages, then wetting the pad of my finger with my tongue to flip to the index.

His counter was the sound of receding footsteps and the click of the door, the turn of a key in the lock.

Let the lockdown begin.

The welcoming festivities were almost to an end. Today they were having a nice breakfast before moving on to Appraisal preparations for our foreign visitors. Optics were important right now, Phoebe said. I believed them, but I also had some festering emotions about being treated like a liability. They say it’s because of Silas, but I have no way of knowing if that’s an excuse.

Similar feelings from before, back in Buffalo, rose to the surface. The feeling of thinking you were respected, only to descend into the necessary sacrifice.

I swallowed the thought and turned the page, but the name that jumped out at me didn’t help.

Jacek Aleksander Lis

Department of Physiology, King’s College

Another relic comes back to haunt me.

But this wasn’t a paper I recognized. I had copies of some of my father’s papers, namely the exploratory paper about the Vipera species. As far as I knew, he’d had a rudimentary understanding of the species already. He didn’t have enough time to finish any of it, much less publish them. But this drew into question exactly how much he knew.

Witnessing Evolution:

Sexual Selection and Reproductive Efficiency of the Vipera

If my body could run colder than dead, it would have after my eyes left the words on the page. But this was not a first draft by any means. It was typewritten, loosely bound. If he did not intend to publish, then who was funding these studies?

I riffled through the pages, pressing my nail into them as they snapped to the end. I dragged my finger over the tiny typeset, following them down to the acknowledgments, then funding: Levi Astor.

It was dated twenty years ago.

Do I dare read it? Do I want to know what these experiments consisted of? I had a complicated view of my father, but did I want to risk hating him even more?

Slowly, I flipped the pages back to the beginning.

The Vipera are a species of great longevity, and in exchange, incredible infertility. In this study I will not only explore their standard fertility, but physiological markers that may predict the fertility of any pre-transitioned person. If fertility can be measured by distinct genetic markers pre-transition, they may prove to be just as fertile comparatively when they develop their full Viperic condition.

I leafed through the pages, looking for the results. Luckily, it didn’t take a keen eye to find it.

There was a results page, a data table.

Mostly death numbers.

By the end, a summary.

Can we predict or encourage overall population fertility through selective turning? The Vipera are an especially barren species, yet still possess great diversity in genetics, mutations, and other variations in the gene pool. Finding the correlation between fertility before and after turning could increase population numbers as well as add another factor for artificial selection. For our experiment, we used two hundred and fifty individuals who have the Mellifluous blood mutation and were shown to have three or more adult children. Out of the two hundred and fifty Mellifluous Hosts turned, fifty-seven percent expired before completing their turn. Our sample size was reduced drastically as a result. Out of the surviving forty-three percent, fifty were able to become pregnant within a six-month period; a third of them survived the birth. This is a significant average, considering that only one percent of the Vipera population have a single spawn, even less for those with multiple blood-related offspring. The significance of the results implies⁠—

I closed the booklet.

A banging on the door was so loud, I thought my bones would de-sleeve from every limb. Was Phoebe here already? I checked the clock on the wall, ticking away. It hadn’t even been thirty minutes.

With quiet hands, I placed the booklet down on the pile of literature.

The banging ensued again, the locks chiming against the frame.

“Alina!” Rebecca yelled—no, more like a bark.

I rushed to my feet, but the scraping of the key beat me to the door just as my hand was about to grasp the cold brass.

A hand lunged for what I thought was my throat. But Rebecca’s grip on my arm was so forceful, I was practically tumbling out of the room as she dragged me.

“What in the name of⁠—”

“Shut your mouth and walk.”

Rebecca’s words made me nearly swallow my tongue.

The smooth house shoes were no match for the brisk walk on smooth floors. Even the descent nearly made me slip on a few steps before we finally made it to the bottom floor. There was a deafening, blunt noise. Repeating and becoming louder as we approached the final staircase, opening up to the grand receiving room. As we turned the corner to the last flight, people dotted the ground floor, frozen in place as the noise became louder.

“Stop it!” Phoebe screamed.

And there it was, the source of horror smeared across the floor.

The cause—a flash of gold.

Rebecca shoved people aside with her body, not one sign of a loose grip as she pulled me through.

When the crowd finally parted and we reached the opening, everyone was still. It was not the type of silence that was vacant. No, it was the loud kind that rings in your ears, that makes you all too aware of every sound you make when you breathe, or wondering if the rushing in your ears could be heard by everyone else. The loudness that comes with knowing if you make a sound, you’re finished.

I stared at the back of Rebecca’s head, then the floor tiles.

The marble was strange. It was pink and gold, a natural cut. Something resembling pink salt. But there was a crust. I pushed my shoe on it, the blood smearing a slick black when disturbed.

“Silas!” Rebecca’s voice commanded the room, a tone that felt like cold water on feverish skin.

She moved away from me. I watched her shoes shift, then step fully away. A forceful tug forward on my arm before letting go.

I could hear breathing. Everyone’s breathing. Or was it my own paced breaths?

When I looked up, a dark figure stood over a slack pile of clothes, dark blood spread across the floor like the body was used as a brush. A slow yet quickly deepening chittering echoed around the room. It pulsed in my ear, invaded my bones and made them rattle.

Silas stood, his back to me, and a steadily rising trail of smoke hovered above him. Like a red-hot bull, he pushed the smoke through his nose as he discarded the cigarette beside the body, putting it out with his shoe.

There was no sense of urgency despite the tense air. It was so thick you would think it was morning smog from the harbor.

He stretched his arms out, flexing his shoulders before they dropped to his side, and his head tilted up toward the grand ceiling. Even his silhouette relaxed, posture softening as if a burden had been lifted.

He tipped his head over his shoulder, a flash from the black of his pupils when they locked on me. The corner of his lip switched, then fully crawled into a smirk.

“Look, Phoebe.” He then turned to his sister. Her eyes were wide, face paler as her jaw locked tightly shut. “A miracle. Imagine that.”

“Rebecca,” Phoebe hissed in disbelief.

“You can’t ask us to be tortured for this,” Rebecca spat back. “This is your fight, not ours. Your little family games will get us all killed.”

Silas snapped his fingers in Rebecca’s direction. “We have a smart one here,” he said pointedly, then looked around. “Someone make sure she has double allowance this month.” He turned back to her, his hands pressed together in prayer. “Thank you for your loyal service, Rebecca.”

He circled the body on the floor. I hadn’t gotten a good look at the figure until now.

Then I realized who was on the floor.

“All it took was a little pressure. I wondered if you’d let me start picking off more volunteers.” Silas crouched next to the heap on the floor. “I think you’re getting soft, Luka.”

Silas paused, some sort of wheels turning in that twisted head of his. Then he finally looked at me again. Something in his eyes was different. They were as cold and dead as I remembered, but there was a fire now, a dangerous flare that I either hadn’t recognized, or it had developed beyond recognition. Something sparked from pain that he didn’t bother to hide.

He straightened his posture, vertebrae by vertebrae.

There it was, the Creature.

He began his approach, and much like the first time we’d ever laid eyes on each other, I froze.

My gaze fell immediately to the floor, like a lead sinker on a fishing line.

The steps closed in, closer and closer, until I had a perfect view of my reflection in the polish of his shoes.

When I turned my head to look anywhere but forward, he corrected it with a hand gripping my jaw.

It startled me enough to catch my breath right from my lungs. Even after such a rough handling, he let go, as if he expected a bite. It only made him smile wider, the long fangs flashing when our eyes met.

There was a sense of relief, yes, I would hope that was his first reaction. But there was something else. The look he had was no longer hungry, not for blood. He was starved for something else.

Without a word, he stepped to the side, inspecting me from all angles. He disappeared from my peripheral, and I could only follow him with my eyes, not daring to turn my head. The heel of his fine shoes tapped against the floor behind me.

I looked out to the gathering around us. Everyone just as afraid to move. If I were to be slain right here, no one would intervene, that was clear.

This was a public dissection.

A demonstration.

The smallest touch on my waist made my entire body quake, breath control was no match. His hands firm on me from behind.

Silas pressed his face beside my ear, the faintest strain as he said, “Welcome home, my venomous wife.”

With lungs of sterling, I held my breath.

He walked away, whistling, the beast satiated with his redoubtable display of power, of control.
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THE FIXER



“Move.”

I was in no mood to fight with anyone else, as my bruises were still aching even if I no longer suffered from internal bleeding from Silas’s fit this morning.

“Did you promote me just so you can disregard every single safety measure I put in place?” Sidney crossed his arms.

“Yes.” I went to grab the door.

Sidney grabbed my wrist, his catlike eyes sharp as he stared me down.

“Let us ask the ladies then, shall we?” I smiled. “I’m so glad you’re taking this role seriously, though.” I pulled on the door, the parlor smelling mostly of tea and pollen from the fresh florals.

It was always comedic seeing them together. A raven and a flamingo.

Phoebe’s face turned to me almost immediately, while Alina wasn’t even bothered by the intrusion. Clearly Phoebe wasn’t done with her playtime. When Alina did grace me with an acknowledgment, she took it right back before looking at Phoebe.

“May I speak with you?” I stared at Alina, no matter how she may avoid looking at me.

“Say it here,” Phoebe piped, weaving a needle through a small embroidery hoop.

“Please,” I insisted, and only then did Alina reciprocate at least some eye contact.

“You don’t have to.” Phoebe leaned over to pinch Alina in the chair beside her. “Should have kept him outside, he looks and smells like wet dog⁠—”

“And you smell like the last cunt you ate,” I mumbled.

Phoebe leaned forward to spit on my shoe.

I raised my hand on instinct.

She bared her little fangs, and I returned the favor, black beginning to cloud her bright green eyes.

“Fine!” Alina shouted. “Fine, fine, fine! Both of you are hurting my head.” She huffed as she got up, tossing her book onto the sofa as she made for the door.

I tilted my head at Phoebe, throwing her my best smile as I turned to follow Alina out. I looked to Sid, tilting my head in the direction of the stairwell to stand watch.

Alina chewed at her lip as she watched Sidney go to the end of the hall.

“Don’t look so nervous.” I leaned my shoulder against the wall.

“You were cruel for that.” Her icy eyes could cut, even when they were very clearly exhausted.

“I know.” I shrugged, crossing my arms. “But I’m guessing you didn’t tell her about your little illness, did you?”

Her lack of eye contact was my answer. She would be a horrid gambler.

“You need to eat, as soon as you can.” I leaned forward to make sure she heard me.

“Do you think I don’t know that?” She blew air from her nose like an agitated bull. Even then her eyes were becoming glassy, her wits at their end between hunger and other growing pains. Empathy wasn’t a strong suit of mine, but even this was making me pity her position.

Her breathing became deeper, then she gave a half yawn. But the breathing didn’t stop, like she was having trouble catching her breath with every heave of her breasts. Even her skin looked feverish, and not the stylish kind. A flush to her cheeks, her neck, her chest—even more noticeable because of her pallidity.

Perhaps I went too long without speaking, because she covered her face.

“Come now, don’t do that.” I grabbed her wrists, tugging to no avail. “Alina, I don’t have time to comfort you, if you cry I swear—” I switched my methods to gripping her head, then with one sharp shake, her hands fell.

I leaned down, her nails digging into my arms as her eyes squeezed shut, unable to keep the tears from escaping.

“Alina.”

Her eyes opened, wildly furious with me, of course.

“I’m going to show you something,” I said slowly. “Do not bite me when I let you go.” I jolted her head again slightly. “Alina.”

“I won’t!” she finally hissed, a small chitter at the back of her throat.

I released her with palms facing out, satisfied with the established rules.

If I was to fix her, I needed her full cooperation. It seemed she was at the end of her patience, with me and with her situation. Which meant we can only go up from here.
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“I’m not going in a closet,” she stressed.

“It isn’t a closet.” I fumbled with the keys, trying each one. The room had never been used, not yet. Phoebe still refused me a master key—she had the only one. I may have been offended if she hadn’t also refused Silas a copy. But it only made sense with how often Silas and I had been traveling. We could at least trust her with that.

Finally, a tiny key fit, and the lock clicked.

I see why she believed I was opening a closet. It was a tall, skinny door. Compared to the double doors of the bedrooms and the parlors, it did seem that way.

The room was in the interior, so there wasn’t much to be done about the stuffiness. A circular skylight was the only source of natural light. It was equipped with gas lamps on the walls to make up for it.

The room wasn’t a ballroom, not even big enough for a bedroom, but that was mainly due to the space the cabinets took up.

All the walls were covered in apothecary drawers and cabinets, with a large workbench in the middle with storage beneath. The walls were dark green, the cabinets a dark wood. I would have let her stock it herself, but Silas needed something to do while he waited for her to wake. Most of his distraction projects were simply making this place a home for her, somewhere that she felt she didn’t have to run from.

Dried plants hung from the ceiling. The smells were overwhelming, but at least they were pleasant.

Alina exhaled, her eyes searching the scene as if to make sure she was seeing it correctly. Her slender fingers brushed against the table as she walked by, her head craning up to the point I thought maybe she would strain.

I leaned against a cabinet, just watching.

It reminded me of where we started. The days in the college lab, fiddling away with her instruments. A small part of me felt bad about sabotaging her experiments with the help of the professor. Hard work is often thankless, especially in the world of science. Except now she was even more of a job than she was before.

She was lucky I was privy to the third-party interests, aside from poisonings. All I knew at the time was that Levi has had his eye on her for a long time, ever since he began employing her father. Things could have gone very differently if Silas hadn’t come back to London. Purely by chance too. Some pieces just fall into place like that. Never could I have predicted that it would land me on the opposite side I’d started on.

Alina opened the drawers, already taking mental inventory of all her new toys.

“Is this all mine?” She didn’t break eye contact with the items of the drawers, still filing her way through.

“Did you think he would build an entire homestead and forget your favorite room?” I teased.

She lifted a shoulder before it fell again.

“Don’t be dull,” I laughed, “you know him.”

“You never know.” She threw a glare over her shoulder. “I could ask for a ring, and he’d bring me one with someone’s hand still attached—oh wait, that was a different man who I didn’t know quite so well,” she finished, with the most barbed smile I’d ever seen. Cheeky.

“It was a good touch, wasn’t it?” I smirked.

“No.”

“They were from the hospital, anyway.” I shrugged.

“You stole the rings?”

“No! Of course not!” I shook my head. “I stole the arms.”

She didn’t find it as amusing as I thought she would.

“Well,” I glanced at her finger, the shimmer of gold flashing even in such dim light, “I suppose yours didn’t come with a hand attached?”

She fiddled with the ring, using her thumb to spin it. “Not this time.”

“Are you expecting a next time?” I teased.

“Why are you showing me all of this?” The suspicion bled into her words. I could admit it hurt a little, not that I blamed her.

“We don’t have time to wait for Silas to give you a home tour,” I told her bluntly. “We need to figure out what’s wrong with you. And there is no one better than you.”

“Great! So I must solve my own problems by myself. Again.” Her cruel laugh cut through the air. “That’s all right, I should have expected as much.”

“I didn’t say you had to do it alone,” I corrected. “I will help.”

“Because that went so well last time.”

“Don’t start with that.” I threw my hand up in dismissal.

“Am I wrong?” Her eyes widened, a wild edge to them. Her arms crossed, but the tapping of her foot meant a slap was in my near future.

“No, but look around you.” I gestured grandly. “You have very few who can help you right now. Not your little pink friend, not even Silas. Vipera regenerative abilities are impressive, but even the strongest Vipera cannot come back from brain damage. We,” I said as I pointed between the two of us, “need to figure this out before your body betrays you.”

Her brows lifted from their angry posture, a thick swallow as she stared with no more quips. Like everything she wanted to say dissolved. “How much time?”

“End of the month.” I approached, keeping a healthy distance. Only a pace apart. “You can heal if you can stomach something before then. But you have to be ready for extreme measures if you want to come out of this with your head intact.”

She looked relieved, but she shouldn’t have been.

“It will become exponentially harder the longer we wait.” I pointed to her. “You will be in such pain, you can’t see, feel, do anything except move those tiny talons in your mouth.”

I stepped forward, she stepped back.

“Your body will conserve all your energy, to the last moment, for feeding before you go feral. Corrupted in a last attempt before you starve.”

She still didn’t look convinced.

My shoulders physically slouched as I grasped hers, making sure her eyes met mine. “I know you do not trust me. But if killing for you wasn’t enough to convince you, I don’t know what will. Just being here, working under Silas, helping you, puts my neck on the block if we are not successful in our Appraisal. Do you understand me? We are standing in the grave together. It’s time you trust someone to help you.”

I think I was scaring her more than earning her trust now. Her eyes were wide, she had nothing to say.

“I may be vermin to you, but you need everyone on your side.” I was unsure of what else I could say. I squeezed her shoulders again and she shrank in on herself. “We are on your side. I am on your side, Alina. You don’t have to do this alone.”

She shrugged my hands off before returning to exploring her lab. Her fingers dragged across the counter surface as she looked at all the bottles. Her silence wasn’t concerning . . . yet. But whether she believed my earnestness or not would depend on her mood. Even if she didn’t believe me, it didn’t make my words or actions any less true.

“Sit.” She loosely gestured to the stool tucked under the workbench.

I did so.

Another knock at the door before it creaked open, Phoebe’s red hair poked in as she invited herself inside.

She looked at me as Alina’s back was still turned.

She likes it? she mouthed silently to me.

I lifted a shoulder before it slumped.

The lab was quiet, much like the company.

Alina took out a cloth and one of the glass bottles. As she soaked the cloth, it smelled of witch hazel.

Phoebe closed the door quietly, leaning against the door as she joined our somber party.

Alina turned with the cloth in her hand, her posture straight as her eyes narrowed on me. The ice of her eyes was enough to chill me. Though the harshness of her eyes did not seem to be of anger, but something a bit more tortured.

She pressed the cloth against a cut on my temple.

I closed my eyes from the pain of the pressure.

After a few hours I had healed after the incident, but not fast enough to be spotless. The Vipera heal internally first, then superficially last. I was currently in a middle stage, deep bruising but no more internal bleeding.

“I think we are past dancing on about the situation.” She took my hand and pressed it onto the cloth to keep some pressure. “Tell it plainly, will you?”

Phoebe released an exasperated sigh, her arms crossed tight. Even her eyes were tired, skin drained of color from the encounter.

“I was in the way,” I said.

“I was too hasty.” Phoebe pointed, then looked to Alina. “I thought I could slip away with some food for you sooner than I thought.”

“Which I told you to wait for.” I pressed the cloth wearily to my cut.

“How would I know he was going to be in a mood!” she argued.

“Because he’s always in a mood!”

“Both of you,” Alina scolded, “what on God’s green earth happened this morning?”

We both quieted and exchanged glances.

“He asked where I was going with the food, and I hesitated,” Phoebe admitted, an angry fluster to her skin as she recounted. “He got aggressive, interrogated me like a hound nipping at my heel.”

Phoebe was unable to look either of us in the eye or stay still in one place. Her body closed in, shoulders hunched and arms tightly crossed.

“He pushed past me to go upstairs, threatened to break the door if I didn’t get the keys. Luka stepped in, and he spared not a moment before he hit him.”

“One of many,” I groaned.

“Why didn’t you fight him off?” Alina questioned, her arms crossed. She was either trying to understand or being accusatory, possibly both. “I don’t understand how this escalated the way it did.”

I scoffed, my arm now too tired to keep it pressed to the spot. “At the end of the day, this is good for his reputation.”

“How?” Alina sounded like she was trying her very best to refrain from raising her voice.

While I understood some of her frustration, she would never be able to understand that this wasn’t like her human politics. These are people who hold their survival above all else. They are not part of this Nest as an extracurricular, they are here because they believe Silas is their best chance at protection since they’ve been rejected by all others. If they must believe one thing, it is that Silas is in control, even when he isn’t.

“You’re only as good as your discipline,” I said. “All the others saw was disobedience. If he let it go, anyone could walk all over him, over us. But he didn’t. He put me back where I belong, and everyone follows suit.”

“It seems archaic.”

“Because it is,” Phoebe stressed, “but he’s right.”

She stared in utter disbelief, brow twitching as she turned her head between us. Half of it may have been the situation, the other would be the fact that Phoebe and I were on the same page.

“It’s fine, he did good.” I groaned as I stood, bracing for my aches as if they weighed on me dearly.

“This is ridiculous,” she laughed. “You’re just accepting this?”

“Yes,” I said, “and now I’m going to get a drink.”

“You’re joking!” She threw her arms up. “Have you both gone completely mad?” Alina complained.

Phoebe tipped her head to one side, then the other, weighing her answer before shrugging.

“I can’t believe this.”

“It’s not important.” Phoebe played with a strand of her strawberry hair.

“Did you speak with Silas today?” Alina pressed. “What do we do now?”

“He hasn’t been seen today. Avoiding everyone.” She lifted a shoulder. “I suppose that keeps the fear factor alive.”

“Will this not affect people’s trust in him?”

“You would be surprised.” She perked up. “The only people affected were myself and Luka. He rewarded Rebecca. As far as people see it—few bad eggs going against authority, those who stayed in line have nothing to fear.”

“Did the rest not know I was hiding?”

She shook her head. “They knew of you, and that you were turning. They didn’t necessarily know who you are to him until now.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I interjected, “everything is out in the open now. He knows you’re awake, they know exactly who you are, and most importantly, they know you are in a protected position.”

Alina crossed her arms tightly as she leaned against the cabinet. If you looked closely, you’d see her tremor. Her anger will dissipate once she has a minute to process the entire ordeal, but I was relieved that there was no more moving pieces around or strict choreography.
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Was it selfish to think she looked pretty, even when she was slouched over like a wet croissant?

Fixation was her vice, there was a distinct shift when it happened. Pupils wide, open to the possibilities of her mind. She latches on to something as little as an idea and never lets go until it is hers and hers alone. No enigma was safe in her path, no puzzle had too many pieces for her.

The parlor was quiet with not much to do. But sometimes leisure aside from sleeping was best. The mind can still be exercised and the spirits enriched by doing next to nothing physically. For Alina, this would be her studies or designing her experiments. While I preferred lighter reading or stitching.

She lay across the sofa with her knees up, the skirt tented and draped down to the floor. Her stocking-covered toes poked from under the fabric. The silk made a faint scrooping noise as her legs shifted side to side in thought.

She was curled up with a new journal, already a quarter of the way through filling the pages with her experimental designs. For what, exactly, she was experimenting was a mystery to me for now; all I knew is it was about her feeding dysfunction. She was getting in her head far too much. If she just relaxed, maybe she could keep something down.

As long as she was occupied and resting. I suppose I should have suggested something science-y to begin with. That usually kept her focus long enough.

Even in a state such as this, she was the most incredible creature I’d ever known. She was sort of hunched on the sofa, her chin nearly touching her chest as she propped the journal against her pulled-up thighs. Her pen moved as fast as a sparrow, except the bird that embodies her penmanship would be something like a chicken, in the most charming way. To this day, I cannot read it.

Her skin didn’t have much color to it, same with her eyes and her patch of poliosis. Wearing black made her look more like a corpse than she had to, but I suppose she liked that. Sometimes I wondered if it was less about her chosen career, and more about making herself less desirable. To protect herself.

Her lip twitched, just like it always did when she started to talk to herself in her head.

“We could do dinner out somewhere? A Guild maybe? You might just need a live Host—” I suggested, but I lost my words when I caught her flinching at the thought.

“I’d rather stay here,” she mumbled, her writing slowing as she split her focus.

“We could at least get some air.”

She shook her head and sat up, the mess of black waves cascading over her shoulder, yet to be tied up properly for the day.

Alina was never one who could easily relax. I suppose that’s the issue with work being your escape—your relaxation hours overlap with your working ones.

“Where are you off to?”

“I need to chew on ice.” She discarded her journal in the seat before she stretched. Her long arms shook as they strained, her tall form wavering before it relaxed again. Alina gathered her hair over her shoulder as she approached the staff door.

“Can you ask the kitchen staff to bring more tea while you’re down there?”

She sluggishly nodded as the outline of the door was given away by the shadow as it opened. Her black hair disappeared behind the wallpaper shortly after.

It hurt to see her this way. I couldn’t help but compare her behavior to how she was in captivity. Alina has always been a wild, unbreakable spirit. But to preserve herself, she shrinks. It’s like she funnels every last drop of energy into thinking, scheming. Her silence is never victory, it is always the beginning.

The parlor doors flew open, the wood smacking harshly into the walls and nearly making my skeleton jump from its skin.

“Sister.” I could practically hear the smirk before I saw it.

Silas walked past Sidney—no, shoved past. I understood he had no desire to be friendly with Sidney, perhaps because he was Luka’s protégé.

The way his eyes cut across the room before landing on me sent a coldness through my spine. He knew something was amiss, but he couldn’t prove it.

The more selfish side of me enjoyed having her to myself without his intrusion, but I knew it would be short-lived now that he was aware she was awake.

I only acknowledged him with the tip of my teacup before taking the last sip. Though even this tea wasn’t to my liking. Our father gave it to me last time we were out. I was waiting on more of my regular. For now it was just something to drink.

“Is there something you wanted to say to me, dear Phoebe?” he asked, a sickly sweetness to his tone, forced familiarity. It was a miracle he could romance the likes of Alina, but on the other hand, I suppose they are both equally as standoffish and unpleasant.

“Is there?” I placed the cup in the saucer of my other hand, mustering the most acceptable expression I could.

His eyes cut through me, boring holes through my head like an insect under the magnifier. With his hands in his pockets, he approached slow and steady. He stopped in front of me, plucking the teacup from my hand and placing it down, stealing a piece of sour candy from the plate. He sat across from me with a sigh and a satisfied smack of the lips, a glimpse of his fangs a not-so-subtle warning.

“Since when do you have tea alone?” he reached beside him for Alina’s journal.

My heart smacked against my rib cage, pounding so hard it may as well headline its own orchestra, between the tapping of my heel and the ringing of my ears.

“She’s not here.” I glanced up at him as I took my cup back to refill from the pot. “Though it is best that you aren’t either before she returns.”

He nodded his head absently, his eyes surveying the ghosts keeping me company through those blond lashes. His arm draped across the back of the sofa as he tilted his head up to the ceiling. The light caught him just right, as gold as gilding.

“Where is she?” He didn’t change his expression or inflection.

“Leave her be.” I remained polite. “I don’t think she wants to see you after your outburst.”

His head fell to me as he tipped it to the side. A smugness spread across his face, a rather annoyed smile pulling at his lips. “What else did you expect to happen when I eventually found that you hid her from me?”

“It was only temporary.”

“It was a betrayal,” he insisted, his expression hardening and softening like he was deciding what to feel about the words he just uttered. “I trusted you.”

“To keep her safe,” I added. “You trusted me with the only key to her room. You trusted me with her life, and we decided⁠—”

“We,” he nearly spat the words.

“Luka and I decided it would be best for both of you to slowly reintroduce, given that she has been ill and we know how you get when there’s even the slightest concern for her health,” I said sternly. “She has barely kept up with her own adjustments. It would have only been for a little bit.”

His chest rose and fell just as heavy as an angry steer. The cockiness was wiped from his face, peeling away his layers to reveal something more honest. A pained stroke of the brow, an anxious tick of the jaw, and the tiniest, minuscule traces of sadness in those cold eyes of his. Of which he turned his face to hide.

“Where is she?”

“If you care about her, you will give her room to breathe,” I warned him.

The tension in his breathing was just the wick of a stick of dynamite that was his next argument.

“You will see her tonight,” I said.

That seemed to diffuse him, but only temporarily.

“She’s processing things, but the outing will be good for all of us.” I leaned forward, clasping my hands over my knee. “No one is doing this to torture you, dear brother.”

“I’m processing.” He raised his hands defensively, then seemed at a loss for words. “For six months, I’ve been processing. No one seems to care for my space.” He shook his head and wiped his hand over his face. “I have had to process her death in as many ways as possible. Once when I pulled the knife from her stomach, a second time when she hadn’t woken after a month, and then every minute thereafter.”

“She knows it was your venom that turned her,” I said.

He froze, staring off at the wall. The only indication he was responsive being the bob of his throat as he swallowed his words.

“We will meet you at North Star in the evening. She’s yet to eat, but it could just be a slow transition. Making her feel supported is all we can do as of right now,” I said, but couldn’t be sure if Silas was listening.

“Silas.”

His eyes turned to me. Clearly he was upset, but it was a good sign he seemed to be taking my words to heart. He looked a bit sick, pale.

“I am giving her the key to her room.” I sustained eye contact as I said it. “Whether or not her door is open to you is up to her. Understood?”

He nodded reluctantly.

“Good.” I smiled. “We will see you tonight then.”

He simply nodded again, standing and fastening his jacket.

I didn’t enjoy making him feel the way he did, but it was the only way I could assure he had a full picture of what she might be feeling. Feeding stress aside, there is more to her adjustment than just physical. She is now one of us, accidentally against her wishes. Whether it was an accident or not, it was his venom and her life. It was crucial that he understood that.

Both of them needed time to calm themselves before doing anything they’ll both regret.

We could not afford to be impulsive.

None of us.
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THE POISONER



The weather was as mild as the sheep grazing peacefully throughout the meadow. Phoebe and I found a homey tree to cover us in addition to our parasols.

Phoebe picked a cream dress for me with small red raspberries embroidered into the fabric pattern. The cotton was lightweight and of a quality that had never touched my skin until now.

She chose a similar dress for herself, except it was a purer white with light pink strawberries.

Getting used to finery was hard, but I thought maybe I’d outgrown the guilt of indulgence. A wicker bonnet hugged my head, a red ribbon tied below my neck and the tails extending down to my knee, blowing gently in the light breeze. There wasn’t even a haze over the city today, the perfect amount of clouds wandering around the sky, their shadows crawling over the park hills and surrounding building facades.

I suddenly understood that the art of leisure was half curation, and half immersion in any single such moment.

“Try this.” Phoebe pinched a little red piece between her nails.

A gelatin candy, squishy with form and coated in grains of sugar. I looked at her, not knowing if this was another exercise to adjust my taste buds.

“Trust me.” She was giddy, holding it up to my lips.

It was sour, the metallic sweetness on a more subtle note, then possibly a hint of clover. But it was far from the sweetness I was expecting.

“John and I have been experimenting with recipes.” She tucked her hands in her lap, staring expectantly. “So? How is it?”

“Tart,” I answered, but kept the tone light. It was a good taste. I was just surprised at how much flavor there was. I don’t think I’ve eaten anything with much of a whisper of flavor since waking. Not anything I could stomach, at least.

“Blood candy,” she said with such assertion, I would have thought she’d discovered a new land. “The outer parts are citric acid concentrate, infused with sugar for structure. Then the insides are blood and gelatin.”

She wasn’t speaking a foreign language, but I never thought I’d hear her talk about anything close. Baking was mostly chemistry, but it was also an art. Phoebe may not be technical, but she had always been creative.

“These are delicious,” I told her sincerely. “I think this is the most of something I’ve eaten without becoming sick.”

She let out an excited squeak and handed me a jar. The candies varied in color and shape, but nonetheless, a successful prototype in flavor.

Another one popped in my mouth, the same flavor as before, with a satisfying chewy texture. I didn’t think Phoebe could smile wider, but she did. It was like she used cooking as an extension to herself. She had a hard time expressing affection through words, it was always through parties, gifts, or food. It made sense for a socialite to log everyone’s favorite personal tastes for gifting reasons, but for her, it was deeper than just standard pleasantries.

“What are we going to do when we get home,” I asked mid-chew, “with Silas?”

It was brief, but I saw. Her smile faltered for just a fraction of a second when I said his name. She only offered a shrug and a diversion of her attention to a tart pastry.

“Is this going to complicate the Appraisal?”

“I don’t believe it will, but we never really know until we are sitting with our necks on the block.” Her comment was rather grim despite the light tone, as if discussing the dinner options. “Silas’s unwellness will either help us or hurt us—we won’t know until it’s time. We hoped we could keep him relatively levelheaded until representatives started arriving . . .”

“Representatives?”

Phoebe blew air from her nose when I interrupted; a sharp glare from her made my mouth snap shut.

“From the Nests.”

“Oh.” I chewed. “What was it we were attending tonight?”

“A dinner with the organizations here in the city.”

“Right.”

“We were hoping to tell him you were suddenly awake closer to the gathering. That way he would be in good spirits with good news, and help the morale through the trial,” she continued with the conversation.

“It was a good plan.”

“Was,” she emphasized. “Now we just have to hope he doesn’t act out.”

“Can I help in any way?”

Phoebe snorted when she let out a laugh. “Well, there are many things, but for now we will settle for forcing yourself to a social visit tonight.”

“You’re punishing me?” I let my head slope back in defeat.

“This is your formal introduction to society. It isn’t anything large, if it makes you feel better. An intimate gathering between the Nests and Guilds of New York City. Just a few notable players.” She plucked a candy from my jar and popped it into her mouth. “You handle small gatherings perfectly well. Silas, on the other hand, does not. Forcing him to be personable is like pulling fingernails.”

“I wonder why,” I mumbled sarcastically.

“If you’re there, he won’t do anything stupid.”

“How do you know that?” I scoffed.

“I don’t. But we are practicing wishful thinking here.”

“We?” I raised a brow.

She gave me a sour look.

“You and Luka have become quite friendly,” I commented. “I don’t remember you being close.”

“We aren’t,” she said sternly, “but we have mutual interests. Someone needs to push back against the men or else nothing will work right. A woman’s touch is all any organization needs.”

“Is that so?” I slowly chewed my candy. “Pulling the strings from afar?”

She smiled. “They never know where to look. Problem solving on a social level is neither of their fortes.”

“Cheers to that.” I looked out across the park.

I could sit here forever. The perfect temperature, the perfect day, frozen in time. I should have brought a camera to capture it. One thing I was starting to realize is that moments like this will become fleeting. As I grow older and older with not a wrinkle on my face to show for it, my memory will eat away these small moments and replace them with things much more stressful, much more demanding in resourceful information. Perhaps I will forget everything except the things that haunt me.

Only time will tell.
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The dye of the dress was so deep it could be mistaken for the stain of soaking blood. Dark burgundy encrusted with small glass beads that made it shimmer like rippled water in the night. At the knee, the main fabric of the dress scalloped in a slope from knee to shin, the opening concealed with a more sheer flouncing that feathered just above the floor until it reached a very subtle train in the back.

A Juliet sleeve was more subtle for tonight, ending mid-forearm where it touched the long black gloves concealing my arms. Rubies kissed my neck above the heart-shaped neckline. It still took time to adjust to how heavy earrings felt in my ears due to lack of practice, but Phoebe insisted I must wear a full set.

Phoebe’s neckline was straight, since her corset did a fine job pulling attention to her décolletage. The layers of her dress were scalloped, with small lace-like patterns beaded into the design. She paired it with sheer gloves and a fluffier fan. It goes without saying what color the entire ensemble was. Her gem of choice was spinel, a mixture of pastel or rich pinks dotting her jewelry, the largest being the center of her necklace.

Her hair was fully tied back, while I let some of mine hang free over my shoulder. There was simply too much of it to contain in an up-style. The headache wasn’t worth it.

“Lovely, as always,” Sidney greeted us at the front doorway, holding Phoebe’s hand to his lips for a polite kiss, then mine following.

Silas and Luka were out of sight, having left without us. Sidney was tasked with being our chaperone and escort. But between him, the driver, and whoever else they brought as a security detail, it seemed a bit immoderate for an intimate dinner.

The sound of thundering hooves clopped outside, a black phantom carriage shifting behind the texture of the cathedral glass in the sidelight windows. The door opened to a lustrous phaeton with tall wheels and a pair of matching black hackneys. The shine of their tack matched the buffed shine of their coats and carriage.

Sidney helped us into our seats one at a time and secured the door.

Phoebe and I sat across from each other. The open-air top was nice on nights like these. Mostly humid with a slight chill of the dark. I looked up at the empty sky, the stars too dim to recognize with the constant light from the city.

“I’ve never had dinner on a rooftop.” Phoebe poked me with her foot. “Are you feeling well enough to feed tonight, do you think?”

My gaze returned to the most hopeful glimmer in her eyes. I shook my head.

Her smile faltered. “Did the candies help?”

“Yes,” I assured her, “there’s less of an edge.”

“I’m sure they could serve from a cup. Try some meat tonight,” she instructed.

“Will that do anything?”

“Raw or very rare meats can hold you off for a day at most. It’s even less nutritionally dense than a non-Host.”

I nodded slowly, but I had very little desire to make myself sick, especially in front of others. Tonight was to practice some leisure, my steadfast adjustment to this world. I was doing perfectly fine so far, feeding defects aside.

“I heard they have a fantastic selection of imported bloodwine though, if the meat doesn’t cut it,” Phoebe suggested.

“Don’t have to ask me to drink twice,” I muttered, but I wasn’t even sure that was true. The more I thought about it, the less I recognized that these vices ever belonged to me at all. No urge to drink, to smoke, to fade my mind—nothing.

The trip was short, only across the park to the West side.

Shortly did I realize that this was the same building containing the Guild that Luka brought me to. It was nice, very much like a hotel, but what I wasn’t expecting was for it to be a rival Nest. From what Phoebe described, things seemed tense. Diplomacy wasn’t a bad thing to practice, so I suppose I could adjust my expectations.

“Ready?” Sidney craned his neck back to address us.

“Yes,” Phoebe piped.

“Did dessert arrive early?” Luka’s voice cut through the air. “You look like sherbet, Phoebe.”

“Thank you.” She smiled wide at his attempt at irritation.

He stepped from the door to the grand lobby, reaching for our carriage door. “Stay parked,” he instructed Sidney.

“For the entire evening, or would you like me to wait only for the first thirty minutes?” Sidney gestured for a light.

“Entirety.” Luka reached in his pocket for a fancy piece of machinery, the mechanical lighter.

“Ceart ma-thà.” Sidney nodded in thanks, lowering his cigarette tip to the flame when it sparked.

“They’re waiting upstairs.” Luka opened the door, helping us down the step.

When he held my hand, instead of letting it go, he squeezed. His face was stern, the burned skin even creased from the tension. The distress was apparent even in his clouded eye.

“I’m not asking you to put a leash on him,” he said lower, Phoebe was already at the front door, “but if you can find it in yourself to converse, it means fewer chances for him to fester under the circumstances.”

“I don’t like being solely responsible for any man’s mood.”

“You’re no stranger to diplomacy—they’re looking for reasons to further escalate. We can’t afford to have them not on our side.”

“Letting me play politics so soon?” I smirked. “I thought my demonstrations at my last few visits would have put you off to involving me at all in these things.”

“That is precisely why I’m involving you,” he said. “You’re our famous poisoner, after all.”

I raised a brow. “Do you believe there will be danger, then?”

“Always, my dear.” He forced a smile. “But don’t let that keep you from enjoying your night.”

With that, his grip on my hand lightened, but I looped my arm in his as we approached the building.

It was just as last time, except we skipped the lingering line. The guard at the door eyed us, unsure if he’d seen us before, but especially Luka.

Instead of using the stairs like last time, Luka guided me to the lift. The building truly was state of the art, even in its technologies, the entire structure built with electricity. I still believed it was too harsh of a light rather than gas or candlelight.

“I know it is fashionable to be late, but you two are slugs,” Phoebe muttered, clutching her little feathery fan.

“All good things come in time,” I teased.

The vertical railway settled on our floor, the arrow at the top sliding over to our current floor. One set of doors opened, then the other, and a liftman greeted us with a smile.

It was like a big metal cage, a turn of my stomach when it jolted, beginning its ascent to the rooftop. It was like the opposite of being deep under water, a certain flutter inside me with the quick pressure change. The sensation was short-lived, as the doors opened to the lush rooftop.

There was a short rose hedge around the perimeter, I suppose a pretty way to deter any tumbles while keeping elevated aesthetics in mind. There were many lounging areas, complete with carpets and fine cushions. A covered bar was the first thing to greet you, then in the middle of the rooftop, a long table with seats. People were scattered about, mostly in the lounge areas, taking in the view before supper was served.

The scene was set, the table ready, and it was time for our own personal performance.

A glass canopy covered the dining table.

I wondered if they had to move some of the furniture up and down the stairs to prevent mildew and other sorts of furnishing disasters during less pleasant weather. The art of luxury is not the result, but the hundreds of thoughts and hands that go into running the experience like a well-oiled machine. It may not be of interest to me, but I had immense appreciation for the labor involved.

Up on the roof, it was even easier to catch the summer breeze. I could fall asleep to the sounds of the rumbling city, content under the starless sky as long as the pedestrian music carried my mind somewhere else.

The mumblings of men began to turn to glimpses of words. All but one of the men in the corner were unrecognizable. Then through shifting seats, Silas came into view.

Luka walked us to the crowd.

The closer we got, the worse my gut felt.

The corner was furnished with a curved booth, then comfortable standing chairs around a cast-iron table, a thick slab of glass balanced atop. Their drinks scattered across the surface, some empty with discarded garnishes, some full with chittering ice.

“Gentlemen.” Luka cleared his throat.

But they didn’t need to grasp attention.

The only one who didn’t look was Silas.

“Mr. Forbes, aren’t you going to make introductions, or will your footman do it?” a brunette with young spitfire energy piped up, standing to greet us.

“This is Miss Phoebe Aston-Lis,” Luka introduced.

Just the name made my heart skip. Some days I forget that we forged marriage documentation with a fictional brother of mine in order to buy our own property. Somehow the humor of it all lightened my dread a bit.

“Ah yes, the sister.” The man kissed her hand before cupping it. His eyes were the lightest brown, so much they almost seemed gold. He was rather eccentric, an oxblood suit and caramel leather. “Pierce Soros. It is an absolute delight to make your acquaintance.”

His eyes then snapped to me, the reflective glint flashing so briefly it could have been missed if I blinked. But I feared that every missed moment was a danger in a place with these people.

His body language changed. It was still warm and hospitable, but this time it was like he spotted his next meal. His smile widened as he straightened his posture.

A hand on my back.

I glanced at the figure in my peripheral.

Pierce’s eyes tracked to the other figure, a more devious expression as he held his tongue.

“This is Alina,” Silas’s voice was smooth like smoke, “my poisoner.”

And with that, my heart sank.

“The illustrious poisoner.” Pierce finally regarded me again, his eyes attempting to peel back my skin and look inside my skull through the socket, as if to read minds.

This would be the time to show no fear.

I was not afraid.

Not anymore.

His attempt only made me angry.

I held my hand out and he took it, kissing my knuckle . . . but then his lips brushed over the engagement ring.

With quickness, my hand returned to my side. There was a soft chittering from beside me.

Phoebe’s eyes were locked on him, following his every move, pupils restricted so far that it was the most resemblance to her brother I’d ever seen.

That only enticed the young Vipera further.

“Shall we sit?” she suggested.

“Of course.” Pierce smiled, then gestured for us to gather.

When I glanced to Luka, he did not follow. He stood by the bar, watching. Now that I noticed, there were more men, not all of them ours. Security. They were all waiting on the perimeter of the roof, out of caution or foreboding, I did not know.

As we were ushered to the table, Pierce stood at the end and clasped his hands.

“Now that everyone is present, we can start fresh with some introductions.” He pointed to the end. “I first want to thank Mr. Forbes, Sire of the Chimera Nest on the Upper East Side. Welcome to the other side of the park.

“We are also joined by Elijah Johnson, Sire of the Harlem Vipera Association.” Pierce gestured to another man, accompanied by a wife on his arm.

Mr. Johnson had a deep complexion of sepia. In even the dim light he reflected a red from his skin, the flash of gold from the back of his onyx eyes. His wife dressed in deep blues, her umber skin smoother than the silk she wore. Together they looked like fire and ice, unique but complementary.

I glanced at Silas; he wouldn’t even look at me.

It boiled my blood like no other.

Perhaps I took advantage of the attention before. I wanted to tell myself it was his attempt to maintain a professional appearance. But looking at the other couple only made it clear that it may not be a matter of professionalism. Even his crude display of power before was like one of his typical lash-outs, though refined and distilled. Like with time, he just became stronger, more violent—but would that also be true of his passion? His obsession?

I do not know what happened these last six months, but something changed. Perhaps he grew bored with waiting for me in the first place.

After the last few introductions of guests accompanying the Sires, we all sat. Silas sat at the other end of the table—a positive gesture in my eyes. I sat beside him, Phoebe across from me.

He didn’t spare even a wandering eye for me. I couldn’t say the same for our dinner host on the other side. Some of those looks were nervous, others skeptical. Even Phoebe snuck glances at her brother, then me, to check in as the soup was served.

It was a semi-clear soup, slightly heartier-looking due to the dark color. Within were pieces of offal, some root vegetables. Czernina. Duck blood soup. My father made this for me once or twice when I was under the weather. He didn’t have the patience for soup most days.

When I glanced down the table at our host, Pierce tipped his head at me.

I took a spoonful, but was unsure if it was worth the risk of swallowing. The smells were already overwhelming.

To my surprise, much like the candy, the broth did not upset me. But there was a distinct taste of blood. Perhaps I was only able to stomach it if it was cooked. I could taste the meat, the blood, some herbs but not all. The vegetables seemed to be for absorption of the broth and texture, if anything. I doubted it would meet the nutrition needs of my body, but at least it curbed the hunger.

“We heard you were more of a humanist; we supplemented with duck,” Pierce said, his eyes boring into Silas.

His cold eyes glanced up. He hadn’t even touched his spoon. Now that I noticed it, he didn’t touch anything. Not even the wine.

Chatter died down slightly but still continued. I suppose the entertainment for the night was whether or not the two could get on each other’s nerves.

I picked up the wineglass, the sting of blood pinching my sinuses as I held it by my nose. The tension of the table wouldn’t be good for any type of diplomacy if he didn’t even try.

My foot slid forward, my shoe touching his.

Silas’s eyes snapped to me briefly before returning to task. “What a good Host you are.”

Phoebe flinched at the words.

“Alina, darling, I’m curious.” Pierce suddenly turned his attention to me.

I took a stale swallow of wine in preparation before I acknowledged it, which didn’t upset my stomach like I thought it would. Just a slight pinch.

Interestingly enough, it was the first time Silas had turned his full attention to me since he’d learned of my waking.

“Curiosity keeps things interesting,” I replied, now ignoring the glares from my dear Creature.

“I’ve heard so many things about you.” Pierce grinned, a slight cut to his words but not intended for me. “If you don’t mind my boldness, I think I speak for us all when I say my interest comes from a place of amazement. But I must know if the rumors are true.”

“You’ll have to be specific, I can’t keep track of them anymore.” I tried for a light joke, which did earn some smiles in between soup tasting.

“Oh, what a delight.” Pierce grasped his hands as he looked to the sky in thought. “Is it true that you somehow were responsible for . . . como se dice . . . unionizing? Yes. Unionizing the Hosts in Buffalo?”

“It was a natural initiative. I can’t take too much credit for anyone outside my own endeavors,” I answered, drinking a little more of my wine as we conversed.

“Goodness, I have so many questions,” he laughed, before spotting Luka. He pointed and turned again to me. “What happened to your footman?”

Luka’s posture straightened, his expression hardening beyond recognition. I suppose they didn’t know who he was, not really. He was always a snake in the grass, known by reputation and never by face. But they wouldn’t know he was the Fixer himself.

“An experiment,” I said carefully, not breaking eye contact with Luka. I caught a short upturn in the corner of his lip.

“Is that what the Buffalo incident was?” Pierce asked. Incident?

Before I could ask for clarification he had already moved on. That is when I realized these were not questions at all. He was throwing mercury, taking a temperature.

“Maiming your help, killing a Sire with a single scratch upstate, and then helping to liquefy the most powerful Nest in London.” His words were inflammatory, yet his tone was utterly giddy. “I’m surprised you can walk around freely, if I am allowed to be so open about my thoughts.”

“No surprise,” I replied. “I’m good at what I do.”

When I looked to Silas, his energy had changed, and not for the better. His eyes were locked on Pierce, his fingers loosely touching the dinner knife. Ready. Waiting for one more word.

I finished my wine, placing the cup behind his hand.

“Excuse me, where is the lavatory?” I asked Pierce.

“Down the spiral staircase across from the kitchen,” he replied happily, as the soup bowls were gathered by the staff in preparation for the next course.

“Thank you.” I smiled, pushing my ring off my fourth finger with my thumb and into Silas’s cup.

With that, I departed, and the farther I strayed, the louder the meaningless chatter ensued, as if a heaviness had been lifted from the table in my absence.

Down the spiral stairs and into a hallway. About midway were the double doors to the kitchen. The opposite side had ladies’ and gentlemen’s doors to lavatories.

Even the bathrooms were as luxurious as the rest of the building. The entire room was red, expensive electric fixtures between mirrors and individual sinks. The floor marble, a ladies’ maid who nodded as she stood beside warm towels rolled into a neat pyramid.

I went to the farthest sink by the wall, deep into the room. I turned one of the knobs, the water ran and steamed. The faucet flute made a slight whistle, much like a kettle, a low-pitched scream as the water rushed.

The door slapped open with such force, the hinges didn’t have time to squeak.

“Out,” Silas barked at the maid, followed by the sound of dainty steps out the door before it shut again.

My eyes did not leave the drain of the sink, my fingers gripping the edge of the porcelain.

Each step echoed, crawled across the floor, the walls, the ceiling—and burrowed into my ears.

He shoved my shoulder so hard I thought it stole the breath straight from my lungs as my back smacked the wall, and I was face-to-face with my favorite night stalker.

I rested the back of my head against the wall as I looked up at him.

His eyes were colder than the dead. They may as well be made from the palest headstone in the loneliest corner of the graveyard. His pupils constricted, then widened, enough to spot my reflection. He was fighting something; thoughts or demons—they were all the same.

“Creature,” I addressed him, unsure of our current status. Was I even allowed to address him at this point?

His brow furrowed at the word; such disdain was displayed that I may have been fooled that my past self had infected him. Was it punishment? Retribution? Regret?

I had so much to say with so few words, yet the moment my lips parted, his hand covered my mouth. My head trapped between his palm and the wall.

If my eyes went any wider, they may fall out of my head completely.

The clicking reverberated through his chest, much deeper than I remembered. My stomach was doing flips and I couldn’t tell if it had been the food, the hunger, or the action—most likely all at once.

He leaned close, the deep breath making his entire body shake with such intensity, you would think he was made of a million bees.

His brows relaxed upon exhale, and I could finally see his eyes turn to glass. His lips were merely an inch above mine. The hand was the only thing in his way, but I believed that was by design.

“You hid from me.” The statement was breathless in both disbelief and astonishment. “Again.”

I glanced between his eyes, unsure of how long he would hold it together.

His hand squeezed, and there was no stopping the whimper it pulled from me. After some internal deliberation, his grip softened and he warily lowered his hand without changing the distance; I don’t think he could.

“Yet you waited again,” I whispered.

“Of course I did.”

“And you would wait another time if I asked,” I said.

He grabbed my head, hands gripping. He could crush it if he wanted . . . but he wouldn’t. Will he bite me or kiss me? Either was an option at this moment.

“Did you take a lover?” I asked. Not even the question was enough to snap him from his daze.

My sleeve slipped off my shoulder, the dress shifting.

That caught his attention.

His hands moved from my head, down to my neck, the touch softening.

“Did you?”

“No.”

“How nice of you to answer your poisoner.” I couldn’t help a sneer pulling at my lip as the words escaped.

He refused to answer, his eyes now wandering.

“What am I to you, Silas?” I demanded.

His hand brushed over my exposed shoulder, then against the upper chest. There was no readable expression on him. He pressed his palm to the skin, a flare of anger in his eyes. I could only be grateful he didn’t look at me directly for whatever was running through his mind.

“Was I even a lover to you?” The more I spoke, the more unsteady the words.

“No.” His breathing picked up, our noses nearly touched with the suffocating proximity. I could feel every struggled breath.

“Was I always food?” I blinked away the tears of defeat.

A gasp came when his lips brushed against my cheek, then jaw.

Would he kiss or bite?

“Silas,” I strained, craning my neck away from him, “what am I?”

He pressed his mouth to my neck, my skin nearly caught between his teeth, as if he had to remind himself he couldn’t bite, that he could not taste me any longer.

“Mine.” The word released like a wish to the Lord himself. “You have always been mine.”

“No, I want you to say it.” My hands balled in his shirt, his body pressed firmly into mine. One of his hands was still on my chest, his breathing steadying on my neck, his other hand holding my face so firm it was like he was afraid to let go.

“My wife,” he whispered between kisses, his shoulders shaking, “my wife.”

He didn’t stop the kisses. Then he dragged the hand on my face across my cheek and to my mouth, something cold against my lips.

Halfway on his index finger was the engagement ring.

He hooked the finger in my mouth, pressing under my tongue.

Only then did he pull away to look at me, his lips so close, I truly thought he was going to pull my mouth open and stick his tongue in.

“Do not.” His finger pressed harder under my tongue, the ring rubbing against my teeth—“take it off again.” A small smirk played on his lips when he glanced at mine. “Or I may make you swallow it next time.”

I closed my lips around his finger obediently.

As he withdrew, it slipped off his finger and danced on my tongue.

“Understood?” He gently pulled at my bottom lip, his first playful gesture.

I slipped the ring on the tip of my tongue, then stuck it back out.

At least it brought a playful sneer to his face.

It was like his anger evaporated from his body. Visibly burned off the tension he was holding on to so dearly. Yet the thing that didn’t move was his hand over my heart. Once he noticed again, all I saw was deep-seated guilt.

I retracted my tongue and stood on my toes, a gentle hand on his face to guide his cheek forward, and a soft kiss on his skin.

Like he was turned to stone, he didn’t move, and I slithered past him. My hand slipped from his cheek, to his neck, then across the chest before it left him completely.

Leaving him to collect his heart from the floor.
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They’ve been gone for too long.

I was trapped between making sure these scavengers didn’t pick Phoebe to the bone and making sure Silas and Alina didn’t tear each other to pieces.

Of course I stayed to watch, it was like a warm barrel pressed to my temple, a standoff of wit and constant shifting language. Insults disguised as compliments, compliments that sounded like threats.

The owner of North Star was a complete and utter ruffian.

Yet all I could do was stand there, hands clasped behind my back, and pretend I couldn’t polish the floor with their insides. I thought I had accepted that I would be perceived as a simple goon, but this man in particular was especially grating.

“So what are your opinions on your brother’s operation,” Mr. Soros asked Phoebe, his chin resting on his interlaced hands, “or I suppose a better question is, what does your father think?”

Phoebe’s eyes flicked to me briefly.

My shoulders tensed.

“I can’t speak for my father,” she said.

Dealing with Silas for these years had conditioned me for the worst. I forget that some are trained for public onslaughts that come with wealth and influence.

“Come now, you must have some impression! There’s no need to be overly formal here.” He leaned forward, his elbows creasing the tablecloth.

“I heard he’s old and withered and raisined,” one of Pierce’s guests snorted.

“Are they shipping him in a box to the Appraisal?” Elijah joked, as he sawed through his cut of meat.

“Is that your purpose?” Pierce teased her. “To hold the urn of dust so he can participate?”

Her smile was soft, just the right amount of pearly teeth between soft pink lips. Her posture was perfect, hands steady as she dragged the knife through her food, fork at the proper grip and angle.

Yet her eyes were that of arsenic; the most vibrant green. If you held her gaze too long, it might kill you.

“Well, don’t let him hear that.” Her words were light and playful, but no one laughed. “But you’re welcome to tell him yourself. Now, if you wanted.”

She glanced over her shoulder, even pointed to me. “Could you take notes for a telegram?” She looked back to Pierce, craning her neck forward as if she couldn’t see him too well. “Would you like to set a meeting time in an hour? Two hours?” What are you doing?

No one said anything.

Suddenly the monster under their bed began to feel real. A tangible threat rather than a bedtime story.

This was not just a creature, this was Leviathan.

An ancient, malignant thing that no one could bear the weight of his name; even I had trouble calling him Levi, no matter how long I’d been in his good graces.

A bilious headache was quickly building, and a wet streak was hot against my cheek.

I took the red pocket square and wiped, black smeared across the fabric. I knew it was a stress response to the damage, but it felt like a dire omen every occurrence.

For a miraculous moment, Pierce Soros was speechless.

Did they not expect the man to show up to his own son’s trial?

“Are you saying he’s here?” I thought the vein on Elijah’s temple would burst if his wife didn’t dig her nails into his arm.

“The truth is, if you don’t mind me speaking of business matters before dessert.” She paused for any objections, then after a light sigh and a regretful curve of her brows—“we may already be dead, whether you support us in our Appraisal or not. But I’m sure there are still double-depth graves available to you if you make your arrangements in a timely manner. Though I must warn, you may need triple depth if you have any siblings, children—adopted or blood—and maybe extra space for any pets or mistresses for good measure.”

“This doesn’t inspire much confidence in your proposed alliance,” Elijah argued. “Why involve ourselves at all if we can avoid bloodshed over problems that are not our own.”

“Because if we lose, they won’t stop at our Nest. It’s silly to assume they won’t come for you,” she laughed. “We respect you, as we are all here just trying to survive. If they want you gone after deciding our Nest’s existence is a threat, there will be nothing you could possibly do to stop them from wiping you from this earth, the records—and they will take everything.”

“Are you not the Leviathan’s blood?” Mr. Soros was steady, but there was no hiding the tremor in his hands.

“New York and its establishments, Nest or otherwise, are very few, but the only reason we are on their map is because we dared to be different. They are worried about eugenics, while we are focused on evolution. When bloodline is no longer a barrier, it puts their own influence and gatekeeping into question.” Her voice was full of passion, something I wasn’t sure she had for anything other than parties and dresses.

“Why should we bother getting involved at all?” Soros pressed.

“Because if you support us in our Appraisal, it’s not just for us. It’s for this city. If we win, we do not intend on dispersing, which would allow us to extend protections over the territory.”

“So you come here, to a city where you do not belong, pour your dirty money into an establishment to position yourself in a way that has taken real New York establishments years to achieve, and think you can just assert yourself as the people who will save this city?” Elijah scoffed. “How will we know you are any different? You’re tied to them in blood and title, and we are just supposed to trust you?”

Pierce placed a hand on his shoulder, but it was slapped away as Elijah raised his hands.

“What exactly is at stake here?” Pierce’s expression hardened with every minute that passed. I suppose he was finally tired of moronic games.

“Everything,” she said, in such a way that was morbidly honest, pitying even. “If we lose, it will determine your survival, as well as the future for Vipera civilization in New York, and in turn, these United States. My father didn’t involve himself before because he wasn’t threatened. Now, he is. That should be enough proof that our goals are within reach.”

“So there’s nothing to be done?” another guest muttered.

“The old Nests follow very few rules, but they are as old as the traditions we keep and the blood in our veins.” Phoebe set her cutlery down. “The Appraisal is the only thing in my father’s way. He needs to pretend there is a due process to keep people in line.”

“How do we know you won’t join them if you are successful in your trial?” Elijah pushed, every muscle in his face tense, a deep fear so bravely on display. “That is one of the options, is it not? How do we trust you won’t just let them into our city, right through the front door if they ask nicely?”

“If killing every generation of our own familial Nest doesn’t convince you of our dedication to ending this poisonous cycle, then I sincerely do not know what will,” she said, not even a waver of an inflection, an exaggerated movement, nothing.

“No Guilds, no Den ownership,” Pierce said. “Leave it to the people who built New York, who have bled over this community. If it is all that you say, and this is some philanthropic venture for you and those who don’t align with your noble blood, then this should be an easy term for you to swallow.”

Phoebe smiled, choosing not to acknowledge his last choice of euphemism. I knew she could see me in the corner of her eye. I shook my head slowly.

“Support our appeal and it’s a deal.”

Fuck.

She had no business accepting such a large term without consulting Silas, much less when he wasn’t even in the room to counter. While I didn’t think he thought about sustainability from a monetary standpoint, he also never liked being told what to do. Chimera was a money hole through and through, with no one knowing when Silas would run out of funds. Deep breaths, or you’ll bleed through your eye again, I told myself.

“We will consider it,” Pierce spoke for the rest of the group, raising his cup of bloodwine, “but for now, cheers to the future.”

Phoebe looked at me finally. She knew what she did was wrong. I could see it in her eyes; the adrenaline must have worn off.

With my hand open and palm facing the floor, I gestured for her to remain steady.

I would fix it later with Silas.

“Just in time for a toast!” Pierce returned to his merry ways.

“Apologies, I’ve been a bit lightheaded today.” Alina returned to the scene without Silas, which left the most sour feeling about the entire night.

Her skin was oddly more vibrant, a bit flushed, with a victorious smirk across her lips.

Phoebe raised a brow to high heavens, the loudest silent question to which even I wanted the answer.

Alina only took a cheeky bit of food. I could see their shoes touching under the table, a girlish conversation quite literally below the surface.

Oddly, it put me at ease knowing there wasn’t anything else dire to deal with.

I stared back to the glow of the spiral stairs.

Silas made his reappearance moments later. The way he held himself was lighter, from his gait to his shoulders. The tension unwound but not in any lewd way. It was like he was brought back, fixed up, and sent back on his way. Whatever their conversation had been, it worked. He sat back at his seat, even regarded his wife and sister with a more agreeable tone.

But the night went on, the conversations were lighter, and I was already rehearsing how to explain what happened in his absence.
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Today, at least, I could empathize with my dear friend.

For the first time, a gathering made me physically ill.

The beginning of the previous evening set the tone. Tense, interrogative. Yet in the end, I received two telegrams, one from each respective Nest. Both agreed to support us in our Appraisal.

Typically, this wouldn’t mean much. They were not part of the international collective; just puny feeding joints compared to the courts of Nests who have existed for hundreds, sometimes thousands of years. But here, on new land, it was everything. We could not afford enemies, albeit small. It would be death by a million fleas.

It took longer to get uptown and the sluggishness from being on my fourth day without sleep was getting to me. Even when we are built to be sleepless for days, four is entirely too much given the recent emotional exertion.

The bell rang as it slapped against the door of the restaurant.

“Reservation for Astor?” I told the host, but they didn’t need to check the ledger to know.

They brought me to an upper floor, a bit more private without preventing us from watching the leisurely.

My father sat by the front windows, staring down as he people watched. He wore a tan suit today, leaning back with one leg over the other and his hands neatly on his lap. From this angle, he looked almost exactly like Silas.

He turned his head. If you looked closely, you could see the beast before he put up his mask. Then his face softened, his smile upturning his thin-styled mustache. It was incredible how he could look the same age as me, yet hold such years and experience in the way he held himself.

“Hello, Father.” I kissed both of his cheeks before sitting across from him at the table. “Did you have time to look at the menu?”

“Ah yes, just coffee for me today.” He reached across the table to pat my hands. “How’s my little girl?”

The waitstaff brought over some tea. It seemed he ordered again. It was the pale, light-colored stuff that I did not prefer. He knew it, he must at this point from the times I’ve mentioned my preferences. I suppose him gifting me more of it would be a hostile gesture if that was true.

“Fine,” I lied.

“You look terrible,” he said with a smile. “Maybe you should have stayed home.”

“I-I didn’t want to miss⁠—”

“You’ll remember it for our next outing, I trust.” He dismissed the waiter delivering a wide cup of black coffee, which he accepted with such politeness and grace. “How is your little friend? I’m sure you’re excited about your little mentorship role.”

“Mentoring isn’t proving to be as much fun as I expected.” I watched the people pass back and forth on the street. It was too narrow for many carriages, but a single person on horseback did take advantage of the passageway between the buildings.

“It isn’t difficult.” He took a long sip from his cup. “Unless she’s uncooperative. You know what we do with those.”

“No,” I said quickly, his eyes already acutely narrowed on me, “she’s cooperative.”

His stone expression lightened. “That’s wonderful to hear, my dear girl! So it can’t be so difficult.”

I didn’t want to reply, but I didn’t put up an agreeable enough facade I suppose.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.”

“Something’s troubling you.” He set his cup down, now leaning forward. “You know, you need not even say a word if you need my help.”

“Growing pains.”

“She’s ill?” His brow rose. “Hopefully not defective.”

“Just a bit of an adjustment,” I admitted, but downplaying honest answers was the only way to make it sound true.

“Well, that’s no good,” he said, as if it wasn’t dire.

“A lot of stress,” I smiled.

“Of course,” he said. “Let’s hope so.”

“It is,” I insisted.

He shrugged. “You know what happens to horses with broken legs. It’s cruel to keep them alive like that.” He clicked his tongue to the back of his teeth. “As their keepers, we must make hard decisions. That has always been the burden of superior species. Like God and the flood, it is necessary.”

“Father,” I said, my tone a warning.

But I swallowed the attitude back when he stilled.

“Oh.” He smiled, the tips of his mustache turning up, and I could see a flash of his fangs, gold covering the tips. “God, how you’ve matured.”

I exhaled, relieved he wasn’t insulted.

Then he reached forward. I thought he was going to take my hand, but a splitting pain shot through my knuckles.

I looked down. His rings glistened in the window light, fingers curled around a fork.

The tablecloth under my palm bleeding black.

My heart puttered. I thought it may quit if I moved.

He let go of the silverware, slowly leaning back in his chair.

“Do not raise your tongue at me, young lady,” he nagged, gesturing far off to the waitstaff. “Speak to me in such a way again and I will nail your tongue to the floor.”

I had to grip the fork to unstick my hand from the table, wrapping it quickly in a napkin.

“My daughter spilled my coffee,” my father said, standing as he pulled a bill out of his pocket, tucking it in the waiter’s lapel.

I couldn’t hide the tears, but I tried to smile politely at the staff member who tidied the cup. It was obvious that the mystery stain was no coffee, but my father had an air to him that scared even those who are oblivious to his distasteful personality.

With every meeting, I was sure I had made a mistake by reaching out. All I wanted was to bridge the gap. I clearly underestimated the sentimental stakes my father had, or rather, was missing.
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Blood sputtered as I forced it down my throat.

The basement was dimly lit by morning light creeping through the high windows. The entire kitchen was bland and spotless. No one to disturb me as I rifled through the icebox of stored blood.

Every swallow a burden to my body despite needing it so dearly. The only thing that made it easier to stomach was the image of her.

Feeding had become ever harder since Alina had imposed herself on my life. Just as I thought I’d cured myself of this disordered stomach, I couldn’t seem to feed on anyone else. Bottled was fine, bloodwine was best, but somehow the dysfunctional feeding persisted and, eventually, worsened no matter the form I fed from.

When she left me the first time, I lost nearly four stones in a handful of months, then gained them back in muscle the following year and a half after heavy conditioning. My body is not a temple, it is an insatiable engine that burns through everything and anything. Even with leaner muscle, better form, sharper mental focus, I could barely feel myself after she died before my eyes.

My rage channeled at Luka for a short run.

I wanted to tear his head from his body for giving such a foolish child a painless, quick death. Edith didn’t deserve such a mercy. I wanted to pull her veins from her body one by one like worms from a slab of old pork. I wanted her to look at what she’d done, to face some sort of consequence for her transgression.

As time passed waiting for Alina to wake, I didn’t realize I would begin to forget the exact expressions of her face, the sound of her voice, the spirit that drew me to her. I had memories, and those degraded with every use.

Not even when Luka made an illustration of her did it help. Drawing her current state didn’t quite capture the anger, the fire, her wicked moral fiber.

So here I have been with a dire hunger, a wife revived against her will, and the crushing weight of being solely responsible for people’s longevity and survival. I don’t think any meal could prevent me from being squeezed dry.

Even now I tried to picture her. Her cold eyes and menacing words. The way she moves when she works, or when she’s plotting. How she was when no one was looking, or at least, she thought no one was. Her face so soft, yet the tension in her brows, her eyes, it’s ever present even when relaxed.

The way she looked at me when I refused to acknowledge her. It was deeply unsatisfying. I thought it may make me feel better, to show her the hurt I felt when I knew she was hiding from me. There was nothing pleasant about it. My projection made it worse.

My mind forced another image onto me.

Her eyes open, the steadiness of her body, not a drop of life left. Her last breath stolen from parted lips, her last moment a betrayal; a monster of her own making, thinking she could fix people.

Just as my anxiety was crawling up the back of my throat, so did my meal. I choked, the blood spilling to the floor.

“Fucking Christ!” I yelled, pitching the bottle straight at the wall.

Luka flinched and used the door as a shield before poking back out. “Bad time?”

“For you? The timing is always atrocious.” I wiped my chin with my sleeve, but there was too much to truly clean. I’ll just burn the clothes anyway.

“Can we be adults about this?” Luka leaned against the kitchen stove.

“About which part?” I laughed, a bit of blood still dripping from my lips. “The part where you hid her from me? Had me worried sick for nothing that she wasn’t going to wake?”

Luka kept his arms crossed, his face cold. He knew I was right to be angry; he couldn’t tell me I was wrong.

“Who do you think you are?” I approached rapidly, rolling my sleeve up my arm, blood smears all over my clothes. “What gave you the right?”

He shoved me back by my shoulders.

I hooked him in the jaw, the skin of my knuckles splitting.

When I tried again he grabbed me, shoving me, more forceful this time.

“You didn’t tell me!” I yelled. “None of you did!”

“And your behavior as of late somehow demonstrates that you are in a good mental state to be handling a very fragile transition stage?” Luka’s eyes did not leave even one movement behind, not even a blink.

“I could have!” I shouted, pointing to my chest, unable to contain myself. “No one gives me the chance! How am I supposed to do better—to be better—if I am not even given the opportunity?”

“Did you want us to risk the death of your mate on the chance that you wouldn’t have handled it well? That her body woke but everything else rejected? Would you have survived heartbreak so soon if you pushed her to return to the way she was?” Luka looked at me with such apathy, I wondered whose side he was really on.

I tore open a drawer, wrapping my hand in a table napkin and using it to wipe my face.

“The stakes feel real now, don’t they,” Luka commented, his eyes following the mess on the floor and wall.

With a deep breath, I leaned against the counter, arms crossed over my chest as I stared at the scene. Blood everywhere, multiple bottles on the floor aside from the one in pieces by the door. I scratched the back of my head. For some reason, the pit of my stomach dropped as I realized I was caught in such a state.

“We got word this morning that the other city establishments will support us,” Luka offered, some semblance of good news. There was no hint of sarcasm, no jokes, his stance was even relaxed. Luka’s hands were shoved in his pockets, legs shoulder-length apart. His head tipped my way.

I lifted a shoulder. “Fine.”

“Fine?” The scar running through the corner of his lip pulled tighter when he smiled. “That’s all?”

My shoulders raised to my ears before dropping again.

“I can accept that you are angry with me and your sister . . . but you don’t think you’re being cruel to Alina?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“The cold shoulder?”

“I just needed time to think.”

“You know very well by now that appearances matter—especially if we are to show a united front, both with our city and our own Nest.”

“I don’t know why,” I raised my voice, “there’s something inside me ready to snap. I don’t want it to be at her, or you—or anyone, for that matter.”

“So what do you think it is, then?”

“Luka, you’re good at making hard decisions and remaining indifferent,” I began, but the hardening of his expression made it known he wasn’t liking the insinuation. “I need a favor.”

“You sound like you’re gathering a will,” he teased.

“I need you to promise me,” I said slowly. “If I cannot stop myself, at any point, if I hurt her—I need you to kill me.”

“Pardon?”

“I don’t think anyone could do it except you.” I pressed my palms to my temples for relief. “It already makes me nauseous to think about.”

“You don’t think this is a bit melodramatic?” He approached slowly, like I was some wild caged animal. “Where is this coming from?”

“I’m barely containing my urges. My body is barely able to eat because of her. I can’t predict my mood, my rage. It’s like it all comes spilling out. Like the night I beat you for hiding her. I barely remember what led up to it, I only saw red.”

A deep chuckle.

My eyes snapped in his direction. The most unconcerned smile was plastered on Luka’s face, enough where he had to cover his mouth.

“I take my demand back, you’re fired,” I sneered.

“Silas, you’re how old now?” He smirked.

“Two hundred twenty.” I crossed my arms tighter. “What’s so amusing?”

Luka took a deep breath, then an awkward glance away as if someone else would save him from the conversation.

“Did your father never explain this to you?” he mumbled.

“Explain what?” I glared.

“Ruts? Heats?” Luka winced. “Oh dear God he didn’t, did he.”

“I know what it is, you moron.” I didn’t think it was possible for this to be any more strenuous than it was.

“Well, you’re at that age.” Luka gestured generally and shrugged. “First one is always the worst.”

Now I wish I could have held on to my meal long enough to expel it directly at him at this moment.

“I think you’re just adjusting, no need to kill you yet.” It sounded like a joke. “It will pass. For the both of you. You and Alina will be just fine, like two little doves.”

“What if I snap? I could forget she’s turned and kill her. What if I can’t even remember her in a fit of this . . . this rage?”

“I am not your personal doctor,” Luka started, “but you appear to be suffering from some sort of neurasthenia.”

“No.”

“Just because you deny it, doesn’t make it disappear.”

“I am fine.”

“Intrusive thinking, sensitive to rejection, paranoid, and disordered eating when you’re at your worst.”

“I don’t⁠—”

“This is not new. You’ve done this for years. I can answer any questions pestering you, but perhaps being around her will have a positive effect on you. As long as it doesn’t distract from your responsibilities.” Luka sounded a bit too paternal for my liking.

Responsibilities. I thought delegation would have taken some of those off my shoulders.

“I’m already distracted,” I countered.

“Then keep a journal. Get those feelings out, then we can get back to work, yeah?” He reached to pat my shoulder.

“Go away”—I pressed my palms into my eye sockets—“before I start picking which of your own limbs to beat you with.”

Luka held his hands up in surrender, a clear grin on his face as he stepped away.

As frustrated as I was, there was some truth to it. My issues stemmed from her. She invaded my mind to the point of possessing me, like my every thought and function was only dedicated to her. Without her, I am nothing, a mess.

But she was here now. There was no reason to suffer. I could not promise my best focus or the clearest head, but perhaps seeing her would be enough to settle my mind and body.

Just a small reassurance that she was alive and well may cure my ever-corrosive guilt.
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My knuckles rasped at the door, but no answer.

I pressed my ear to it, a small bowl tucked close in my arms. Even though there was no noise, I pushed the door open anyway. When I peeked in, Luka was leaning back in the office chair, eyes closed.

I stepped into the office. The desk was full of knickknacks and newspapers, one of which read in bold:

RIPPER ON THE LOOSE.

Groundskeeper found dead at the botanical gardens.

I grimaced at the paper, then moved on to the rest of the items. A phonograph in the corner but no cylinder. The dust collected around the horn and needle, diffusing the glow as the sun hit it.

On the desk was a familiar portrait. Several, actually.

One was easy to place. It was the one Luka drew of me back in London, before I knew who he truly was. Phoebe must have given it to Silas when she moved all our things. The second one was new, a sleeping face surrounded by funeral flowers.

Even if the office was paid for and decorated by Silas, there was no proof he spent any time in here.

I sat on the corner of the desk, reaching for the collection of telegrams organized in small piles by date.

Luka grabbed my wrist without moving from his alleged sleeping position.

“I knew you weren’t the type to sleep on the job,” I muttered.

He opened one eye, his good one, then closed it again before releasing my wrist. “You’re lucky I could smell the cyanide before you even left the hallway.”

“I brought you something.” I smiled, crossing one leg over the other as I slid the bowl over to him. “I heard you were having some headaches.”

He simply grunted.

“I thought you’d appreciate some temporary relief,” I said.

“If you are suggesting temporary brain damage . . .” His brows furrowed, eyes opening blankly. “Actually, that sounds nice.” He sat up, staring at the treat. A bowl of cherries, injected with cyanide. There wasn’t much of a flavor to hide, but they served as decent vessels.

“Keep it in moderation,” I warned. “There’s only a little in each. But your metabolism should handle it just fine. We don’t need you chronically exposed. Do you think that would affect your regenerative abilities?”

“Tell me what you really want before it kicks in.” He plucked one, chewing around the pit before tucking it in his cheek. “You’ll have to wait at least a few hours if not.”

“I want to talk about Silas.”

“Talk to him yourself.” He ate another.

“He’s not right.”

“Did you figure that out on your own, Dorogaya?” He laughed. “To be fair, I don’t think he ever was well, even before you.”

“Do you know something I don’t?” I clasped my hands over my knee impatiently.

“Many-a-things,” he replied sarcastically, then checked his watch. “Better get specific soon.”

“He’s neurotic.”

“Look,” he paused his snacking to prop his elbow on the desk, chin in his hand, “if you want to go study your husband, then go do it. You have an entire lab to do so.”

I took a deep breath, my mind racing with questions. But there was one I knew Silas wouldn’t answer honestly.

“What happened after?” I asked. “After everything went black, after Edith hit the ground with me?”

Luka straightened his posture, leaning back against the chair. If the headache didn’t daze him, my question surely did.

“Her death was instant.” He tipped his head to the side, his eyes glossing over. “Silas didn’t know what he was looking at, at first. For all his faults—impulsive, vulgar, spoiled—there’s something beating in there. A heart, yes. But I suspect there is a reason for his desperation. We couldn’t move him for hours. We thought you were gone, but he knew you weren’t.”

I swallowed thickly as Luka spoke. It seemed even recounting troubled him just as much as it did me.

“It took him hours to tell us. We couldn’t make him move. When we tried to take you away, I swore he was ready to bite our hands whenever we neared.” Luka closed his eyes again, nodding slowly. “We couldn’t tell if he was in denial or not. But he insisted you were turning. Neither of us was aware that he envenomated you in the hours leading up to the incident until he began to spiral about his oversight.” He opened his eyes to look at me, so much pity for such gentle brown eyes. “Make no mistake. He would have killed himself if you did not wake up. But since then, the only thing keeping him alive was the idea that someday you would wake.”

“Did you think I would wake?”

“With your luck? I had a feeling it may not be your time, but you certainly took your time,” he said, making a light attempt at a joke. “Something is different about you, Dorogaya.”

“The best things are heavy on the heart.” I smiled.

“No, we aren’t doing that. Go.” He pushed me off the desk, as if to flee any such softness before I noticed. “Find something else to do.”

“Enjoy the cherries.” I waved dismissively before heading toward the door. But something made me pause. I looked back at the Fixer, his eyes lowered on the plate. The small upturn of his lip as he ate another. The same far-off look I saw on him during Christmas.

Oh, how it warms the heart to see evil men melt.
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“Just a bit more,” I said, watching the apparatus fill to the etched line.

Phoebe nodded, a faint whimper as she stared straight up to the ceiling.

“For someone who has to draw blood to eat, you sure are squeamish.” I put pressure on the needle with a cloth as I drew it out of the crook of her arm.

“It’s different.” Her hand replaced mine on her arm and she finally looked down.

I had some ideas for tests. The best initial observation study would be to compare to other Vipera. Today, I would collect blood from myself and whoever else would volunteer.

“What happened there?” I pointed my chin at her hand as I replaced the needle and tube for the next subject’s blood draw. Four pink dots over pale skin, a bit red around the edges.

Phoebe covered her hand and rubbed it. “Kitchen accident.”

She was never a good liar.

“If you say so.” I shrugged, discarding the used needle in a separate wastebin. The lab was well designed, making use of the space but also thinking about waste. When I saw the different marked waste containers, I knew Luka had to have helped Silas with the finer details.

Speaking of . . .

“Where’s Luka?” I gathered the next set of tools and prepared to empty the apparatus into vials. “I thought he was coming with you.”

“Busy, I suppose,” she sighed. “I can see if anyone in the parlor is willing.”

“No, I only need a few,” I said. “I’ll start with more preparation.”

“I’ll get them anyway,” she said. “I’ll bring more cloths on the way back.”

“Thank you,” I mumbled, stacking my tubes in the holders and preparing the microscope.

I tied a smock around my waist and at the neck to protect my clothes. The faster I found a solution to my disorder, the sooner everyone could stop treating me like I was fragile. They weren’t wrong to do so. In fact, I acknowledge that I should be resting. Any overexertion will throw me into a hungry state with no way to battle the craving. At the same time, if anyone is going to figure it out, it was me.

Phoebe left the laboratory door open.

Wide enough to lure prying eyes.

Vipera senses were hard to get used to. One moment you are smelling coffee down the hall, the next you can smell that there is some overcurious critter waiting just outside. I could hear not just blood and heartbeats, but even lungs expanding and contracting. I couldn’t decipher who it was, but I truly did not need to guess.

“Silas,” I said out loud without taking my eyes off the tubes. I heated the wax pencil over a lit candle, allowing my writing to glide over the glass.

He turned the corner, his shoulder leaning against the door.

There was no beating the feeling he was still angry with me. There was a scent to it, I realized. It smelled the same as intense activity. Happiness smelled sickly sweet. Arousal had a dirty spice that mixed both the former and latter.

I took an empty tube, meeting his eyes as he stared. They were lowered, just a sliver of those silver-blue irises following me.

We kept contact as I hovered the wax pencil above the flame again, turning it slowly before putting it back to work on the glass.

Creature #1, I wrote, then held it up. I twisted the vial so he could see. All I had to do was cock my head. An invitation.

Languidly, he pushed himself off the door with his shoulder and circled to the back of the room. He took mental inventory of the instruments I’d pulled out, even the glassware.

I stood at the very end of the table at the back of the room, watching him take his time.

Soon he stood behind me, but I paid him no mind as I prepped.

My first thought was he was continuing to look at the cabinetry. But this was a familiar game. To pretend not to care, to act like I was the least interesting thing in the room despite the stolen glances and the breath on the back of my neck.

His palms pressed into the back of my thighs, dragging upward and lifting my skirt with them.

I ignored him.

He paused when I didn’t react, then pitched his shoe between my ankles, kicking my feet apart.

My breath hitched when I stumbled, my hips pressed firmly against the edge of the counter.

I rose onto the tips of my toes, back arched against his chest.

The air tickled my bare skin. He pulled the layers up enough to expose the combinations. His hand was cold brushing up against the skin, but the heat of his body pressing against mine made up for it.

His breath fanned across the back of my neck, lips brushing against my nape.

I pushed back a little, reaching behind me to bring one of his arms forward, extending it and tucking it under my arm as I tied a tourniquet around the forearm.

He didn’t argue, as long as he kept his other hand firmly balled in my skirts.

I tapped his arm, the veins bulging as I positioned the clean needle. Once I pressed it into the skin, the black fluid rushed through the tube and into the second apparatus, the cylinder filling slowly. I removed the tourniquet to let it flow, his hand in a fist just as I taught him all those years ago.

My mind wandered to our first lab session. I think both of us were tense, unsure of each other. Both of us had an inherent reason to distrust the other, yet we couldn’t stay away. Now here we were, not a word spoken, doing exactly what I wanted him to.

Even if he may still be angry, he couldn’t stay away.

A knock against the open door.

Luka stood there, spare cloths in hand. “Phoebe said you needed these.”

Silas didn’t let go of my skirt, but I didn’t have to look to know he was staring bullets at our guest. I didn’t think Luka could see what Silas was doing, but the energy was tense either way.

I pressed on Silas’s arm to pull the needle, using my last cloth to press into the wound.

“Hold this here,” I instructed. Only then did he drop my skirts and step away to lean on the counter. The silent observer, lately.

“Sit down, I need samples from you.” I grabbed the apparatus I used on Phoebe and began to clean and irrigate it.

“Blood, yeah?” Luka rolled up his sleeve, keeping Silas in his peripheral.

“Yes, and venom next.” It was like we were waiting for someone to snap. The tension was palpable. No one really could predict Silas’s mood anymore, I couldn’t blame them for the tension.

Luka made a face when I added venom.

“What is it? Shy?” I joked, as I used one of the clean cloths he brought to dry the glass cylinder of the apparatus.

“He’s impotent,” Silas said.

“Low potency.” Luka stressed the words to Silas before looking back to me, his face holding such discomfort I’d suspect he was having another headache. “I’m an outlier. Not sure if that affects your sample group.”

I smacked Luka upside the head.

“What was that?” He bared his teeth at me.

“For all the times you bit me knowing you had no venom,” I glared. “Now, would you like to draw your own blood?”

He took a deep breath before snatching the clean needle and tube as I tied the tourniquet around his arm.

I caught a smug smile in the corner of my eye.

“You didn’t even tell me about the spines until it was too late,” I snapped at Silas.

He bit his lip and looked away, as if that would hide his clear amusement. Pests. The both of them.

“Leave.” I glared at Silas, then turned to Luka. “You as well when you finish.”

“Nurses usually give out cookies for blood draws,” Luka said stubbornly.

“Then find yourself a nurse,” I scoffed. “You should be worried if I’m feeding you anything in a lab.”

“Case in point,” Luka mumbled, flexing his hand open and closed to encourage the blood.

I reached back to pull open a drawer, spotting a couple vials clipped together. A violet hue, less viscous than blood but more so than water.

Unmarked but unmistakably my signature poison. I realized now that making this was a risk to myself. Handling it too. I closed the drawer slowly before opening the next one for the pipettes.
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I left the lab one step in the right direction, two steps back.

The only difference between my blood and theirs is volume and elevated white cell count. All that told me was what I already knew—something was wrong. It made me wonder if it’s possible to catch illnesses between human and Vipera. Their immune systems were much more fortified, as well as having higher regeneration abilities of all tissue types.

I wasn’t sure what I thought I’d find. Maybe I was just hoping for a diagnosis that could be fixed, that I wasn’t fundamentally flawed or wandering in the dark.

I fiddled with the keys. There was one for the lab, one for the front door, and one for my bedroom. Identical keys. I tried each one, it always ended up being the last one I tried with my luck. But finally, one slid into the keyhole.

A shadow cast over me from the hallway window.

Slowly, I turned the key, a click fitting the lock into place.

The shadow shrank, slinking against the grooves of the door before it was sharp, close by.

I couldn’t even take a step back before hitting a body.

A gloved hand leaned against the door beside my head.

“A little late for donations.” I turned around, leaning back against the door.

Silas didn’t even blink. “You look pale,” he said.

“Haven’t had much to eat.”

“The newspaper said otherwise.” He tipped his head. I could see the wheels turning. The incessant need to interrogate and torture whenever he wanted to have a conversation.

“I didn’t eat, even then.” I squinted at him. “Are you jealous?”

A smirk played on his lips, as if I asked something silly. But his acting was terrible, unable to control his tone.

“Next time bring me with you,” he insisted.

“What? So you can catch and feed me like a bird, bringing me live prey so I feel less like an apex failure?”

“You said it, not me.” He shrugged slightly. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Not really.”

“So what do I get after that generous donation?” He leaned in, the smell of his cologne stronger now that every sense of mine was heightened.

“Donations are voluntary, I owe you nothing.” I smiled sweetly. “It’s not like I could give you blood anymore.”

“Who told you that?” He looked like he wanted to laugh. “It still would only take a moment to bleed you dry, sweet shadow.”

“Don’t you have another Host you can pester?” I bit my inner cheek the minute I stopped talking.

His eyes narrowed.

Too late to take it back.

Silas leaned closer, even leaning down to meet me eye to eye. He took a deep breath before letting it go in a rather controlled exhale. “You’re looking rather green now.”

“It’s just a question.” I crossed my arms. “Don’t avoid it.”

My throat stung with a persistent disdain the longer he withheld his answer.

“Would it make you jealous if I did?” He played with a piece of my hair. “Would you blame me if I had to?”

I thought my ears could touch my shoulders with the way my body wanted to curl up and duck under his arm.

He reached inside the back of his pants, pulling out a flask. As he flicked the wheel cap loose, he waved it in front of my face, just under my nose.

The metallic scent burned my sinuses, and I closed my eyes.

“No, I don’t feed live anymore.” Even his answer seemed out of disdain.

“Anymore?” I scoffed. I didn’t want to be mad, I barely understood the feelings myself. Of course he needs to eat. I just never would have expected that I would no longer be the source.

“Three years,” he said.

My eyes snapped to him.

He closed his flask, the scent evaporating as he tucked it back into his pocket. “It’s been three years since I last had a live body apart from yours.” A new tone—shame.

“Why?” My question was more curious than anything else. “Preference?”

“Luka calls it . . . some sort of soul disturbance.”

“Neurasthenia?” I craned my neck forward to meet his gaze, now that he was making less and less eye contact. “You also suffer from disordered eating?”

He looked a bit put off by what sounded like excitement in my voice, then his eyes narrowed when he realized what I had said. “Also?”

My throat was so dry at this point, I thought the gulp would be audible before the words tumbled from my mouth. “I just . . .”

“You what?” His eyes were wide, grim.

The forcefulness of his words and posture made my head hit the door behind me. “I’m having trouble eating⁠—”

“Alina,” he scolded, “are you saying that you haven’t kept anything down since waking?”

“No! No, I had bloodwine. Yes, the bloodwine and . . . Oh! And the candy⁠—”

“Candy?” I didn’t think his eyes could get any wider. He grasped his forehead, looking up past me in panic. Then laughed, “Right! Candy, of course— What do you mean!” His eyes turned back down to me.

I could only lift my shoulders. “I ate cooked blood at dinner the other night.”

He blinked, stunned. “My God, you’re serious right now?”

“Well, it wouldn’t be so funny if I were making a joke.”

He placed both hands behind his neck, holding back what he wanted to say before taking the deepest breath.

“I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else I could say. “But I’m running some tests.”

“Alina, you are a chemist, not a doctor.” His words strained before he closed his eyes and calmed himself down. “Fine. It’s fine. I will talk to Luka, and he may know someone who can help. As long as we do it in”—he paused to count in his head—“a week or so, give or take.”

Even when he tried to say it optimistically, it didn’t sound as such.

“Who else knows?” he demanded.

“Luka, Phoebe⁠—”

It was like the anger was evaporating off him, he didn’t even have to yell or speak. It was evident.

He turned on his heel and walked with such a swift pace, I didn’t feel like catching up. I just could stand there. Something ate at me, like I should have told him sooner despite never being given the chance. But also guilt for accusing him of trivial things, like how he chooses to feed.

None of this felt natural to me, and I was grateful for the grace I was being given, but for once I felt completely and utterly bewildered, left in the dark.
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Clouds wandered like sheep through the sky. The wind whistled through the buildings, zipping past my ear and pulling the hair from my face. I looked up through the wiring of the rose canopy, the leaves waving as the blooms bobbed back and forth.

The rooftop garden was nice, beautiful, even. But my mind kept going back to the carnivorous flowers of the botanical gardens. Maybe I could ask for some. Was I even allowed to make changes to the rooftop? Even if Silas owned the building, I wasn’t under the impression I could make myself at home yet.

A grating, hammering sound split through the air again. I sat up from the chaise lounge.

“Shouldn’t be long before they finish,” John mumbled, as he flipped through a book. His huge hands made the book look so small, especially paired with the tiny half spectacles low on the bridge of his nose.

“What are they doing?” Each hammer on stone tickled my ear, not in the melodic way.

“They’re supposed to connect the new apartments to the Nest. They bought the alley between them too. It was supposed to be done last summer but permits were being approved at a snail’s pace.”

I got up and walked to the edge of the roof, peeking over the side. There were men walking around, removing forms from foundation walls. No one looked to be moving very fast, maybe only a couple actually working. The alleyway was rather wide, I suppose it could park carriages on either side and still have room for two more to pass in between. The dead end made it functionally useless outside of storage.

“Why does Silas need to connect an extension? Is this place not excessive as it is?” I spoke over the wind, hoping it would be understandable once it reached John.

“More housing for members who need it. The representatives will be staying in that wing for their visit, even if it isn’t connected. It’s a perfectly functional building. But connecting it is more convenient.” He didn’t look up from his book. I realized now it was a travel memoir about food.

It sounded wasteful to me, but I suppose it wasn’t my money or station to make any more comments.

I wandered back to the glass gazebo, sitting down on the lounge. Even when there was a breeze, the fragrance was quite strong between the different flowers. My stomach made a noise loud enough for both of us to hear.

“Are you hungry?” John didn’t waste a second closing his book.

“No, it’s fine.” I waved him off.

“I heard you were havin’ some trouble.” He rolled up his sleeve. “I’m no Host, so maybe you need something a little gentler on the stomach.”

“Are you saying you may be the equivalent of chicken broth?” I teased.

“I would hope I’m heartier than that, but if it helps, I’m fine with being chicken broth,” he laughed. He pulled out a rag from his back pocket, cupping it under his wrist. He moved next to me on the seat.

“If you have to let it back out, you can spit it into the rag,” he said, “just in case. Don’t want it getting on your dress.”

I stared down at his arm. It was tanned and lean, the veins weren’t hard to find with a workingman’s circulation.

With my hands under the cloth, I brought it closer. Mentally, it was difficult preparing an appetite strong enough to want to bite. It was awkward, especially when being watched.

The veins pulsed, strong and smooth. The blood within likely wouldn’t be so abrasive to my senses. I thought about the gardener. The way my impulses completely took over, how ready I was to eat and still—every drop was wasted.

The prickling in my eyes began. His tanned arm turned orange, the leaves around us looked like they were dyed from arsenic, even the roses in my peripheral were red as rubies as my own blood filled my eyes to aid my vision.

It was phenomenal, truly. To be able to witness this adaptation in myself was overwhelming, but fascinating all the same.

Suddenly an ache in my gums, my teeth hurt. The fangs folded against the roof of my mouth peeled forward. Every time they did so it became less painful. The roof was not nearly as raw as it had been when they’d sprouted from under the membrane tissue the first time.

Like being eased to sleep, I leaned forward and bit down on his forearm.

He flinched, and I panicked, biting harder. There was a sort of pressure release under my gums, like the clearing of sinuses or a waterlogged ear popping. As I did so, John relaxed, and my mouth filled with blood. I was hesitant to swallow, so it only collected. Count of three, just swallow . . .

The minute it went down, it came back up.

I coughed, some sputtering through my nose.

John held his arm and the cloth close to my face, the fabric turning red.

“I’m sorry,” I choked, my eyes watering from the discomfort. “I’m sorry!”

“Calm down, you’re all right,” he said, his arm shaking as it bled.

I took his arm, wiping my tongue over the punctures to clot it. I tried to hand him the cloth but he waved me off, pulling out another from his other pocket. He handed me the clean one, swiping it over my mouth and holding it there until my hands replaced his. It took a moment for the coughing to stop, as if I tried to inhale it into my lungs instead. My eyes wrenched shut as I pulled myself together.

John wrapped his arm, tying the cloth around before he reached out to rub my back, as if that would usher the rest of the fit out.

“I’m sorry,” I repeated, muffled by the cloth.

“It was worth a try.” He shrugged it off, but no hopefulness in the world would convince me he didn’t look startled.

“I appreciate the thought.” I finished wiping the blood from my mouth and lips, paranoid some of it would be left on my chin.

The breeze chilled the sweat on my brow, reminding me of where I was. I shifted my slippers over the outdoor carpet, a couple dry rose leaves crunching beneath. The day dress was a deep burgundy, my shawl was black with tassels brushing against the fabric. Slowly my mind, and stomach, were settled again.

I should be back in the lab. The longer I procrastinated, the guiltier I felt doing even the most normal of things.

“Johnny!” a joyful voice cut through the air. You could hear the woman’s body hit John’s when she hugged him.

“How was the travel?” John laughed.

Mary pulled her head up with a smile. “Long.”

“Mary?” I mumbled, looking toward the entrance to the roof.

Rebecca, Phoebe, Luka, even Cordelia in tow.

“What happened to your arm?” Mary’s face dropped as she grasped his makeshift bandage.

“It was itchy.” He leaned forward to push himself off the chair, but Mary’s eyes locked with mine. She offered a smile, but it was short-lived before she walked away with John.

The group huddled, and I realized they had only come to the roof for John.

It added insult to injury that they seemed happier greeting Luka. Since waking, it was like a new world, an alternate timeline where I wasn’t as important and the relationships I’d built weren’t as well fortified as I’d thought.

An emptiness spread in my chest, a numbness taking over.

This was mortifying.

Even Phoebe was too caught up in the excitement to see I was even there. They all buzzed around each other like bees and flowers, disappearing as they chattered back down the stairs.

My heel rasped against the ground, the silence overwhelming as the voices retreated.

Alone on the roof with my thoughts.

I could go inside, but I may hurt my own feelings attempting to socialize. There was no joy in socializing anyway, not for me.

Not even meditative breaths could settle me now.
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Everyone was settled by the time I made it to the parlor. I skipped dinner, not that I would have been able to eat much.

Thunder rumbled from far off as the ceiling window turned dark and red from the incoming storm. It was the perfect night to light an absurd number of candles, cozy up with a hobby, and let the sounds of rain pattering lull you through the storm.

The room looked even warmer when only lit by candles. The shades of red calmed the eye and warmed whatever it could within only minutes of resting in its presence.

Everyone had already settled down, mostly near one of the fireplaces. They even pulled up extra armchairs and cushions, just like we used to do back in Buffalo during cold nights.

Yet I was in the opposite corner, shaded by the decorative palm. The only other interaction I received aside from viewing the back of Rebecca’s head was maybe an apologetic nod in passing as they collected the extra seats around me. I thought I had outgrown the feeling that everything was a personal slight in group settings, but now it was harder than ever to believe it could be anything else.

“A bit lonesome over here.” Phoebe slid next to me on the sofa, placing a cup of bloodwine in my hand.

“I prefer to call it comfortable, snug.”

“Not very social today?” She took a sip, her cheeks already flushed from previous refills.

“Just conversating with myself.” I patted the journal on my lap. “I had to outline some procedures for tomorrow’s test anyway.”

“Your pencil is still sharp, I bet that journal is empty.” She was drunkenly antagonistic, but still playful. “Why not let yourself enjoy some time away from things that stress you?”

“Hard to do when everything is the stressor.”

She clicked her tongue at me before sitting back, watching the room with me. “You can’t keep up the socially inept act forever.”

“Act?”

“You’re technically a Dam now, a real one. People look to you, even if you don’t think so.”

“Was it not real before?”

“Of course, but you know what I meant⁠—”

“Phoebe, why do they hate me all the same, then?”

She tossed her head at me, her ringlets of strawberry hair nearly smacking me in the face when she did so. “Hate you?”

“You’re observant, don’t play coy.” I took a sip of the wine, smacking my lips at the tang.

“No one ever likes the people in charge.” She pointed to my chest. “You will be miserable trying to please everyone.”

“Quite the statement from a professional socialite,” I scoffed.

“Which should tell you everything you need to know about my advice being true.” She gave me a knowing eye.

“Did I do something wrong?” I mumbled, scraping the edge of the cup with my nail. “You’re the only one who’s spoken to me since they’ve arrived.”

Phoebe placed her hand on my thigh, shaking it slightly in reassurance. “They do not know what Edith did. That is between the innermost circle and you. But to others, it looks like you’ve abandoned them.”

“I died,” I hissed.

“I know,” she whispered sharply back, “but we would have bigger problems if they knew what Edith did. People would become paranoid and question whether you can discern between threats inside and outside of the Nest, and whether or not it’s justifiable to kill someone without some sort of input from the other members.”

“She had a knife to your throat,” I snapped, but not above a whisper.

Phoebe glanced toward the others. They were pretending not to stare, but I caught their glances. I abandoned the bloodwine on the table, raising my hands in defeat as I departed. The silence made me walk even quicker to escape the glances.

The nagging sense that I was a burden was worsening with every step. How could it be that I gave everything and it still wasn’t enough? There was no perfect solution, yet they expected a perfect sacrifice. I should have died for good, maybe it would have been enough.

The hallway was dark despite it being early in the evening. Black clouds shielded the sky, which bled red from whatever remnants of the setting sun could be captured in the sooty phantoms hanging heavy over the city.

Like a compass, my legs carried me straight back to the roof, where I knew not a soul could bother me any longer.

I nearly stumbled out, the door slamming as I swung it open and walked straight toward the open sky.

The red of the firmament painted every raindrop a bloody tint, the entire city covered in it. Clouds dipped low in the distance, the rain pulsing with the wind as it fell.

Lightning snapped across the sky, grounded by a far-off building.

My hair was yanked back by the wind and the rain christened me with its sweet tears. Every part of my body raced like a wild mare, a mighty conviction racing the very blood in my veins, every contraction of the heart a hoofbeat of thunder.

My feet slipped from my shoes as I pulled myself up onto the thick slab of the marble ledge, the water slick under my heels.

The wind pushed and pulled me by my day dress. As the water soaked completely through, it clung as if to keep me from being carried off.

“It’ll hurt.”

The spoken words didn’t even feel like they were coming from anywhere besides my head.

I looked to my left. Silas stood on the baluster. I didn’t even check if anyone was out here. Next to the door there was a dry corner just under the lip of the rooftop entrance.

When my eyes returned to his, he was already staring. His hair stuck to his face, tired eyes highlighted by the red of his lash line.

“When you hit the ground.” He glanced back down at the street. “It isn’t high enough.”

His comments were barely registering, everything felt more like a dream. The roar of the coastal storm further disoriented the scene.

“I can count to three,” he suggested, “together.”

He inched his shoes toward the edge, the points of those perfectly polished shoes beading the sharp rain as they hit the lustrous surface. I could see the two of us standing there, two specters in the night.

He lifted his foot.

My hand snapped out to grab his arm.

A smirk pulled at his lips when I did so, as if completing some self-fulfilling prophecy.

“You fucking pest,” I laughed, the rain washing away my tears as they came.

“You expect me to let you die without permission?” He tried to look sincere, shaking his head. “You know better.”

He stepped down from the ledge, his shoes splashing in a puddle before it drained into the gutters.

Suddenly I was unsure of everything—my fate, my purpose, my resolve. Yet there was always that constant, pestering certainty.

He held my waist to help me down. I grabbed the lapel of his coat for steadiness on my shaking legs. The minute my feet touched the ground, he was taking off his coat, throwing it over my shoulders. He tugged the coat closed, twice for reassurance.

Whatever darkness that festered inside us was made of the same rot, and if we let it, it would one day deliver us back to the soil we came from. Together as one.

But today was not that day.

Water dripped from his hair, the bridge of his nose and chin. The tips of our noses touched, the water spilling over our faces. As with statues, the elements were not even a bother. And like stone, we could have stood there forever until the weather wore us down to bone.

His hand held my face, the smell of leather in my nose as I closed my eyes. The weight of my head leaned entirely on his hand. His thumb brushed against my cheek as our chests touched.

I was afraid to look. To see how he saw me. Today was already a day of removing wool from my eyes to the way others perceived me, how easily I could be discarded when the monsters of our lives were no more than dust at dawn.

When I opened my eyes, the rain clouded my vision enough where I thought they may be deceiving me.

It was the same look he gave me when I’d told him that I hated him. The pain of a blade, the sadness of a much greater loss.

His brows knit together. The glassiness of his eyes could have just been the rain.

I did not hear the words over the clash of thunder, the lightning reflecting off the back of his retina.

“I am so sorry, Alina,” I read on his lips.

“I love you!” I screamed over the deafening rain.

He heard me; by my muted voice or the song of my heart, he heard me perfectly fine.

His hand held my head on both sides, so impossibly close. My lips were on his, but he did not kiss me, he wanted me to feel his lips as he spoke.

“All my life, if you choose to forgive me—it belongs to you.”

Our lips crashed together between the taste of fresh rain and salted tears. We locked with such force I ended up biting him, but his arms wrapped around me entirely, tipping me back as I wrapped my arms around his neck. The sleeves were so long I felt I couldn’t grab him tight enough.

His lips on mine, our hearts beating so fast I could hear them rattle, quiver, synchronize with the most beautiful melody. Not even the angel’s trumpets could outplay them.
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Inearly tumbled through the large doors as I was shoved through. Shivers through soaked clothing, the padding of my steps on the cold wood floor as a puddle collected below me.

Only a single glimpse of the room told me exactly where I was, and my heart leapt. His room.

The doors slammed behind me. As I turned, hands on me.

I nearly doubled back when he shoved me by the grip on the coat. Only one falter landed my backside on the solid floor, my legs attempting to kick me backward to scramble back to my feet, but Silas stepped on my dragging garments.

I turned to crawl, but he grabbed me by the ankle and yanked me back.

As soon as I rolled onto my back, his lips were on mine. Silas frantically tugged at the buttons of his shirt. Our hands grabbed and pulled at each other like we couldn’t decide between undressing ourselves or each other.

Our movements were assertive, albeit clumsy. A misstep here, a missed button when undoing the shirt, his knee slipping on the wet skirt of my dress as it trapped my ankles. Every hot kiss stealing each other’s breath until there was no more oxygen to trade.

“Silas,” I managed between kisses, “the bed⁠—”

“I’ll take you right here on the floor if I want to,” he gasped, the back of my head nearly hitting that floor with the force of his kiss, but then it was firmly cradled by his hand. “God, I could just paint the walls with you if you get me hot enough.”

He pulled the coat from my body and I broke the last button of his shirt. Every touch turned to a grab, every grab a grip of talons. There was no telling what we’d do to each other once ensnared in talons or teeth. Yet neither of us was willing to break skin-to-skin contact.

He tore my dress next, the sheer day dress still sticking to my skin as he abandoned the task altogether just to embrace me.

Thunder clapped and a bolt set the room alight, the flash reflecting in his eyes as this monster of desire overwhelmed me.

His lips brushed against my ear, kissing the hot skin of my neck before lowering between my breasts. His lips hovered, and he looked up at me through his lashes.

“Any last words?” he asked slowly, and rested his chin on my sternum, his hand slipping under the arch of my back and tracing my spine as if it could entice a response. “An insult, a plea?” he suggested, but a tease of vibration came from his throat, not yet vocal. “Perhaps I’m being a pest.”

I shivered at the reminder of our safety word, my hail Mary, a way out.

Except it was the entrapment I craved.

It was time I lost myself.

“Get your filthy hands off of me,” I sneered, unable to hide the flirtatious nature, “foul thing.”

His lip twitched at my words, agitating the Creature in the best of ways.

He flipped me onto my stomach.

My cheek pressed against the floor, then the cold air rushed over my skin as he tossed the layers of my skirt up. My bare legs shivered, the drips from the soaked clothes ran down my backside and over my thighs. No matter how I pressed my legs together, I was still vulnerably positioned.

The jingle of his loosened belt chimed in my ear, and I looked back at him over my shoulder. He stood, using one hand to remove it and snap it out of the beltloops.

“One peep from you”—he folded it and pointed the leather at me—“your cheek better not leave the fucking floor again.” He lowered the leather to trace over the skin of my backside.

Snap!

The belt cracked over my arse. A burning bloomed over my skin a second after the noise. I squeezed my eyes shut, my cheek touching the floor, and bit on my lip hard enough that it might bleed.

“I hope you know how to beg for forgiveness,” he laughed.

“I—” Snap!

“No talking.”

“But—” Snap! Snap!

“One more word and it won’t be the belt making you cry.”

I let out a desperate whimper. The cold floor pressed against my clit, I couldn’t help but squirm. The sting of my backside kept me warm, at least. I was beginning to feel all my limbs tingling, my head lighter than ever. My palms pressed to the floor as they were tucked under my chest.

I’m almost there.

I stared at him in the corner of my eye—then stubbornly lifted my cheek from the floor.

He straddled the back of my thighs, grabbing a fistful of hair between leather-clad fingers and pressing my head back to the ground.

“You love this, don’t you?” he taunted low in my ear, his other hand squeezing my breech. “The way I will catch you, every time, every day, until my heart quits—only then will you be free of me.”

“You can catch, yet you will never tame,” I whispered, “but it sure is fun seeing you try.”

A sonorous, predatory clicking vibrated loudly in my ear, and then another, lighter harmony. I couldn’t tell which of us it was.

“Go on then, get up.” He let me go, the weight from my legs lifting.

I turned to look at him.

With open arms, he gestured. “To the bed.”

I bent my legs to lift myself up, but then I stopped.

His foot was on my skirts.

After yanking it from under his shoe, I made it to my knees before he did it again with his other foot. I see the game now. When I pulled the skirt again, I yanked it hard enough to avoid any slack as I stumbled to my feet, toward the bed.

Except he hooked the looped belt under my ankle and tripped me, dragging me across the floor until I was farther than when I’d started.

I propped myself up with my elbows to stare at him. If I couldn’t run, I could taunt.

Shifting directions, I crawled toward him.

The lightness of my head and the tingling all over my body made my movements so languid that it forced my muscles to relax. When my brain wasn’t firing on all pistons, I could truly appreciate the skin I wore. Carefree confidence was easy when your mind was light—a rare occurrence for me.

His hands tightened around the leather of the belt, holding it in front of his waist as he watched. Another flash of lightning behind him. He towered over me just like the windows of the room. The only thing I saw was the reflection of his eyes in the shadowy silhouette.

With one palm on each of his shoes, I rested my chin on the front of his hip as I stared at him.

Like bestowing a veil, so gently, he placed the belt over my head and around my neck, looping the tail through the buckle before it slithered closed around my throat. Firm, but not pulling. He knew better than to be rough when my teeth were so close to his cock.

He lifted the tail, tightening it slightly as I stood on my knees, hands placed on the front of his hips to balance myself.

His wet trousers couldn’t hide the bulge tenting the fabric. I was practically salivating; my stomach twinged as I clenched my jaw. My lips brushed it, rubbing my cheek against the bulge. I didn’t have to look up at him; that’s what he loved, after all.

My eyes fluttered up to stare at him through my lashes, my lips parting ever so slightly, my fang scraping against the middle seam of the trousers, one stitch at a time.

The belt squeezed my neck as he raised his hand on the tail, until I was stretched straight.

“Let me go.” I swallowed. “Whatever your brutish sensibilities are, I’ll do it.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, love.”

“Test me then, Beast.”

He shoved me backward, releasing the belt. “Say it again, temptress. See how far it gets you.”

“You’re a foul,” I slid myself backward away from him, he met the distance just as carefully, “horrific,” the two of us on a delicate tightrope, his body nearly in a crouch now, ready to pounce as his hand hovered to snatch the tail of the belt, “Creature,” I finally hissed.

His arm snapped out and he hooked his fingers around the buckle of the makeshift collar.

Instinctually, a noise of panic left my throat, a yelp before he pulled the belt.

I dragged my nails across the floor, my back scraping as he pulled me a foot or two his way. I turned from him to crawl away on my hands and knees, but the pressure of the leather around my neck kept me from getting too far.

His knee pressed between my legs, then outward.

With one knee tucked and the other extended, he had easy access to me. Easy enough where he spat on his hand, then immediately his fingers slicked between my labia, pressing farther to test my resilience.

The more I struggled, the rougher he handled me. Somehow, being tugged around was therapeutic. I could be completely still with no work put into the action. The wish to never make a single decision again. The luxury of being fucked and pleasured until I called for the fantasy to end and said our word.

A hot, thick cock pressed against me, making me jolt forward from the pressure alone. Silas tugged me back, gentle with his insertion at first. A deep groan and the first signs of the clicking against the nape of my neck.

As soon as he pushed inside, I felt a tear drip down my cheek. It was so hot against my chilled, wet skin. Like the first swallow of hot soup after a long day isolated in the cold winter.

“Too much,” I whimpered, which only made him slam his hips into me.

I braced against the floor as best I could, my knees scraping against the area carpet. All I could do was grip the tasseled edge.

Soon his length invaded me, but it was gentle, a much softer, passionate grinding.

“I forgot what it was like to slip into such a warm, welcoming cunt,” he hissed in my ear, followed by a satiated grunt.

“I won’t last,” I whined, “I won’t!”

He turned me onto my back, holding the tail of leather between my breasts. My makeshift collar was loose now, but the threat of restriction still loomed. With his hand flat on my lower stomach, he pulled out just halfway and held it there.

The heat of my face, the oxygen suddenly flooding my lungs from the new position, I thought I was seeing stars dance around him.

“You’re so wet I don’t even have to spit.” He looked at me pitifully.

“Didn’t want to . . . waste it . . .” I panted, squirming as he withheld the length I craved.

“What a good idea.” He grabbed my face, squeezing my cheeks. “Open your mouth for me, love.”

My mouth remained closed, not out of a lack of want but a desire for the unruly.

His grip tightened, my mouth becoming loose when the skin of my cheeks pinched between his fingers and my teeth. As soon as my lips parted, he spit right into my mouth before his tongue joined in.

He grinned so wide it was hard to kiss him, our fangs clicking together.

“Tell me you missed me.”

“No,” I breathed, “I wouldn’t say that even if you begged me.”

“Is that why I can feel you pulsing around my cock? Did you miss the way I filled that dark, empty part of you?”

“Nothing could fill that vacancy; it can only be entertained for a short while.”

“Tell me a lie, then.”

“I hate you.”

He visibly shivered, the widest smirk on that devilish face. “That’s what I love to hear.”

I nearly bit my tongue when he shoved his cock fully in. He lifted my leg over his shoulder, his other hand placed firmly on my abdomen, absently rubbing his thumb across my scar.

He leaned farther forward, his cock angled enough to make it feel as if he would stretch me, his force enough to break me. It was the mixture of pain and intense stimulation of the nerves that made each thrust more intense. Some stimuli will bleed together and your brain can’t decide how to process the opposing sensations. Which made them a delightful pairing, like chocolate and wine.

“Ah!” I couldn’t hold my voice any longer, I was coming close, and if I held out I’d be screaming by the time I finished.

He slapped his hand over my mouth while still holding the belt.

“God, the way you tighten when you scream is music to my ears,” he laughed, “but I’m not finished with you yet. Save your voice.”

He leaned forward, lifting my hips to get the perfect penetrable angle. It was like he was trying to feel his cock through my stomach, the harder he pressed his palm down on it. The pressure pushed all my organs together, jolting me inside so I couldn’t miss a single beat, a single punch, a single throb.

Finally, I was getting close, my body was tensing, especially my legs. At this angle, I was on my toes to maintain the elevation of my hips.

My head tilted back against the floor, my face turning from him as everything began to overwhelm me into orgasm.

But he didn’t stop there.

As he leaned forward, he bit me in the neck, the flash of pain eliciting a scream that melted into a whine. The venom didn’t work as well as it used to. The pain was short-lived, but never comfortable. Yet it was enough to make my stomach flutter.

The orgasm was so intense my spine curled in, and upon instinct, I bit into his shoulder, the blood washing over my tongue.

I expected my throat to close as it always had—but nothing happened. I tasted dark notes, like smoke. There was not quite a sweetness, but the note of a strong floral, one that would be used in more ceremonial settings. A deep savor of something that left you feeling uneasy, like you were tasting something forbidden, sacred.

It was enough to orgasm as I bit harder into his skin, swallowing only a single mouthful before I came.

My soul was peeling from my body, my head swimming in such delirium. It was tasting the milk and honey of paradise, the crisp gold of Eve’s apple, knowing desire for the first time with the serpent himself.

Silas slowed his pace, pinning me to the floor with his bite. Though he had no choice until I released him from my jaws as well.

I cried, but not in pain, not in grief. I shed my tears of relief, of joy, of complete and utter satisfaction as my mind and body wound down from the pleasure.

Then the sharp pain from between my legs.

“Ow!” I cried, finally unlatching my teeth from him. The back of my head tapped against the floor as I clenched my eyes shut, waiting for the pain of his spurs to subside. “God, it hurts. It hurts.”

“I know, I know,” he whispered. He rocked his hips gently. I could feel them pierce into me, burrowing deeper into the flesh. “Be still.”

His split tongue flicked out to catch the tear on my cheek before hoisting me up to straddle his lap. He sat on his heels to hold me, and my head draped on his shoulder. With a gentle touch, he tucked my arms to my chest, and his own wrapped around me. Kisses of consolation pressed against my hair as his hands rubbed up and down my back.

Suddenly, I was claustrophobic. The pain wasn’t subsiding as fast as it previously did. I forget that with changed biology comes changed tolerances for different things. I suppose now I had antibodies for the venom like all the other Vipera, rendering it less effective.

My head rested on the shoulder I bit, the mark black from his blood wiped across it, dribbling down his arm. I extended my tongue, swiping it across the marks. Not even a flinch from him. Did he feel pain as well? Perhaps he was used to wounds, and this was all just my mind getting used to my adapted body.
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My breath was as light as the feathers stuffing the dozen pillows I lay upon. The silk was cool against my flustered skin, my hair tickled my arms as it curled and dried in its regular waving pattern.

The warm, wet tongue made such lewd sounds against my skin. Lips against my labia, the tongue smoothing between them, dipping in, out, then over my clit and more before the mouth closed over it to suck.

I flinched at the pressure, my hands tightening in the blond hair.

My eyes opened to see him staring up at me from between my legs, his arms hooked under my thighs.

“Do you want ice for it?” Silas asked, dragging his tongue one last time before it flicked back into his mouth.

I had forgotten my words and only grimaced.

He looked apologetic, at least. Silas crawled over me, kissing my cheek, then over the healing bite marks on my neck sheepishly.

The rasp at the door had him sliding off the bed and buttoning his trousers as he answered. More than just polite gratitude was exchanged by the looks of it and how quickly Silas was speaking. When he was finished, he pulled a small rolling serving cart inside.

Not long after, the smell of rich coffee cast a nostalgic cloud over my mood. He pulled it over and already began pouring a cup for me, placing it right on my chest.

“Thank you.” I couldn’t even sit up to drink it, I just leaned up so I didn’t have to move the cup far from its little saucer.

“There shouldn’t be any more blood.” He sat on the edge of the bed and faced me. “Are you sure the pain isn’t just cramping of the muscles? I don’t remember it hurting you any other time.”

“I think my tolerance for any of your venom is much higher now,” I sighed. “I’m just not used to it. Not in this body, at least.”

“Plenty of time to get used to it.” He sipped his coffee, but he still had a poorly hidden smirk.

“Another excuse to use that numbing tongue of yours.” I took a leisurely sip of brew.

In my daze, a sudden shock to my heart nearly made me sit up straight, even through the pain. “Silas,” I demanded his attention.

It startled him, then annoyed him. He raised a brow for me to continue.

“The spines.” I swallowed. “You said only if we are the same species⁠—”

He was trying to contain a smile.

“What is it, you dastardly thing?” I tossed one of the smaller pillows at him.

He swatted it with one hand while the other balanced his coffee. “You’re not with child.”

“Suddenly you are an expert of the female reproductive system?”

“No, but you haven’t even had your first estrus cycle.”

The frustrated huff pushed through my nose made him put down his coffee. He was wise to do so, because I would have thrown something else at him.

“You won’t be on your rags again for at least another twenty-five years,” he said. “Everything slows down for us.”

“So I won’t bleed until I’m fifty?” I thought my jaw would touch my chest. It sounded unnatural to hear, but a part of me was relieved that the burden wouldn’t rear its head anytime soon.

“If you make me repeat myself I’ll have to check your ears,” he joked, lying down beside me as we watched the rain streak the glass, projecting the pattern across the walls of the room.

His lashes moved as he watched the raindrops, possibly fighting sleep.

“I’m sorry, you know,” I said softly.

Only when I spoke did he turn his head my way. “What for?”

“Hiding.” Even admitting it made me feel foolish for not predicting the hurt it would cause him. “They told me it was just until you sorted a few things . . .”

He shrugged and stared back up at the ceiling. “I see the reason. My reaction didn’t necessarily prove you all wrong. I suppose that’s what made it hurt a little more.”

He reached up, rubbing the bite marks I left on him as he manually tried to roll his shoulder using his palm.

“Why are the Buffalo girls here.” I traced over his shoulder, then his arm.

“For the Appraisal.” He grabbed his coffee cup and took a sip. “They came to support us as a united front.”

I took another sip from mine too. The flavors were so strong I had to double check I was drinking it black. There were high and low notes, I could taste more to the roast of the bean—the level at which it burned and what they’d used to roast it. The beans were hand turned, I could taste the copper from the rollers.

“Silas?”

“Hm?” He looked back at me mid-sip.

“Are we going to be all right?”

“There’s no saying for certain.”

“That doesn’t inspire much confidence.” I sat up slowly, my entire body sore from the venture. “You would tell me if we weren’t, wouldn’t you?”

“We have a strong case, the rest is out of our hands.” He shrugged. “It’s my hope that we are. That they will see that the absolving⁠—”

“Murder,” I corrected.

His eyes narrowed at me before he continued, “That ending my father’s Nest was not only just, but natural.”

“So what are your worries?”

“There has been no pushback from my father.”

I swallowed hard. I nearly forgot about the impromptu visit from Mr. Astor. Which only reminded me that this was not just a trial of survival, but one of deep family ties that must be painful to break. Even if Silas didn’t want to admit it, Phoebe certainly would.

“Do you think it’s because you’re his only son?”

“Because I know my father, I can only assume that fact would make him push harder for our execution.”

“You think he is indifferent to you?”

“One thing you must understand about my father is that he has no attachments to this world that are not wealth or his person,” he said bitterly. “He is so self-obsessed that he does not see me as his child; he never has. He sees me as himself, a thing that extends like an extra limb to do his bidding.”

“Will you finally tell me why you left your father’s Nest in the first place?” I touched his shoulder, my fingers dancing over to his chin to tip it back to me, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze.

“I want to.” His hand rested on my thigh, his thumb pacing back and forth over the skin in a self-soothing motion. “But I don’t think I’m ready to.”

“Then you can tell me when you are.” I rested my head on his shoulder, my hand on his chest as I held the coffee in my lap.

“My mother would have loved you,” he said quietly. “But it would have killed her anyway, seeing what he’s done.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to him. That’s all that could really be said. But even in the absence of words, the way he leaned into my touch, the slowed breathing when my fingers brushed through his hair, the way he leaned into every place my lips touched. . . . He was starved of intimacy, had ostracized himself on the assumption no one would cast a favorable eye on him, knowing what he is and who he comes from. The curse of the father passed down to the son with an iron hand.

It was my duty to not only pull the wool from the lie, but so long as he was my Creature, to ensure no one could pierce his heart like that again.


25
[image: ]



Blood didn’t serve as much of a lead as I thought it would. All aspects must be looked into, no matter how insignificant. It just ruled out one factor and confirmed another known fact—I was sick or starving, most likely both.

Very few things upset my stomach, all of which appeared to have no nutritional value to my new body. Cooked, fermented, or Vipera blood; the latter being dead poisoned blood in essence anyway, as is their nature.

Venom was next on my list, and highly anticipated.

I had two test tube racks, ten samples between Silas and Phoebe. Luka was nowhere to be found, so all I could do was try my own.

Silas and Phoebe both had rather concentrated venom, above-average potency indicated by the rich golden color and from personal experience.

My hypothesis wasn’t very elaborate; Silas and Phoebe have potent venom thanks to their pedigree. I would predict that mine was more potent than Luka’s, but landed in the average percentile. I wasn’t special. I was dysfunctional, and possibly not eating enough to even heal at an average rate, never mind produce my best venom.

I took a clean tube with the cheesecloth pulled tight over the opening. Just as I had practiced many times on my less-than-cooperative subjects. This time it was more exciting being that I was the subject. Exploration of the human body was already a lifetime of wonders, my mind electrified with possibilities of relearning a new one.

The voluntary function of the fangs was instinctual but with some range of control, similar to a bladder, I suppose.

My hunger had reached beyond the threshold of knowing what stomach pain was, and I was numb to the churns and grumbles by now. That being said, I couldn’t bring my fangs forward, not without stimulus.

I closed my eyes, imagining John’s arm again.

Nothing stirred within me.

My patience wasn’t strong enough to try to think of anything more appetizing, so I used my tongue to push the fang from the roof of my mouth and fold it forward. The mechanics were just as simple as a tree boa’s teeth. An uncomplicated feature that needed no adaptation after all these years.

It was tricky keeping it forward, as it tried to spring back into my mouth as if it knew there was nothing appetizing waiting.

My tongue pressed hard against the root, hyperextending to make sure I could find the small opening of the tube.

The tip dragged against the fabric. My fingers pinched tight to keep the surface taut. Then finally, I pushed the tube up into my tooth, releasing my tongue to make room for the glass.

My gums stung when the cloth slipped up the shaft of the fang, rubbing against the gums and the glands behind the tooth. Pressure released from my sinuses, like a stuffy nose that finally drained. I pushed up again and the pressure was even lighter, until there was no change.

When I pulled the tube from my mouth, I almost didn’t see it.

The liquid was so clear it may as well have been water.

Even when I never expected experiments to be predictable, this was the most disappointing outcome. I placed the . . . venom next to the others, if that’s what it even was. Perhaps I didn’t make any venom yet. Lack of proper nutrition could be the cause, or my Viperic age, just like my new cycle.

A light rasp at the door. Luka poked his head in, then encroached on my laboratory anyway when he saw I was present.

“Come for a donation?” I wagged a clean tube in the air, then rolled it across the table toward him.

“If you don’t mind its lack of usefulness.” He shrugged, grabbing one of the torn cloths as he stepped next to me to inspect my progress. “Is that the control group?” He pointed to my vial.

“No,” I said, more defensively than intended.

He leaned down to look closely at the samples. “Is it water?”

“No.”

“Spit?”

“Just give your sample and go.”

Luka let out a slow whistle as he stood straight. “Who had the honor of putting you in such a mood?”

I slapped my journal open, jotting down the visual observations for the samples I had so far.

“Wait,” Luka laughed, “is that one yours?”

“Actually, I don’t need your sample.” I snatched the vial from his hand.

“How did Silas describe it?” He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Impotent?”

“Give me your hand and I’ll show you impotent.”

“Give it a go.” He held his hand out, as if to shake mine. His palm tipped to me, veins of his forearm prominent. Enough to at least entice my more carnal instinct, which was miraculously functional despite my best efforts to stimulate them from memory.

“It won’t work.” He smirked.

“Why not?”

“Venomous snakes have antibodies that make them immune to their own venom,” he explained. “Vipera are no different.”

“So you never feel anything?”

“You can feel it a little, but no more than if you rubbed cocaine on a wound.” He glanced down at his hand, wondering if I’d take it at all.

I took his hand, turning his palm upward and gravitating toward the wrist. Even as I inspected for a good play for a firm bite, I could feel the ache in the roof of my mouth. The dryness of my throat made it as if he were water in an oasis.

“Clench your fist,” I instructed.

The wrist was close enough where I could see the small ticking of the veins as fresh blood coursed through him.

I opened my mouth, the fangs pulling forward without the help of my tongue this time.

Without a second thought, my fangs disappeared below the skin. Except this time I didn’t wait to bite down fully. After another pulse of my jaw, I released the arm from my fangs. His hand was open still.

When I looked up at him, he was distracted by the cabinets and the mess on the counter.

“Luka,” I said, shaking his wrist, “I said clench your fist.”

His brow twitched before looking back. “I am⁠—”

We both stared at the hand.

Slack, open flat, and a slight paleness to the fingertips.

He pulled his hand from me and held it, pinching the palm, the fingertips, flexing it carefully.

“I thought you said it wouldn’t work.” I touched his hand; it was cold.

He could curl his fingertips, but that was it.

I used the scalpel to poke his palm in several places, but not even as much as a flinch.

When I looked up at him, he just stared at his palm. For once, the man had nothing to say, not even a jest.

“I assumed it wouldn’t be potent, even if I had any.” I went to my journal, the pen moving faster than I could think about the situation at hand. Clearly color was not an indication of strength, not reliably.

This was more than numbing—it was paralysis.

Not only was my venom chemically different from the rest, but the Vipera had no antibodies to combat it.

“Clearly you have something. Not sure what that is.” He held his arm to his chest, inspecting it carefully in his bewilderment. He checked his watch. “You bit me at ten forty-two. Write it down.”

I scratched the time into my notes before checking my wristwatch. “How long do you think it will take to wear off?”

“I don’t think it’s a matter of wearing off, but a matter of when my nerves will repair themselves.”

“Are you saying it’s a local paralytic?” My eyes broke from the page to stare at his hand. “Nerve damage?”

“That would be the logical direction.”

“It will repair, right?”

“Through metabolic detoxification, yes,” he confirmed. “I’m not worried, just surprised. We have Viperic regeneration and metabolism to thank.”

“I didn’t mention worrying⁠—”

Except it wasn’t only Vipera I’d bitten.

Everything in my hands fell and I pushed past him as if he were never there in the first place. Every step became faster, harder, until I was at a light jog, then picking up my skirts to run.

There were two girls in the hallway.

“Have you seen John?” I grabbed one’s shoulder, which startled them. The look of bewilderment only made me move on, quickly approaching the parlor.

It was full of people having coffee and snacks while waiting for an early lunch service. So many people—and not one noticed the dazed man sitting among them.

The Buffalo girls gathered in the corner. Among them, in a lone chair off to the side, John was breathing heavy, his coloring paler.

“John!” I shouted, pushing through and towering over him. I grabbed his face, pushed his eyelid open. “John, can you hear me?”

He swallowed thickly, a small mumble.

In all fairness, he looked tired. But his slow responses were telling me that the envenomation the day before was spreading, and his body’s attempt to break it down failed.

At this point, my skirts were thrown over my arm as I ran back to the lab. I lost my shoes along the way, my hair was coming undone, nothing about me had any motivation to remain together.

I burst through the doors of the lab again, Luka’s hand was already flexing more than it had been, but my hastiness earned a look of panic from the man.

I grabbed a syringe from the drawer and rummaged through the supplies from the blood draw.

With no hesitation, I removed the plunger and spat into the barrel as many times as I could while uncorking the bottle of the irrigation saline.

“Clench your jaw in between,” Luka said, helping me with the cork as I collected as much saliva as possible. Once it reached the first notch on the scale, I held it out to Luka as his steady hands poured the rest of the way. “Inject slowly.”

I put the plunger back in and squeezed out a small bit of fluid, running back down to the parlor as people were now exiting from all the fuss.

“Move, move!” I yelled, the bodies throwing themselves out of the way as my feet pounded against the floor. I nearly slipped on my way across the room before throwing myself to my knees in front of John.

I tugged his sleeve up and pulled away the bit of cloth he used to cover the bite.

The bite was irritated, skin inflamed from the venom reaction.

I held the needle to the skin, pushing it into the vein as steadily as I could. The plunge started at fifty milliliters, then with quiet hands it slid to forty, then thirty, then to zero.

My heart was racing faster than my mind, and I swore the colors were flourishing around me from the rush to my head.

I looked up to John, his chest rising and falling with the same labor as before.

“What did you do to him?” Rebecca came to his side.

“He was already having respiratory difficulty.” I rose to my feet. “Did none of you see he wasn’t well?”

“He blamed it on the caffeine,” Mary said sternly, but it couldn’t hide the tinge of guilt and excuse.

“What happened?” Phoebe barked from the door. She glanced from me to the others before rushing to John. “Jesus,” she breathed. “Sidney!” she shouted over her shoulder.

The tall gentleman and a couple of the staff gathered around John to help him to his feet. He was clammy, his breathing so labored it hurt my own chest.

After they left, all eyes turned to me.

It didn’t look good for me, I admit that. Disheveled, running around with needles, and my bite soon to be revealed as the cause.

My head lowered, staring at the beading of Phoebe’s skirt.

Some of my hair was pulled out of place, the pins holding my hair up had been lost somewhere on the floor. My feet were bare, shoes scattered in the hallway. And in my hand, the needle.

“My venom. There was a reaction⁠—”

“Everyone leave.” Phoebe’s voice was so direct I hardly recognized it. Typically she avoided such demands of others, always with a smile and light sensibilities. “Do you not hear me?” She raised her voice at them as she pulled at her own earlobe. “Leave! Go!” Her voice harsh as they scattered like ants.

Rebecca walked past me, her dark eyes glowering my way after saying something to Mary out of the corner of her mouth. Mary’s deep blue eyes only fluttered in my direction a single moment before entirely focusing on Rebecca.

Soon, it was only me and my dear friend.

Phoebe was shaking, her hand bracing her temple. She stared down at the floor, chewing her lip.

“It was my fault.”

“Oh? You think?” She laughed, but not out of lightheartedness.

“I had to think quickly. I fixed⁠—”

“Can you manage to not make a scene while you do this quick thinking?” she nearly spat. “You’re a clever woman, but you have no perceptual consciousness.”

“I was helping.”

“You’re always helping!” she exclaimed, gesturing around her. “Helping, helping, helping! Yet the best thing you could do is to stay still for once while we deal with everything else.”

“It was my venom,” I admitted, but her words settled on me a bit slower than I thought, and I lost the motivation to explain myself.

“You said that.” She stared at me, chewing at her nailbeds. “What about your venom?”

I nodded. “Paralytic.”

She looked at me as if the hydra had sprouted from my decapitated head.

“I didn’t know.” I swallowed thickly, rubbing my arm. “How could I have?”

“Oh, Alina.” Phoebe’s voice softened.

“I shouldn’t have woken up.” My lip trembled. “It seems I am only built to suffer, if not to cause suffering from the mere desire to eat.”

“Come here,” she sighed, hugging me close. Her grip was tight, angry, but that didn’t overshadow her empathy for me, it seemed. “Who knows?”

“Luka.”

“That’s all?”

“And you.”

“We will say he had a heart complication,” she said, quick to dismiss my mistakes.

“Is that such a good idea?” I leaned back to look at her. “Do you think it’s worth hiding?”

“Not hiding, just not telling.” She rubbed my arm in reassurance. “How you feed is none of anyone’s business, and live feeding isn’t the only way to do it. Our only focus should be getting you to eat at all.”

“So we will lie about what happened to John.”

She nodded.

“I think John has a right to know.”

“You can tell him then, but there is no telling how many people may turn their back on you when they realize you’ve harmed one of our own, even by accident,” she said bitterly. Her eyes were intense, demanding of attention. “He may forgive you, but others will not be so kind. They will look for the next reason to run you out.”

“A lot of that lately.”

“Your finest pardon?”

“Lies,” I said pointedly. “I suppose we all are cursed to repeat the systems that we so crave to destroy.”

“You have no ground to stand on without the people who try to help you,” she warned, “for your own sake, please tread carefully. But I cannot help you if you won’t let me.”

Her face was tense, so strained with concern that even in her angriest moments, she couldn’t hide the way she felt.

“You care so much about how things look, but have you considered how you look to me?” I said steadily. I was beyond angry, so much so that I was calm. Like the tide dragging out before a seiche.

“How do I look, then?” she taunted. “Forgive me for caring.”

“All you care for is control,” I said plainly. “I have been patient, painfully so, with both you and Luka. I am tired being told what to do.”

“Spoken like a child.” She shook her head. “Is this it? The mighty hill you must stand on? How do I look to you, then? Go on.”

“An egotist.”

“An egotist? For caring?”

“About yourself,” I finished for her, “for caring for your own self-image, not mine.”

I recognized that look again, it must be hereditary. The look of being metaphorically cut open with your organs on display, the deeper parts of her on display. Could she deny it? Or is she in shock I said anything at all?

Phoebe cleared her throat, looking away from me as she held herself together. It was like I turned her off with the flick of a switch. She turned her back to me, a bit hesitantly before she fully began walking away. To me it was like I opened a wound that she had no choice but to cower from as she left.

Once again, left alone.

This time the abandonment was undeniably my fault, but I cared very little at that moment. I was paralyzed with whether or not I should give up for the day and retreat to my rooms.
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Besides the sleepless night, the morning was no different.

Between the full home and typical chaos, Appraisal preparation was in full swing. I didn’t know we had this much staff. It was like when you flush out an anthill and realize how big it actually was.

I opened the bedroom door to a blockage—a sofa directly in front of my door.

Staff were actively moving a table in front of me, others carried single chairs back and forth.

I had to climb over the back, stepping on the cushions before my slippers met the floor on the other side.

It was hardly necessary to rearrange the entire layout of the home. Unless I was misinterpreting the guest plan, we shouldn’t be having too many more guests. I assumed a representative from each country plus their spouse and an assistant. The mansion was commodious as it was.

Furniture was brought out to the hallway as they rearranged the parlor.

I went down the stairs to see spare rooms being cleared out and cleaned. Maids cleaned the inside window glass as wipers cleaned in tandem from the outside. Every crevice poked and prodded until even the porous stone shined.

Everything smelled like lemon. Typically this was pleasant, but now it was just an onslaught on the senses. I swore even my eyes could feel the sting.

By the time I reached the bottom floor it was an even bigger mess than the previous two. The gallery doors were wide open as they moved the furniture out to the rest of the home like blood carrying oxygen to the limbs. Hallways had more sofas than before, new conversation nooks were created, and the gallery was cleared completely. The only thing that remained was the piano in the corner.

As I turned the corner to head to the other rooms, I had to duck and dodge all sorts of furnishing limbs as well as bustling staff.

The first parlor room didn’t seem to be moved much, as its function didn’t need changing for this event. The dining room looked more lively than ever. A new tablecloth with not even a wrinkle pinching the crimson surface. The napkins were white, which was odd to me when I first started attending dinners in the home. You would think people who drank blood wouldn’t want something so easily stainable. My shortcoming was assuming these were normal, working-class folk. White napkins can be bleached, or they buy new ones completely.

The center vase was red leaded glass that shimmered almost as much as the chandelier above. There were no flowers yet, but I wasn’t looking forward to the next sinus irritation.

Finally, a flash of pink.

“Phoebe,” I called. “Phoebe!”

She disappeared again just as fast as she came.

It was like navigating a busy market, the way I had to push through the multiple teams working on whipping the space into shape.

I practically stumbled into the next room. This one had been converted into a drink and cigar lounge. They rolled a solid wood bar into the corner, single seats arranged around each other, rather than sofas. It was clear who the room was meant for—I suppose gentlemen were allergic to sharing a cushion.

Phoebe stood before the bar, a clipboard and pencil in hand. “Should we order more flowers for the rooftop?” she asked.

I hadn’t even greeted her and there wasn’t so much as a glance up from her list. It wasn’t entirely clear she was speaking to me, specifically.

Except she did peek over her board when I didn’t reply.

I cleared my throat. “Depends.”

“On?”

“The function.”

“Secondary dining spot, breakfast service too.”

“Then yes, since I assume that’s why the outdoor furniture was moved to the hallway outside my door.”

“Oh! Apologies. I thought you would be sharing a different room.” Her brow twitched, the pencil scraping hard as she slashed her list.

“I assumed I could keep my separate room.”

“You can do as you like.”

“You’re really going to be like this?”

“Like what?”

“This.”

Suddenly her back was to me.

Is she really walking away mid-conversation?

“Phoebe!” I demanded.

“I’m busy, keep up or get lost.” She went straight to the front door.

I pulled my robe closer as I followed her out.

The noise outside was almost as boisterous as inside. The smell of hot concrete burned my nose, so did the smell of horse dung and smoke.

Mornings were the worst here if you didn’t have access to a roof. The dawn always rose before the thick fog, trapping whatever charm the city had to offer within the cloud.

My feet felt so bare on the pavement, even with slippers. I wished I had had time to change, but I didn’t think Phoebe would wait. If I lost her now, she might hide from me for the entire day.

Loud banging pierced my ear as we walked next door. The gap between the buildings had a wood fence barrier as the builders worked.

“Miss!” one of them called. “Miss!”

Phoebe stopped, staring at the man. The worker walked up to her. I couldn’t make out what he was saying over the noise, but he pointed toward the street.

A gravel truck was blocking the road, seemingly having trouble getting the right angle to dump within the work zone with how narrow the street was.

Phoebe’s lips moved quickly, directly. The man nodded and whistled for a couple others to go with him toward the truck. One of them pulled a wide commercial wheelbarrow that made the poor man look like a mule pulling a cart.

We continued to the next building over, where she disappeared through the front without even as much as a knock. Now that I was closer, I realized it was a shared residential building.

There were just as many helpers moving furniture and cleaning. I suppose out with the old, in with the new.

Now I remembered, John said they were converting the apartments and attaching the building. The decor was outdated, small things left behind from previous tenants. Sometimes curtain rods, an umbrella, a spare folding chair.

Phoebe was now on the other end of the long hallway, about to disappear again.

I had to jog to get there before she found another corner to turn off to. Narrowly dodging new and old furniture, people crossing in front of my path without even a second look and stepping around boxes of trash. By the time I made it to the end, I’d half expected her to have left already.

The end of the hallway was a sort of reception area and another entrance, except they were converting it for a gathering space and breakfast spot.

To my relief, she left those fast legs to rest on one of the new chairs with her eyes trained firmly on the list.

“You can’t avoid me or outrun me,” I said, though my limited breath made my declaration a bit silly. “We still have work to do.”

Her eyes snapped up at me. It was like I just interrupted her leisurely viewing of the new season’s fashion plates. “What work?”

I pulled one of the old worn chairs across from her to sit.

Even if it felt good in the moment, I regretted how I spoke to her yesterday. I knew she cared, she always did. Even if she was brash and harsh in her delivery, it didn’t help to be angry with one another. As long as she loosened her grip on me, we could work this out.

She straightened her back and turned her board over on her lap so she could cross her arms. Even when she was angry with me, she couldn’t help feeling needed. She gestured with one hand for me to continue.

“You haven’t told me how many people are coming, or if there are any odd protocols I should know.” I clasped my hands in my lap, her expression unchanging. “Or what to wear.”

“I’m surprised you’re taking such an interest at all.” Her defensiveness was evident, but so was her curiosity when I mentioned clothing.

“I care,” I insisted. “I do! I just don’t know what I don’t know. That’s why I have you.”

Phoebe was less than amused, tapping her finger against her forearm as she pressed her tongue to her cheek.

“I’m sorry for calling you an egotist,” I pleaded with her. “You’re . . . charitable with your empathy.”

That earned a light snort despite her refusal to look me in the eye.

“Please.” I tipped my head. “I need your help.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Also,” I mumbled, “I’m sorry. For yesterday.”

She shrugged as she chewed on the inside of her cheek.

The minute her shoulders slouched, I knew the emotional dam was split.

“No, I’m sorry.” She looked at me sheepishly before lowering her eyes again. “You’re right, as always.” She lifted her arms before they fell back in her lap. “I haven’t been fair to you. The situation just . . . frightened me a little, as it did all of us, even you I’m sure.” She took a deep breath. “I am sorry for being overbearing. Truly. I can’t help but feel protective over you.”

“I don’t understand why you can’t trust me to learn. I feel as if you think I am a child.”

“No, I don’t think that.” She looked a bit distressed now. “You are my oldest friend. You saved my life. You died for me. I will be forever in your debt, and I can’t help but be protective. I realize now I went too far.”

“You owe me nothing,” I said sternly. “You are my friend, and I love you so dearly. There is no debt.”

She shrugged, her demeanor dampened by the conversation alone.

Even when she was a bit insufferable, controlling, even vicious—I knew her heart. But things like this are why I am convinced she will always be my best of friends. We have falls, we fight, but in the end, we heal.

“We can go shopping,” I suggested.

Her green eyes cut in my direction.

“Then tea after.”

Her face turned to me now.

“Then I was thinking of a promenade in the park.”

There was an audible sigh, and at the very least she let go of the tension in her jaw.

“It isn’t anything too irregular. Dress proper for each activity and occasion, be cordial, and then there’s the diet change. Though I feel you may not stomach that anyway.”

“What about formalities? Titles?”

Her face lit up slightly. “Yes, apologies, you’re right. There is something else.” Her shoulders relaxed a bit as she dug into specifics. “Sires are addressed as Sir. Dams are Madame. Everyone else is the regular suffix. Hosts brought from other Nests are off limits to anyone other than those who brought them, but Hosts in the entertaining household are open to guests.”

“Seems rather objectifying.”

She shot me a glare.

“Apologies, continue,” I mumbled.

“You were able to get away with improper addressing before, when you were ignorant to our world. But now it will be expected of you, especially since you find yourself a Dam. I would say normally they will give newly turned members grace—but they’ll be looking for a reason to dislike you.”

“So nothing far from the ordinary.”

“You are correct, you dreadful, off-putting thing.” She slapped my knee playfully.

I placed my hands over my heart. “You are too generous with your compliments today, my dearest.”

Phoebe couldn’t even hide her smirk, then her eyes darted to my high collar.

Instinctually, I covered it, feeling the quickly healing bite. Not quickly enough, apparently.

“You and Silas are well, then?” She quirked a brow.

“More than well.”

She shook her head with a grin as she went back to looking at her list. “Just means you’re his new keeper.”

“So little faith in him,” I teased.

“Can you blame me?” she laughed.

“He seems different this time.” I crossed my arms. “I don’t think I can call it maturity.”

“Only took about two hundred years.”

“Focus, Phoebe.” I poked her leg with my slipper. “Is there anything else?”

She chewed on the tip of her pencil before she looked up again. “Yes! When the trial is over, and say it is favorable⁠—”

“When it is favorable,” I corrected.

She smiled politely, holding back some choice words for me. “As I was saying, if the results are favorable, we have a few options,” she began.

I sat up, feeling as if I should be taking notes but I’m sure she will nag me if I ever forget.

“We can choose to remain an independent Nest, or they will make group or individual offers for joining theirs.”

“I’m following.” I nodded, clasping my hands over my knee.

“Not that you would, but it is very important that you do not agree to any offers, verbal or on paper. Our members know well enough that if they accepted anything, it would just be a repeating cycle and there would have been no point in joining Chimera in the first place.”

“Is it really that enticing of an offer?” I joked, but her face was anything but amused.

“They’re persuasive. They have money. There isn’t much more to it.” She shrugged. “Most Appraisals have ended in acquisition. Only a couple strays—I believe Australia and Greenland—were the only ones who remained independent.”

“Right. No agreements.” I gestured to my lips in a locking motion.

“Verbal agreements are legally binding, especially with plenty of witnesses at all times during the trials. But this goes for unofficial gatherings too. They’ll trap you with it.”

“I don’t know how you all do it,” I sighed, “too much to remember.”

“Remain silent, and you don’t have to remember a thing,” she teased. “And stay away from the wine.”

“Why? Are you afraid of tampering?”

“No, I’m afraid of loose lips.” She glared at me.

I nodded slowly, staring off down the hallway as she began working back through her list. I believe she started talking again, but I had already tuned out the chatter between everything else going on.

The energy was high. The people, the movement, the air—all shifting and vibrating at such a frequency I swore it rang against my eardrum.

Something was going to happen. We’d expected this moment for a while, but this was the beginning. The quiet that hushed across a grassy plain when the black clouds rose in the distance.

It was important that I was in Phoebe’s good favor, because I knew she sensed it too. We all did.

We would brave the storm together, no matter what.
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As the sun settled behind the skyline, so did the household.

The lighting became warm and intimate, the staff had since gone home, and permanent members of the Chimera household each found their own corners to curl up in. It was well past dinner, the only thing served now were coffee and small bites.

Even if I was confident in my actions yesterday, the way my acquaintances avoided me was making me think twice. The emergency scared people, I understood that much. Blaming them for not noticing John’s state of distress was possibly reactionary and out of line. But the feeling that they were upset with me for something more weighed on me. Between the rocky departure from Buffalo and nothing going right whenever I show up, it was more difficult by the day not to feel burdensome.

The only thing on my mind was the only person I knew wouldn’t turn me away.

Since the furniture was blocking my old room, I wandered wearily to the top floor. Carriage lanterns in the street made shadow puppets on the wall through the steep windows. The quiet was just as haunting as any whispers from beyond. The paintings shifted as the shadows and light danced over the textures.

The dark, towering doors awaited me at the end of the hall.

Silas’s room.

The same thing that kept me from socializing tonight was also making me hesitate outside the door. My confidence was permanently scarred from my inability to know myself. I was the same, but I had to relearn the very basics of survival. Remaking myself from scratch: physically, mentally, and socially. What’s to say that I wouldn’t have to learn how to seek reassurance or intimacy?

I pressed my palm to the wood. There was no light from any keyhole or from under the door.

The room was cold when I entered. Clean, no lights on, and most importantly, no Silas in sight. My guard dropped, but there was some relief that came from the lonely room. I locked myself in, my only company the empty chairs and portraits on the walls.

Everything was pristine. I was never sure if it was the maids or Silas himself. He was peculiar about his things, so I imagined his housekeeping habits were the same.

I began unbuttoning my skirt as I approached the tightly tidied bed.

Placed upon the sheets was a large white lily, freshly bloomed and trimmed. With it, a note.

It is my deepest regret that I will not be home tonight. Please allow me to make it right tomorrow. Be outside and ready at your leisure in the morning. Wear something nice, comfortable, and don’t bother with a purse.

—Silas

I touched the petals as I lay back into the pillows. The gesture was small, but nostalgic. I used to despise surprises. Presents and all, it only made me anxious. His contributions traumatized me to the idea of gifts, but they were growing on me.

I checked the back of the card, but there was nothing else. It was oddly sweet of him. I suppose all his surprises weren’t awful. The last ones were pleasant and thoughtful. Perhaps tomorrow’s outing would be too.

With the blossom clutched to my chest, my eyes became heavy. The last few days had worn me. But with one last gesture, I could end my day in peace.
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THE CREATURE



The curtain-quarter rockaway carriage was a beautiful rig. Comfortable upholstery, a shiny coat of paint, lightweight. I wanted to surprise her, but it took entirely too long for the import.

The carriage was mine, it was the final piece that I had to bring in from far away.

“Horse!” Alina’s voice cut through the air like wind chimes. Her steps so quick, she looked to float. She wore something light, as I instructed. No purse. A lighter day dress in material, but the burgundy nearly made her glow.

She ignored me for her prized blue roan gelding.

It didn’t bother me. It didn’t . . . or else I wouldn’t have put in the effort to get the stubborn thing here.

But it was worth it.

The blue of her eyes was so striking, framed by such dark features, then her luminous stripe of white hairs in her lashes and brow. Everything about her was so marvelous, such a personality that could entertain me infinitely. How amusing it was to know such a macabre woman would have a soft spot for a steed she so cleverly named Horse.

I slid over in the front seat, patting the place next to me.

She gave the roan draft one last peck on the nose and rubbed his neck before accepting my hand to help her up.

“Wearing some new colors lately?” I commented, clicking my tongue to move the horse forward.

Her eyes raked me from head to toe. “You as well.” She raised a brow.

“Do you like it?” I smirked. “Thought it would fit the outing.”

The outfit of choice was a tan sack coat with matching vest and trousers, black tie, and black wellingtons that came just below the knee. To top it off, a gray flat cap.

Together we looked quite fashionable for a trip out east.

She didn’t answer my question, her eyes did all the talking.

She hooked her arm around mine as I steered. “Where are we off to?”

“East,” I couldn’t hide a grin, “that’s all I’ll tell you.”

“Do you have an estate out there?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “It’s more of a day trip.”

With that, we were off on our journey.

The longest part was getting out of Manhattan. Once you crossed Queens County and out onto Long Island, it was relatively easy if you kept to major roads.

Even in a new city, I still found traces of home along the way. Not only were there similar village and town names, but even the scenery was reminiscent of the countryside of England. Out east of New York, specifically the northern shore, you can find cliffs with pebble beaches among wet forests.

We didn’t go terribly far, just enough to evade tourists. A secret little spot Luka sometimes used. He said it was for making fertilizer, didn’t say what type. Now that I thought about it, that might be code for discarding bodies. I didn’t bother asking. It was better that way, since the less you know about your Fixer’s methods, the merrier. No matter; he said it was isolated and that was perfect.

We pulled up to the dirt road after a rocky last half mile and stopped the horse on a natural overlook.

The ocean glimmered in the distance, framed by the lush coastal trees waving in the summer breeze. The air was as refreshing as cold spring water. It was still before noon so the sun had yet to meet its peak in temperature or intensity, so my fair lady should do just fine under cover of trees.

“I know you are having some difficulty feeding. To which I’m sympathetic, but I think I know how to fix it.”

Her face fell, then turned to annoyance when she looked at me.

“I’m sure Phoebe and Luka are doing their best.” I slipped out of the seat and hitched the horse to a sturdy tree. “But I thought you may benefit from more traditional methods.” I held my hand out to her.

“Traditional?” She grasped my hand as she stepped down out of the carriage.

“Sometimes steps have to be taken when children are behind on milestones, such as lack of prey drive.”

She didn’t seem amused, looking past the shrubs at the sparkling water in the distance.

“There’s no shame, I had troubles too when I was just a spawn.” I thought offering an anecdotal reassurance would make her more comfortable, but it was a lie.

I never had trouble with my prey drive. But I did get to help my father train the siblings when needed.

“Silas.” Her brows pulled together as she crossed her arms. She stared off into the distance for a moment before looking back at me, “What are we doing here?”

“Just a bit of training,” I reassured her, opening the main compartment of the carriage to grab one last thing. “You remember our truce word, correct?”

“Pest?” she asked, her eyes widening when I closed the door.

“We’ll get you all sorted, love, don’t you worry,” I smiled, pulling the rifle from its half-cocked position.

She took a step back but was otherwise frozen in place, her eyes locked on mine.

I raised my wrist to check my timepiece. “Ten minutes.” I glanced back up at her without changing my position. “I’d start running.”

She gave me such a wicked, delicious glare before she stepped back, then disappeared into the trees. The dark red became less and less visible the farther she got.

I stood before the opening to the forest. The sparrows traded their songs with the gulls, waves washing in the distance paired nicely with the soft whistle of wind.

The perfect day, the perfect outing.

Just me and my wife.

I checked my watch. She had five more minutes. No, four now.

The beaten path tapered before it dissolved into foliage and twigs. The fern and kudzu nearly dominated the forest floor. The cliffside was to my left, the trees reaching up to the very edge. I suppose the roots were the only thing keeping the earth in place. As time went on, the trees would fall as the waves and storms chipped away at the ledge.

The sounds of hushing leaves in the wind made me pause. I closed my eyes and listened.

A twig snapped.

I glanced at my watch.

Time is up. Let the game begin.

I scanned over the forest, the cliffs down to the water to my left, deeper and thicker woods to my right. Then the faintest flash of red behind a tree. There you are.

Something tinged the air. The smell of sweat, of adrenaline.

I lifted the barrel, planting my heels to the ground as I steadied my sights on the red fabric.

Deep breath.

Heart beats slowed.

Then right in between pulses . . . Bang!

The bark of the tree ripped from the trunk. Birds rose from their hiding places to dart out in a cloud of wings. The forest settled and was still once more, only the sounds of ocean and the foliage I stepped on.

When I approached the tree, the fabric fluttered on the ground. The branch it was snagged on had been blown off from my shot.

The wood chips crunched as I knelt over it, lifting the discarded dress to my nose. I knew it would be a good game when I could smell the blood sugar drop in her blood.

I moved my nose from the fabric to the air. The same smell was faint, but it was nearby. Clever thing, removing the blaring color. But now I can scent you.

She was weak, running on fumes. My poor shadow, forced to hide instead of run. I stepped along the woods, over fallen trunks and through the thick brush. I followed the broken twigs, heel dents in the mud, and the vague direction of her scent.

Vipera couldn’t smell anything unique to identify an individual like a dog might. But we did have an acute sense for blood, chemicals, bodily functions—more like snakes. Driven purely on our instinctual needs. Just as born Vipera only see reds and blues, red being most vibrant for obvious reasons. The only exception is when the blood fills our eyes and we can finally see the full spectrum, even if it leads to headaches when stimulated for too long.

It wasn’t long before the footprints became obvious. Too obvious.

They wrapped around a tree, then circled around before coming back and overlapping. It was a respectable try, but ultimately amateur. Snap.

My head cocked in the direction of the noise.

With steady steps and an even grip on the rifle, I stalked forward. There was a fallen tree, the roots tearing up a hole in the ground.

“Oh, my dear, that won’t do. You must be more creative with your hiding places.” I sighed, resting the rifle up against my shoulder.

I stepped just above the hole, giving her a moment to gather herself. I wasn’t too concerned about the hunt today, as long as she got the necessary kick of excitement to help trigger that pesky feeding response.

A blunt force met the side of my head, enough to make me stumble. I tapped my fingers against the numbness, black blood dripping from my fingers.

Over my shoulder, a wild and reverent creature.

My wife.

Alina’s chest rose and fell, her knuckles white as she held a heavy branch.

“Silly thing.” I shook my head as I faced her. “You should know by now not to strike unless it’s lethal.”

She was smart to discard her dress for the more natural cotton of her petticoat and top cover. But I wasn’t sure how the corset was serving her. Based on the flush of her cheeks and the dilation of her eyes, she was at her peak.

I flipped the gun down to hold properly with two hands, cocking it again to shoot at the ground in front of her.

She didn’t even scream, just ran.

Except she was running toward the ledge.

Fuck.

I threw the strap around my shoulder to chase after her. She stumbled about, using trees as support as if she could push herself forward faster. She found a sand path as the trees dwindled, running straight for an edge.

She was so incredibly lucky that she was never quite fast enough.

Her eyes caught me as she looked behind her, but my hand was already grabbing her by the bodice when she turned to look back.

Nails pierced my skin as she grabbed my wrist, and I dug my heels into the path.

Now I was breathing as heavily as she was.

A breathless, wild smile as she looked at me. Then she let go of my wrist with shaking hands. She leaned her head back, arms spread wide with an open chest. Her hair whipped across her face and stuck to her skin as it fell from the pinnings.

My grip was the only thing keeping her from falling back and over the cliff.

My grip never wavered, never moved from its place.

Her chest tightened and loosened against the corset, her heartbeat so incredibly fast, even for a Vipera.

Alina was the most deranged, disturbed madwoman.

But no one could deny that she was free.

I took a step forward, letting her lean farther over the edge.

She looked at me through her lashes, a special kind of thrill in her eyes.

“Do it,” she breathed, “let go.”

“Not a chance,” I said. “Should I be concerned that this is the second time I’ve caught you teetering on the edge of great heights?”

“The greatest of heights I’ve yet to reach.”

“And if I can’t catch you?”

“I’ll catch myself.” She stared straight up at the sky. “What is having a heart that beats if you cannot taste the blood on your tongue every now and again?”

“How about we use it to taste something else?” I jolted her, as if to drop her.

Her breath hitched. That was enough for the blood sugar to deplete, and she looked a bit pale. The adrenaline was wearing off, but the wildfire in her spirit was strong. She was like the seventh muse ready to meet her fate.

With care, I pulled her from the edge of the cliff, and she sank to her knees before me. She slumped, hands supinated on her lap.

I used the tip of the rifle to tip her chin up.

There was a darkness to her eyes, hungry. Not just the blood filling them, but the way I couldn’t fit a pin through the iris made my entire body chill. I dropped the barrel, letting it hang at my side by the strap.

I tucked her hair behind her ear, then grabbed a fistful for myself, tugging her head forward.

“Truce, then?” I cocked my head.

“I’m caught, not dead.”

“Cheeky.” The word accompanied by a sarcastic smile. “How will you get yourself out of this one, then? Cliff jumping didn’t work, neither did assault by branch or running.”

“There are limitless ways of escape if you know your stalker well.”

“Do you?” I couldn’t hide my amusement. “Know me?”

She leaned farther forward without breaking eye contact, her hands smoothing up the shaft of my boot, then my legs and hips. She tipped her head to rest her cheek beside my cock.

“Biblically,” she answered. “I could read you like a hymn.”

I tipped my hips forward, marveling at such a view.

My deadly, dearly beloved shadow on her knees, in my grip, and no way out. God, I hope she hurts me, just a little bit.

She slipped her thumb through the belt buckle loop, pulling the tail out before loosening it with a tug. I suppose she had experience from girthing her own saddle, she knew her way around some leather by now.

The fingers crawled, hooking on my pants as she opened them enough to pull out my cock. The chill over the sensitive skin straightened my posture faster than any crack of a switch.

She opened her mouth, the warmth of her lips encompassing the tip. She pressed her tongue against it. The wetness only made the chill of the wind more biting. My cock twitched involuntarily in her mouth. Her eyes fluttering up to me, she trailed her tongue down the shaft before leaving a gentle kiss at the base. It was a sweet language, sensual and intimate.

When she opened her mouth again, her fangs were bared.

My throat dried as I swallowed, and she put my cock back in her mouth. All I could think about were those sharp needles dragging along each side of my member. One flinch and it was over.

Even with the very real fear of her biting down and ending it here, the feeling of the tip reaching the warm, inviting back of her throat was enough to make me drip.

She sucked hard, swallowing as the tip went all the way in.

I pulled her head into it, withholding any movement of my hips so I could see her.

Her eyes clenched shut, taking whatever I gave her.

“Open your eyes,” I gasped, “I want to see the tears.”

Her tongue blocked the back of her throat to prevent choking, and her glassy eyes stared up at me. Just the visual of my cock slipping past her lips, her hands up on my thighs as I used her mouth . . .

That was it, I wasn’t lasting.

I came all too quickly, holding her head fully on it as I spilled into her mouth.

“Good girl,” I groaned, waiting for the pulses to stop releasing completely.

Who needed stress management when you had this little slice of heaven.

I pulled out; one of my spines on the underside caught her bottom lip.

She flinched, and I released the grip on her hair. She spit onto the ground, the cum mixing with droplets of black.

“Alina . . .” I cleared my throat.

She looked up at me, a cut down the middle of her lower lip.

“I’m sorry⁠—”

She grabbed my leg and sank her fangs into my thigh.

The outburst was enough to knock me back, the trousers bleeding black when she released me.

“Are you insane?” I hissed at her.

When I tried to get up . . . I couldn’t.

The feeling in my leg was going quickly. When I tried to hobble up, she crawled forward. I used my good leg to kick myself backward until my back hit a tree trunk.

The whites of her eyes were black, her icy irises so much more intense. A light clicking chittered through the air, getting more and more intense as she stared. Her mouth was open, panting, letting the blood drip out.

She crawled to me, placing one hand on each thigh.

God, this woman.

I couldn’t even hide that my cock was quickly hardening again.

Her lips came close to mine, her blood and mine mixing in her mouth as it dripped on my vest. The chittering in her chest softened, so tenderly. She brushed her bottom lip across mine, then I opened my mouth for her as she captured it in a benevolent kiss.

Was this what it was like to see a God? To experience something so profound you dedicate your earthly life to it? Or perhaps to scare you so terribly that you believed you’d seen the opposite, yet still choose to worship it all the same.

Alina straddled my lap, and I was ready for her. Just the soft gasp against my mouth when she used my cock made me want to never leave.

My hands covered her waist as she sat down, thrusting her hips as her kiss deepened. Between her tongue and the force, I thought she might begin to eat me next.

With a settled grip on her hips, I rocked her back and forth.

I bent my good leg, using the slight leverage to bounce her so her legs wouldn’t tire.

Being buried in her was almost distraction enough from the fact my other leg was paralyzed. I think the fear was doing it for me the most. Though there was less of the initial concern, since I could feel the sensation returning, the sting of the bite mark already more present.

“You are so . . .” I breathed between kisses, “fucking . . .” I flinched when she took my bottom lip between her teeth, “terrifying,” I mumbled, as she sucked on it.

She slapped her hand across my mouth, smearing the black blood across my face as she serviced herself right there in my lap.

If my eyes could roll further from ecstasy, they’d be in the back of my head. I tipped my head against the bark of the tree, closing my eyes as I felt myself nearing my climax.

I was afraid to finish again, because what if she wasn’t done with me?

The chittering was becoming intense from her, my own purr surfacing when I realized she was likely nearing the end, and that I was nearly a job well done.

Her voice surfaced between the clicking, lewd moans, and ecstatic gasps as her hips rocked, her forehead touching mine as she closed her eyes to fully feel and take advantage of her newfound natural senses, her instincts.

She shivered, her hips slowed.

I reached behind her thighs to pull her forward, narrowly avoiding the grip of the spines as her head slipped against my shoulder.

Both of our breathing ran ragged. Every hot puff of air expelling the heat of the moment, and her body finally relaxed against my chest.

Without moving her too much, I carefully removed my arms from my jacket and moved it to the front. I placed it over her shoulders to cover her bare arms.

We rested like that for a while after. I think we both fell into sleep between the sounds of the ocean and the most delightful shade from the sun.

I was left with a rather religious experience I couldn’t quite place. But I was right when I said it upon our first encounters, and I was still correct when I said it now—this woman was destined to haunt me, and I wished not to be saved from peril.
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THE POISONER



“Do you feel anything?” I poised my pen above the paper, my timepiece flat on my journal to watch the hands tick.

Phoebe looked down at her hand supinated on the table. The tip of her finger twitched. “Just the tiniest amount. It tingles a little.”

I wrote down her observations as well as my own. We had been testing all morning. I’d bitten her arm about five times already. It seemed like it was only five minutes of paralysis per bite.

I’ve tried gathering enough venom to concentrate it, but as before, collection is extremely slow. I was lucky that I could extract it myself, but I only had maybe two vials.

“Oh! Fingers can move again!” Phoebe squeaked, extremely focused on watching her fingers curl.

“Good job,” I praised, marking the time and observation again, “next time we can test your leg.”

“Oh.” She was less enthusiastic this time. “How many tests will you do?”

“As many as it takes until I understand how it affects Vipera fully.” I watched her hand move, her fingers flexing back and forth.

“What about humans?”

My heart sank to my stomach. I hadn’t checked on John since the last incident. In all honesty, I was afraid. The mortification of knowing I’d caused such a reaction. I should have tried to figure it out sooner. Something was wrong with me. It is my responsibility to negate any suffering for my own survival. It’s a selfish life, I couldn’t let myself accept it.

“What’s the progress?” Luka didn’t bother knocking before waltzing into the lab, papers in hand. He glanced at his timepiece on the underside of his wrist. “I’m gone today, can you two handle yourselves?”

“What’s the rush, you’re just in time for a new round. Care for a humble donation of a limb and a bit of your precious time?” I suggested innocently.

His smile was nothing but sarcastic. “I’m on handler duty.”

“Secret Fixer things I’m guessing?”

“Ask your husband,” he mocked, then his brow furrowed the longer he looked at me. “You look . . .”

Phoebe and I held our breaths, awaiting the next possible thing to come out of his mouth.

“ . . . better,” he said.

I made an exaggerated gasp and looked to Phoebe. Her mouth dropped open, eyes wide.

“Graced with a compliment?” I blinked in faux surprise as if it were a dream.

“Who knew there was a gentleman burrowed somewhere in that walking corpse.” Phoebe placed her numb hand over her heart.

“Get all your squabbling out now before we have guests.” Luka rolled his eyes.

“Just because you’re afraid of our incoming guests doesn’t mean I am.” I went back to writing.

“Well, you should be,” he said with all sincerity.

“Of who? Mister— Oh, sorry. Sir Astor?”

“Don’t think about it,” he said. “We are already in bad graces.”

“I don’t know why we can’t just capture him. Torture is an effective technique in the ways of persuasion. No Nest to help him, just a single man.”

The words must have struck something, even Phoebe was quiet.

Luka’s eyes were grave. Not just unamused at my comments, but he may have even looked a bit pale. “Do you think this is funny? Some type of game to you?”

“Well, I’m not important enough to hear about the intricacies of the situation. So I suppose so.” I slapped my pen down since no one would be letting me focus today. “Why not? I’m making suggestions from what I know. But don’t let me stop you from enlightening me.” I gestured in front of me for him to continue.

“A single man.” He repeated my previous statement but with much more venom. I couldn’t tell if he was insulted at the statement or thought it was understated. “He is a thing that has survived every fall of every empire, so fortified in his skin that he could drink your poisons like water.”

“How old, exactly?” I raised a brow.

“Much older than you could possibly imagine.” Luka looked almost pained at my dismissal. “You have not seen the things I have.”

“He can’t be as bad as you say,” I scoffed. “Perhaps his mystique comes from rumors. Have you really seen it or just heard it? Because last I remembered, you had a reputation for being quite impenetrable, and look where you are now. The oh-so-powerful Nest that Phoebe was raised in, also gone. Silas had played up how dangerous the Vipera are before to scare me, and I found a way to dissolve them like slugs under salt⁠—”

“Leviathan is the exception,” he said with certainty. “You will never be able to kill him. Ever. No one will.”

“If he’s so terrible and scary, why didn’t he just massacre us all when you and Silas killed the Nest?”

“That was entirely Silas’s doing,” he corrected my statement.

“Well, Phoebe still speaks with him.” I gestured to her. Her eyes were completely down in her lap, her nails picked bloody.

The life drained from Luka’s face as his gaze slowly landed on Phoebe.

“What do you mean?” he said quietly, then raised his voice. “Phoebe.”

“He talked to me too.” The admission more of a defense for Phoebe, rather than rationalizing the nuances of father dearest.

The white of Luka’s damaged eye marbled with thin black liquid. When his gaze snapped back to me, a drip of blood ran down his face, following his scar. His eyes were so wide, what little light came into the lab from the skylight reflected from the back of his eyes.

“When?” His voice was so dastardly it was as if I’d told him of some great crime.

Phoebe was beginning to look a little sick.

“When I first woke.” I shifted in my seat. “If he wanted to kill me, he would have in my sleep, don’t you think?”

I was unsure if Luka heard a word I said. The blankness of his stare had me questioning how fast I could run. It was a deep instinctual vibration, my spine tingled a bit.

“Did Silas tell you about his mother?” Luka changed the subject but remained just as eerie.

I shook my head.

“Did you read your father’s paper?”

That statement being the follow-up made my stomach turn, but without context it sounded even scarier.

He must have seen it on my face, because that’s when he went on. “Phoebe.” He didn’t look at her when he spoke. “Did your father tell you about your mother?”

Phoebe lifted her head, but she had the same answer as I.

Luka smiled, shaking his head as he looked at me with disgust. “It may be in your best interests to read about your father’s work.”

“How would you even know?” I sneered.

“I was on the surgery team,” he said. “All of them. We weren’t allowed to know their names, to see their faces. It kept things impersonal.”

My fingers were freezing, no matter how I held them. My heart was pounding so hard that I was getting tremors just trying to keep myself together. I ignored every signal from my body to stop, even when the pain bloomed in my abdomen.

It had been easy to ignore the hunger. The longer I practiced, it would go away. The longer I played the staring game with Luka, the worse it got.

And suddenly there was no Luka, no lab, just an image that faded.

Everything went black.
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“Alina.” There was tapping on my face.

In a sea of sparkling stars, my entire surroundings were gone, changed. Suddenly I was in my old room, from when I first woke.

“Christ.” Luka sat up straight on the edge of the bed, hand on his head as if to soothe a headache.

Phoebe stopped her pacing and nail chewing at the end of the bed to rush to my other side. “Thank God!” she cried, her hands grabbing my face and kissing my cheek and head. “This is why I told you to rest!”

“Get off me,” I croaked. When I lifted my head it stung, then weighed itself back into the soft pillows.

“Don’t move.” Luka stood, going to the door to retrieve hot towels from one of the staff.

I shoved the duvet down, trying to roll myself out of the bed.

“Alina, please don’t⁠—”

“What happened?” I couldn’t stop from hyperventilating. The back of my head was hot, the pain was coming back.

“Please settle, you’ll disturb the stitches,” Phoebe begged, holding my hand tightly.

Luka returned, placing the cloth on my head. The warmth did something to settle me, especially since my head was becoming light again.

I grabbed him by the tie, yanking it so hard it tightened around his neck.

He stared, stone-faced as I nearly seethed in his face.

“What did you do?” I barked.

“You’re welcome.” He pulled his tie back from my grasp, hooking a finger in the knot to loosen it. “You had a seizure.”

“No, I didn’t.” I looked to Phoebe.

She looked just as guilty.

“What happened?” I thought I might cry if no one offered any elaboration.

“Did you feed recently?”

I shrugged. “Here and there.”

“Blood straight from the body?”

I lifted my shoulders in defense. “I did,” I admitted, but I wasn’t keen on explaining the circumstance. “On Silas, a few times.”

Phoebe did her best to hide her grimace, bless her soul.

“You’re overexerting yourself,” Luka said, “and malnourished. Do you think you can handle human blood if we did it in very small servings?”

“I don’t know!” I threw my hands up before they landed at my sides, flinching when a twinge of my abdomen acted up. “No one has been very helpful in figuring out feeding.”

“Well, you’re never keen on accepting help anyway.” He stood. “Your head hit the table, so don’t be alarmed by the stitches.” As he spoke he checked his timepiece, then clicked his tongue against his teeth. “I’m late, I’ll let Silas know while we are out.”

I refused to look at him. Then I heard the door close.

The ringing in my ears had finally subsided. The light from outside was nearly gone, the last sliver of red being swallowed by the oncoming dusk, reflected from the building windows across from my room.

“How do you feel?” Phoebe asked.

I glared at her, but based on her expression, she knew the answer was obvious.

“If there’s anything I can do⁠—”

“Leave.”

She bit her lip, lowering her gaze awkwardly. Even if it was reluctant, she did as I asked. Every step she took was unsure, but she made it to the door eventually, and at last I was alone.

I threw the towel from my head to the floor, groaning when I felt the soreness of my scalp. When I slipped my thumb into my hair to touch the rough edges, the wound was already mostly healed. A human may have taken a week to get to this point. The wonders of Viperic regeneration.

With much effort, I got to a sitting position, closing the buttons of my combinations as I examined the room for my day clothes.

I pressed the pads of my feet to the floor. Suddenly it was like starting from the beginning again. How I found myself in such an insufferable loop, I may never know. Sometimes life’s friction means I’m headed down an important path that no others dared. That is what I chose to tell myself as of late.

The post of the canopy bed became my first support, then the nightstand. I used the wall to inch toward the bureau. With determination, I managed a house robe. It was a bright red with red spider lilies depicted along the bottom and the drooping sleeves. I didn’t realize exactly how many extra clothing items Phoebe bought for me with my initial order. All shades of red, from burgundy to striking vermillion.

No slippers, I needed the stability today.

The journey outside my room was a steady one. There was no rush to where I was going, but it was taking more energy than I thought.

“Alina?” A voice behind me.

“Leave me be.” My face was becoming hot from effort and mortification. I thought most would be in their rooms or at dinner by now.

An arm looped around my waist and took one of my hands.

“I won’t leave you be, but I also won’t steer you away from whatever you’ve set your mind on,” Sidney laughed.

“So you will steer me to John?” I looked up at him.

Sidney nodded, already letting me lean my weight on him.

“Is he well?” I asked. We made it down the stairs one by one. Between his grip on my hand and my own on the railing, I was already more confident in my steps.

“You can ask him yourself.”

“Of course.” I pushed out a breath, the soreness of my body beginning to make itself known.

He led me down the corridor, I could hear people on the first floor gathering for their meals already, but all was quiet up here once we left the stairwell.

We stopped before a room.

Sidney put his hand on the knob but didn’t open the door until I finally nodded.

Amelia sat beside the bed. The rolling cart had all sorts of tonics, warm towels and a bowl for a sponge bath, and lastly the meal for the day, which was a thin soup.

John was propped up by pillows, wearing a clean undershirt while tucked comfortably under linens. His eyes were closed as the maid held the spoon to his lips, tipping gently as he swallowed thickly.

“Amelia.” Sidney gestured for her to leave.

John’s eyes opened then, softening when he saw me.

“Pops.” My lip trembled before the word even came.

Carefully, Sidney guided me to the seat. “I’ll come back to collect you on my next lap.” He squeezed my shoulder before letting go.

I was able to hold myself together long enough to hear the door close, but I couldn’t do it anymore.

When I took John’s hand, he squeezed gently.

I broke.

“I’m sorry.” The tears began dotting the linens as I leaned forward, then my knees hit the floor beside the bed. I lifted John’s hand to my lips and pressed a tight kiss to it. “I’m so sorry!”

He didn’t answer.

I held his hand to my cheek when I looked up at him. His eyes were glassy, remorseful.

“Are you well now?” It was more of a wish.

His lips twitched, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to say anything.

Then I realized half of his face was looser in the skin than the other.

He couldn’t speak, not even if he wanted to.

“God, what have I done?” I wept.

John’s hand squeezed tight. It seemed to have trouble keeping pressure, but he kept trying.

“This is my fault,” I told him. “Had I known my venom would do this, I would not have fed. I will find a way to make you all right, I promise,” I swore.

I rested my lips on his hand, closing my eyes did little to stop the tears.

Even when shielding my vision, I could only think of others who may have suffered. The groundskeeper at the gardens now had another layer of remorse. He must have been so scared, paralyzed and unable to do anything as he drowned in his own blood.

If it were possible for me to feed as normal, I would be no better than Luka. My existence would only cause more suffering. I could only hope that I am able to at least drink from a cup, but my gut said that it was past my time. If there were a solution, it would have presented itself by now. What other options could I possibly have when I could not eat, and even when I did, it causes such damage that I risk my life.

My only relief is that there was no pain for those I’ve hurt, knowing what I do now about the effects of my venom.

My hopes were that, with time, John may regain his sensations and speech, and no permanent damage was caused.

My only prayer for myself was for no further indecency to come upon me. Not before I could solve the mystery of my biology. It may have to wait until after the events of the week are behind us, and we can all forge ahead in this madness . . . if we survive it.
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THE FIXER



“You know the rules,” I pressed my palm to her shoulder, then let my fingers feel every notch of the spine down her back, “no moving, no talking.”

Her legs shook as she was on her knees, her face down in the messy sheets covering her head.

I pinched the clasps of the bodice, exposing the skin at the curve of her back.

My hips pressed against hers from behind, my other hand flat under her abdomen to keep her bottom half elevated. I unclasped the bodice at the neck with my teeth, a shiver enticing my appetites.

When she squirmed, a muffled whimper.

I pulled the sheets covering her face tightly from the back of her head, the outline of her facial features more clear from the tautness of the fabric.

“Quiet.”

I leaned back when I released her, sitting back on my heels on the bed as I lifted the skirts.

The large cilice encircled both her thighs. Every movement cut into the soft flesh as it held her legs together. Even the slightest reaction could result in the barbs burying deeper into the skin.

There was something about the modesty hiding such gruesome offerings of penance that touched on very specific tastes of mine. The plain black dress was completely opaque, everything covered from neck, sleeves down to the wrist, skirts long enough to please a priest.

The white fabric over her head completed the picture.

Almost.

My hands cupped her backside, smoothing down her legs before I touched the metal pieces.

She flinched at every slight brush of my fingertips over the skin.

I dragged two fingers between her labia, spreading them to reveal the succulent coral skin.

The wetness dripped down her leg. I leaned forward and kissed below the cilice, then dragged my tongue over it, tasting the blood mixed with her own arousal before I stopped just below her cunt.

Every exhale against her skin made her squirm.

I wrapped my mouth around the opening, sucking before my tongue slipped inside. She leaned back against my mouth at the expense of the soft skin of her thighs, blood streaking down her leg.

A muffled moan. Someone isn’t following instructions.

I removed my mouth and got on my knees behind her, leaning over with my hand on the back of her neck. “I said no noise,” I hissed.

“Fuck off!” Mary yelled, tugging the sheets from her head, the waves of her brunette hair breaking the illusion. “Ether!”

I clicked my tongue against my teeth, unhooking the cilice from her legs when she used the stop word.

Mary rolled onto her back, the most sour expression as she bent her legs to avoid the blood smearing on the sheet.

I bunched her skirts up her legs, leaning down to flatten my tongue against the wounds to close them.

“Couldn’t get into it today?” she asked.

I shrugged, holding my hands out to her.

“We could try something different.” Mary took my hands and hoisted herself up on her knees, slipping off the bed.

I sat at the edge, digging in my pocket for a loose cigarette.

She stood with her back to me, waiting.

With the cigarette hanging loose in my mouth, I unclasped her bodice down her neck, patting her hip when I was finished.

Mary turned on her heel, plucking the cigarette from my mouth and taking it for herself. She leaned over me to dig out the mechanical lighter in my pocket, lighting the cigarette in front of me.

As she blew the smoke in my face, I took a deep inhale with closed eyes.

“You seem depressed.” Mary slipped the black bodice off her torso, unclasping the matching skirt as she changed.

I took the cigarette back, taking a deep inhale. “I’m distracted.”

“Clearly,” she said, raising a brow, “or you’re too pent up.”

“What does it matter?”

“You can’t keep pretending.” She crossed her arms.

I slouched a little, resting my hands on her hips mindlessly. “I’m working through it.”

“It doesn’t seem healthy. All fantasies degrade with time.” Mary searched my face for a reaction. “If you miss Edith⁠—”

“How are you and Rebecca?” I asked, taking an even deeper pull of the cigarette.

“Don’t change the subject.”

“That’s whose tongue you pretend is mine⁠—”

“I’ll remember these taunts the next time you make me wear a nurse smock,” she said, her lip pulled to a sneer.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked mockingly. “Do I at least get a meal?”

“No.” Her word was final.

I groaned, falling back until my head hit the mattress.

She crawled onto my lap, hands on my chest as she stared down at me.

I tucked my arms behind my head, closing my eyes.

“Rebecca and I are doing just fine, since you asked.”

“But she doesn’t know that?”

“It’s a bit soon.”

“I say this because I’m curious, not to be cruel.” I opened my eyes to see the dark-haired girl looking down at me. Her eyes were so large, the dark blue giving the illusion of an affectionate cat. “How do you think it will go if you admit your affections and she rejects you because the sight of you is painful enough, let alone being intimate with the spitting image of her dead lover?”

“You are saying it to be cruel.” She took the cigarette and put it out on my bare chest.

I hissed, settling once the burn faded. “I’m only thinking about the complications. She may have feelings for you, but moving anywhere past platonic might invite unwanted comparisons.”

“I won’t entertain this conversation because you’re avoiding your own coping,” she pointed out.

“And that’s why we work so well together,” I teased.

“When I thought about it, I didn’t think she’d be your type.”

“I don’t have a preference.”

“Men or women?”

“Neither are disqualifying factors.”

“What about Sidney?”

I shifted my hips under her to get comfortable. A shrug is all I offered her as an answer.

“Isn’t he neither one nor the other?” She smirked. “If it’s not a factor, why not somewhere in between? Nonconforming?”

“It’s none of my business, I don’t know.”

“Hypothetically.” She began tying her hair back into a neat updo with a ribbon.

“As a medical professional, he confounds me. As a person, I can admit I’m curious,” I said.

“So given the opportunity . . . ?” She grinned.

“I’m a man of discovery” is all I said.

“Interesting.” She seemed satisfied enough to smile and get off me.

She grabbed her stockings, shimmying them on and tying her garters. “Can you go another month without me or are you going to be worse when I come all this way to visit again?” She tossed my shirt at me.

I caught it and sat up, pulling my arms through the sleeves. “Depends.”

“So short with me today,” she mockingly pouted. “What happened to the cheeky cruelty of Mr. Novikov?”

“Perhaps next time you’ll come at a time much less arduous.”

“I will see you at dinner, then?”

“Possibly.”

“Then goodbye, for now,” she teased, slipping on her heels.

The last sound being the door fitting back into its frame and the dainty clicks of shoes down the hall.

I lay back on my bed to stare at the ceiling, digging for another cigarette, though the efforts were in vain. My quarters were a mess. Staff didn’t touch the rooms of the basement, barely allowed bedfellows, and not nearly enough of my own time was spent in this dusty hole.

My bedroom was located in the servants’ quarters. Everyone had their own room, newer staff shared, more established ones earned their solitude.

It didn’t bother me much. Though, if I knew how to relax or were home enough to use my room, perhaps I’d prefer something upstairs. One of the nice things down here is you could smell everything from the kitchen. Great for the senses, but not for the stomach.

The past year had shaken me. I look back at myself and wonder how I could have possibly predicted the situation I find myself in now. From lone wolf to responsible for a pack, from respected Fixer to disgraced by society along with Silas. And finally, having to save the woman who permanently maimed me, at the fear her death may mean my head.

Frontier medicine and at-home surgery was not impossible, but it wasn’t my specialty. We stitched her up right there in the lab. It wasn’t her head wound that worried me, it was the reason she still had seizures. Many who turn lose their chronic ailments. Alina, as always, seemed to be an exception. Unless this was our sign to escalate efforts.

That level of unsterile procedure could never have been done on a human. In this case, she may be glad she was already dead once over.

My hand trembled as I rubbed my face, my scarred skin stinging as I pressed against my eye. I wasn’t positive I was even seeing out of it anymore, considering the slightly more limited peripheral on that side.

I was being punished.

For all the havoc I’d created in my lifetime, I was paying back the time with interest. This was my life, a new station, a new mindset, and a new set of goals that were equivalent to freezing the sun.

All will be well by the end of the Appraisal, or all will come to an end.

Time won’t just tell, she’ll scream.
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THE POISONER



As with every day since waking, the day was slow, my body was slower.

My first task was training my body to adjust to keep down anything of substance, even if it was nutritionally deficient. Amelia had made czernina with plain human blood to begin expanding my stomach. Because of the cooked nature, I could keep it down, which is all I could ask for. I didn’t dare drink bloodwine, even if I was mostly positive that I was well enough to earn some inebriation.

With my soup in a coffee cup, I could take small sips as I worked. Lab rules were broken today, but that was fine so long as I didn’t have any instruments out.

The warm broth gave me some comfort. The fatigue was an ongoing battle that simply couldn’t be fought without proper food.

On the positive side, with the added hydration, I could extract more venom from myself. Eventually I made it to six flasks, which may become two or three after reduction.

The distillation apparatus dripped like a metronome to keep my journaling pace. The noontime sun coming from the skylight shone on me as if I were on a stage. The clear venom became slightly clouded as the excess water was removed from the solution.

One observation was that there was no smell. I could name almost every chemical scent in the lab now, but not venom. Blood, sweat, and other secretions were easy to pin . . . but not venom.

Venom was always a slow collection process. So was the process of concentrating it. But in order to be able to test with it, I’d need a lot more.

A gentle rasp at the entrance pulled me from my thoughts.

Sidney opened the door. His body language was loose, his shirt open and his shoulder-length hair pulled back into a small tail.

“Your presence is requested.” Even Sidney couldn’t help but be distracted by the laboratory.

“Immediately?”

“At your leisure.” He tucked his hands into the pockets of his trousers. Even when dressed so informally, somehow he looked quite fashionable. Not nearly enough to wear it outside, but I suppose when you were covered up to your neck in sailor tattoos, there was no point in impressing society.

“How do you get them to stay?” I tipped my pen at his torso.

He looked down, pulling the shirt open a little to stare at the imagery. “Had them before.” He shrugged. The open shirt revealed more.

Overpowered by curiosity, I stood, staring at his chest like a man at a brothel. Just under the pectoral muscle was a jagged scar, but it could almost be missed. Only a slight difference in color and without much texture due to phenomenal healing. There were two, one on each side of the chest.

“Those too?” I hovered my finger above them, but pulled back.

He tipped his head, granting permission to touch.

I ran my fingertip over the scar. “Is this why mine stayed?” I gestured to my abdomen.

“Some even keep the bite mark that turned them,” he said. “Depends on the condition of your body before turning.”

His tattoos were still fairly vibrant, a red chrysanthemum covered the front of his neck and the side, then patchwork filling in all around the chest, arms, and fingers. I had no reason to doubt he had them all over.

“Look at this one,” he said, shimmying his shirt down his shoulders and turning around. A large bunch of roses covered the back, full of bright red thorns. The sharp stems braided into the lower back and disappeared past his beltline.

“Quite the display.” I traced over the shoulders. “How long did it take?”

“For all of them? A collection of years. One in every place I visited.” He shrugged the shirt back on.

He was quite tall, only a little bit more than I, and lean with a tapered torso. Unlike some others, Sidney wasn’t too muscled, but enough to know he was probably quick and agile.

“What did you do before?” I watched him button the shirt halfway. “If you don’t mind.”

“Sailor.” He grinned. “I had a record, so the docks were the only place I could find fair pay.”

“And you’re from⁠—”

“Éire.” It sounded so nice with his brogue. “Or I-re-land as you lot call it.” His overenunciated queen’s English of the name at least made me smile.

“I wanted to say thank you,” I said, clasping my hands behind my back, “for the other day.”

He waved his hand dismissively and tipped his head toward the door. “Happy to see you look much stronger today.” He held the door for me as we began our walk.

The kitchen was preparing for the many nights of hosting. There was a new smell every time I left a room. It certainly made me miss my full palate, but even with limited flavors they always made it worth eating. I should be so lucky with my condition.

The parlor had been rearranged with larger tables for routine breakfast service. The lounge furniture was moved along the perimeter and cafe sets dotted the majority of the room. The hallway had a couple extra sofas by the windows as we passed. The decorative weapons on the wall had since been replaced with more portraits of horses; my most logical guess was liabilities.

The door to the master bedroom was already open. As we approached, a member of the staff waltzed through the door with a red dress over his arm like a matador. Much like a bull, the color pulled my eye. But with Sidney’s guiding hand on my back, I was sucked into the room instead of going where the eye traveled.

Red—everywhere.

Fabrics, skirts, dresses, shoes, ties, and handkerchiefs. It was like I was back in the dress shop, except it was more than dresses.

Silas was conversing with two other men; one had a long measuring tape draped over his neck, the other a pincushion tied around the wrist. Both looked quite suave, similar in style to what Silas favored for his own wardrobe.

His eye caught me in his peripheral vision. At first it was cold, a dash of annoyance from instructing far too many people in so little time.

But then he took a second look and realized that it was me.

He didn’t even explain to the tailors as he abandoned the conversation with no hesitation.

“There you are.” He smiled, cupping my face with both hands and kissing the top of my head. “I know Phoebe fashioned you with day clothes, but I don’t think she remembered evening wear.”

“I thought representatives were due to arrive tomorrow evening?” I took a grand look at the state of his room. “It’s a bit late to be making anything.”

The chairs were draped with several fabrics, all different weaves and textures. On the bed were accessories neatly displayed to be matched. Two mannequins were propped in the middle of the room with a standing block beside them. A full mirror was placed in front of the block for viewing.

Silas laughed as if I’d said something truly amusing, waving me forward.

By the lack of signature panic that usually overcomes the man, I had a feeling he wasn’t aware of my medical emergency. I suppose Luka didn’t tell him yet.

I glanced at Sidney, his position firmly planted by the door.

“Sidney is your shadow for the duration of the visit.” Silas pointed at Sidney without looking. “He is forbidden to leave your side for any reason other than my say-so.”

“Outsourcing your stalking?” I teased.

“As much as I would love to watch you for all hours of the day, my attention will be split.” He did a light shove on my chest, knocking me down into a parlor chair.

“What about if I were to take a nap?” I suggested. “Should he watch me sleep?”

“Yes.” Silas threw a dress my way. “Please undress, we need an idea of your sizing in”—he paused to check his watch—“twenty minutes if we want to cut fabric by the end of the hour.”

“What if I am undressing?” I glanced over my shoulder at Sidney, who shook his head at me.

“Sidney, turn around.” Silas snapped his fingers at him.

Sidney did as he was told, facing himself toward the door.

I reached behind to undo my bodice, then the skirt, kicking it awkwardly.

“You’re moving too slow,” he mumbled, nearly buzzing around me to take the dress, opening it, and gesturing upward.

I lifted my arms straight. The lightheadedness not as terrible as before.

He tugged the dress over my head, spinning me by my hips to clasp the back. It was a long, simple dress with gatherings across the neckline that continued off the shoulder. In the middle was an oval brooch of gold and what looked possibly like garnet.

“What if I am to bathe?” I hummed, staring up at the wall as Silas dressed me.

“What of it?”

I gestured to Sidney.

“You may instruct him to be outside your door, but no farther than a single step past the door.” Silas walked away to gather shoes.

I lowered back down into the chair, crossing one leg over the other as I watched.

He glanced at me once, then returned for a longer stare.

I quirked my brow, which earned me a smirk.

Gesturing with the tip of my head, I reminded him of my personal bodyguard still being present.

“You need a set.” He went to the side drawer of the bedside table, grabbing a red velvet box.

“Need?” I mumbled.

“You’d be practically naked without.”

“I could simply go in the nude.”

He opened the box, pulling out a string of fine pearls.

I glanced from the glistening pearls to him as he approached.

He draped it over my head for it to rest loose on my neck.

But he wasn’t finished.

He went to his desk, another drawer holding smaller boxes. He tossed them all in my lap. When I opened them, there were pearl earrings, bracelets, a hair pin. He went to the ottoman at the end of the bed, opening it for three more boxes, then leaned back down to pile on two more.

“What is all of this?” I looked at him in abject horror, either from fear of the cost or the possibility it was all strung from more personal material again.

“Yours” is all he said, pulling out a larger string of pearls as he stepped behind me, layering another set as the gems clattered against one another.

“What if I refuse?”

The strings rippled up my chest before they pulled snug around my throat, Silas’s hands bunching them at the nape of my neck. He leaned down to my ear. “Don’t break my heart just yet.” He pulled a little tighter. “Wear them well, hold yourself upright, and I can strip you of everything after a good show,” he teased.

I tilted my head backward as he stared down at me. “You’re mistaken. I don’t think I have good enough breeding for such a show.”

He let go of the pearls, opening one of the other boxes. A smaller piece, a rosary to match the necklaces, with a golden cross laid with seed pearls. Whoever made it must not have minded the sin of prodigality, but the commissioner I already knew suffered from great pride and avarice.

“They say rotting wealth will consume your flesh like fire.” I traced my finger over the detailing of the chair arm.

“Is that so?” He placed one hand on each arm of the chair to glower over me, the pearls clutched in his grip.

“I can hold myself well without riches,” I said.

“Consume your flesh like fire,” he repeated, placing the pearl-clutching hand on my leg, pushing the fabric skirt up as he leaned in. “Will it be my flesh?” he whispered in my ear, then his cool hand slipped between my thighs. “Or yours?”

I glanced toward Sidney, wondering if he was hearing this. Thank the Lord above he wasn’t seeing it.

Silas touched me, slipping his fingers between my legs. The pearls rubbed against my clit, his fingers facing no resistance when they slipped inside.

I flinched, refusing to look at him.

My face was hotter than a whistling kettle. If I got any warmer I may be deemed feverishly ill. At the same time, it was completely disturbing of me to be enjoying any part of this.

He removed his fingers halfway, then pushed in, but it included one or two beads of pearls.

My face snapped to him, and our noses touched.

Such a wicked, devilish grin on the most nefarious Creature.

He pushed in a few more beads, leaning down to whisper in my ear as he stroked, our cheeks pressed together. “I believe it is your flesh afire.” His words were smooth like decade-old bourbon, a flavor so vivid in the mind I could feel it on my tongue before the desire desiccated into a moan.

I gasped when he pressed farther, a crowded pressure from the inside, the slick pearls easily slipping to the back as his fingers moved.

“Such a rare beauty requires an appropriate amount of care, especially when handling,” he said, the last pearl pressing inside as he held his hand there. “You’ll carry them delicately, won’t you?”

He removed his fingers from me, the crucifix dangling down, held by the pearls. It tickled against my thigh.

Silas looked sincere. “You’ll be paying for those if they drop and break.” He licked his fingers, the split tongue dancing over the wetness as he savored it. “We don’t want that.” He smiled.

“No, we don’t,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean you’re getting them back at the end of the night.”

“We will see,” he accepted the challenge, “though I don’t know how I feel negotiating with a thief.”

“You’re right, I could steal far more than pearls.” I stood from the chair slowly. The necklace was secure, the cross pressed between my thighs.

I stepped up to the mirror, smoothing my hands down my waist and hips to get a feel for the shape and cut. The dress was rather beautiful, a bit more reflective. With the tighter fit and gloss of the fabric, it looked quite seductive; possibly too much so.

Silas stood beside the mirror, simply watching.

I did a turn, then gathered my hair to imagine the completed look.

It was hard to look at myself in the mirror. A strange concoction of shame and vanity. My skin was so pale it was comparative to marble, blemishless, smooth, and pink undertones had to fight to come through. Some veins of my arms appeared black, easily mistaken for a smear of charcoal here and there.

The poliosis among black hair made my eyes a bit frightening with my already peculiar appearance.

“I’m dreadful.” I bit my lip as I studied myself.

Silas stepped up, looking in the mirror as he stood behind me to see as I saw myself. He tipped his head, touching my arms to pull them away from my hair and let it fall. With gathering hands, he draped the midnight waves down my back, clearing the way to see my face and neck more.

“You are the most terrifying woman,” he said with such adoration, “you could stop a heart with just a flutter of those pretty lashes.”

I avoided my reflection for the view of the floor.

Silas took my head between his hands and pointed my face back to the mirror. I stared at his eyes through the reflection.

“One would be so lucky to see those eyes before they pass, and if they somehow survived, they may become a poet just to tell the tale,” he said pointedly.

I didn’t want to look sad, but somehow I found myself melting.

“Wear this for me?” he asked so sweetly, his hands smoothing down either side of my neck before placing his lips on my shoulder, “it’s just the household tonight before we have to perform for guests.”

I leaned back into him, and he wrapped his arms around my shoulders, squeezing tightly as he kissed the side of my face.
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Tonight’s dinner was buffet style. The entire dining table was full of small plates and bite-sized food. Just a taste test for the dinners of the days to come. One half was the designated menu for the Hosts, the other half was for the Vipera palate.

The teardrop pearls in my ears tickled my skin as they swayed, so did the crucifix between my legs with each sweep of my heel. My hair was mostly up, the length that wasn’t pinned was finely curled and draped over my shoulder. Multiple layers of pearls secured high on my neck and then some slightly looser fell between my breasts. The opera gloves cut off mid-biceps, and my rings shimmered over the silk of my fingers.

My most important accessory—Silas’s arm looped through mine.

He wore a black set, as usual, except his tie and handkerchief matched my dress, and a mother-of-pearl collar pin.

“My dear girl, you are simply haunting,” Phoebe’s voice chirped as she came to my other arm, then surprisingly, a playful nip at my ear.

“Are you already drunk?” I pinched her chin and shook it.

“Only five.”

“Five? Glasses? Bottles?”

“A lady never discusses her diet,” she quipped, then stared at her brother. “You should have some too, settle your nerves.”

“Nerves?” He raised his brow. “I wouldn’t quite pin that as the emotion of choice.”

“If you say so,” she huffed, “but I’m stealing her. Find something else to do.”

He patted my arm to tell me to let go, giving me a playful brow raise before Phoebe dragged me away.

“Tonight is a night of celebration for how far we’ve come,” she giggled, placing a glass in my hand.

It was a clear Pontarlier glass with a Scheele green liquor in the reservoir.

“Absinthe?” I mumbled.

“As the French say, À la tienne!” She chimed her glass to mine and drank.

I took a sip, the flavor mostly preserved from the limited sense of taste. I suppose most liquors’ flavor was from strong poisons, so there was no surprise it was included in the Vipera tongue.

Phoebe tipped her head into mine as she wrapped an arm around me.

We watched as our household buzzed to different foods, the candle flames dancing as they moved to and fro. Not even the chandelier was lit tonight. Just the collection of candles on the tables and the enormous mantel. Some took nooks by the street windows, others leaned on walls or pulled out lounging seats. Soon the entire home would have to be firing on all pistons between staff, lighting, presentation, and maintenance. But for now, it was only us. One more night of peace.

“The pearls are nice.” Phoebe touched the ones on my neck, rolling them between her fingers.

“It’s new to me.” I shrugged. “Not that I would have dared look at something so costly.”

“As much as I disagree with a lot of my brother’s attitudes, he does have taste.”

“Expensive taste, not sure how fashionable it truly is.”

“Expensive will always be fashionable,” she joked.

“What do you think of that?” I tipped my head across the room.

Luka looked monstrous next to Mary. She was speaking to him, fast and pointed. Her hands were gesturing as she spoke. You would have thought she may have been scolding him, if it weren’t for brief curls of the edges of her lips.

He didn’t speak back, just listened with a tilted head and hands behind his back.

“Strange times, strange friends,” Phoebe said, “though they seem to get closer every time the Buffalo girls visit.”

“Rebecca, what do you think?” Phoebe said over her shoulder.

Rebecca tipped her head, not bothering to push herself off the wall as she drank the blood in her cup. Her eyes only stayed on Mary and Luka for a moment before she shook her head. “None of our business.”

“The point of socializing is at least entertaining the conversation,” Phoebe huffed.

“There’s more noteworthy conversations than simple gossip.” Rebecca’s eye twitched as she finished off what remained in her cup. “I have one for you, Alina.”

My throat was already dry before the swallow, but somehow the way she said my name made it a harder gulp.

“What do you think about self-determination of the city Nests?” Rebecca did abandon her comfort spot by the wall to step into our little gossip circle. The metallic tinge on her breath mixed with a distinctly fermented quality indicated bloodwine was the sponsor of this conversation, which meant there was a high chance it wouldn’t fare well for one of us. “Or even the self-determination of the individuals of a Nest?”

It seemed as though it was an easy question, but still interrogative. Combative, even.

“We,” I said, gesturing to Phoebe, “had discussed with the other city establishments that we believed in their right to be their own establishments, even if we are successful with our treaties with the other Nests.”

“So you’re fine if they decide to partner with, say, antagonistic Nests to gain more favor in trade or resources?” She raised a brow.

I wasn’t sure where this was coming from, but she was adamant.

“I’m sure we would establish treaties to support them before they would turn to others.” I thought carefully. “But they did not give the impression that they liked the aristocratic European Nests to begin with, given their American spirit.”

“And you’d bet lives on it?” She crossed her arms. “Do you trust them enough to think of us if the opportunity arose?”

“For them to trust us, we have to trust them.”

“How do you know they’re not already tainted?” Rebecca laughed. “For someone who was so paranoid about safety, you sure don’t think about anyone’s but your own.”

“Rebecca,” Phoebe hissed.

“What do you expect me to do?” I gestured for Phoebe to back down. “I don’t know if this is events of the past resurfacing, but realistically, what would you have me do? Shall I offer the blood from my veins or the flesh of my body again to appease every coveting eye of our Nest?” Now I laughed. “I cannot guarantee people live or die by my rules, but we can all adjust and take things as steadily as possible. The last thing we need in this very delicate balance is to anger what few allies we have by accusing them of things they may or may not do in the future.”

Rebecca was silent, but the look of disdain on her face as she looked at me . . .

This wasn’t about politics, it was about Adeline. It was about Edith. It was about me.

“Will you run away when things get tough? Just like Buffalo?” Rebecca wasn’t going to let it go.

“If coming here was abandonment on my part, what does that say about you? You’re here, with me, enjoying luxuries that only exist because of the work I had done,” I argued. “At least Mary felt some sort of duty to stay.”

“I cannot return because of the atrocities that happened on your watch.” Rebecca poked a finger into my chest.

“So whose watch was it when Edith had a knife to Phoebe’s⁠—”

There was a heavy knock at the door followed by a chorus of chimes from the doorbell. It was merely background noise to begin with, then it was louder.

I looked to Phoebe, and she was taking a head count to see if we were missing someone. All seemed accounted for, which led me to look to Silas and Luka.

Silas was whispering harshly to him, holding his head low as if to hide his words from curious eyes. Luka’s brows knit together, his unblinking stare at the door as he imagined who could possibly be behind it at this day and hour.

The longer someone waited to answer the door, the quieter the room got. Soon it was not just an ignorable knock, but then the bell chimed too.

There was no staff tonight.

Not even a maid after dinner was set.

Silas looked over at us, but his eyes were on Phoebe.

Even the redheaded sprite was becoming irate with the lack of a response. She took two hesitant steps, then they became more assured with every click of the heel as she approached the door. Everyone watched her, I could barely hear even a breath.

She stood on her toes, looking through the viewfinder of the door.

As she did so, you could sense the heaviness of her breathing. The involuntary bite of the lip before she looked back at Silas.

The minute she looked at him, he knew.

Phoebe grasped the doorknob, twisting slowly before the sounds of the street mingled with the music scratching on the phonograph.

Then the tap of a new pair of shoes to enter the household.

The devil in white.

“Apologies, I assumed dinner was much later,” Levi Astor laughed, pressing his palm to his forehead forgetfully, “or my children changed the time on me.”

Luka was as pale as a sheet, Silas was colder than I’d ever seen him. It was like all muscles and emotions had been turned off with the opening of that door. A wall was built, fortified, and ready for this interaction.

Levi stepped into the room, the tap of his shoes echoing along with the gentle chime of the playing phonograph.

He stopped in front of Silas. From the side, they looked nearly the same. Levi’s cheeks were hollowed more, the smile lines more prominent with age. The facial hair was the defining difference, along with the white and tan suit.

He placed his hand on Silas’s shoulder, a proud smile on his face as he squeezed. The many rings on his fingers glistened, a collection bought from blood.

“It’s good to see you, my boy.” He leaned in. “It’s been overdue.”

Silas’s jaw was so tight I could see the muscles twist. He patted his old man on the shoulder and moved his own away from his grip. “You’re early.”

“Phoebe invited me.” Mr. Astor pointed directly to the pink sprite so nobody could make any misinterpretation.

“I did not—” she said quickly, but not before Silas’s eyes darkened.

Mr. Astor turned to Luka, a toothy grin showing off gold caps on his fangs. “In all the years I’ve known you, I’m honored to see you grow into the man you are,” he said cheerily, but Luka’s mind had since left the building. A small bit of blood trickled from his injured eye.

“Oh! Clean yourself up.” Mr. Astor tossed him his handkerchief before fully making it through the archway for the food. He clasped his hands together in such delight. “Look at you all,” he sighed, then spoke over his shoulder to Silas, “You really have something so quaint here.”

Levi moved along before he spotted me.

I looked to Silas; he shook his head ever so slightly at me.

Levi scooped up my hand. If I wasn’t wearing gloves, the kiss on my knuckle would have made me physically recoil.

“My dear, you look even better than the last time I saw you,” he said, loud enough for all to hear. I could only hope Silas assumed he was referring to long ago, when my father was still alive. But I knew he meant upon waking.

“I appreciate the compliment.” I watched him tensely. Every movement from him felt like waiting for a strike. No matter the genial appearance, there was always something lurking. The fact he hadn’t attempted to kill any of us was suspect, but the way he seemed all too happy to be here was making my ears ring.

“Don’t let my interruption disrupt anything!” he said, speaking even louder. “You’ve built such a beautiful home.”

Some seemed to continue their conversations tentatively before the initial tenseness melted into the night.

“I’m excited to get to know you all this next week. How do you feel?” He spoke only to me, the candlelight reflecting off the back of his eyes. His pupils were wide, a mania behind the jovial disposition.

“I am well,” I said slowly, clearing my throat before reluctantly practicing my manners. “And yourself?”

“Oh, it’s all the same. Seasick on the way over,” he sighed, looking up at the room. “I’m glad he put my money to good use.”

“The architecture is quite beautiful.”

“Are you comfortable here?”

“I would say so.” I looked where he did. He was eyeing a painting, a blond woman holding a child, an odd composition. There was a bit of space behind the female figure. Then my stomach dropped. It was supposed to be a family portrait. Traditionally, the paternal figure was in the empty space.

Without moving my head, I eyed him.

The smiling facade nearly cracked, his eyes a bit intense. I believed he forgot where he was steering the conversation.

“We are going to have much fun together, little Alya.” His eyes slowly turned to me, then his head followed.

The sound of such a childish diminutive was squeezing my chest. It was like he wanted to pervert what was once my father’s warmest words. There were very few moments between my father and I that weren’t cold. Every interaction was either trying to prepare me for a man’s world, yet they still failed the task. The only thing I had was the way he said my name.

“More than you know,” I smiled politely, but I did not shy away from letting the polite semblance disappear before his eyes. There was no point in pretending. He knew it, I knew it. “Drink carefully in this house.” I finished the absinthe and placed the empty glass in his hand.

My heart was racing, ready to claw its way up my throat and onto the floor if it could not escape the positions I put myself in.

And the night continued without further interruption, a room’s length kept between myself and our guest.
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THE FIXER



There was a monster in our midst.

All we could do was smile and serve it pleasantries to satiate its insatiable bile.

The flowers arrived fresh this morning, lilies and eucalyptus. Most Nests don’t need the strongest, most fragrant arrangements for any given day. But with the arrival of such diverse cultures, we needed them for our own sanity.

Especially for when they began the preparation of the meat.

There is a reason why we handpick staff with strong stomachs and weak resolve. Only a select number of people could prepare human meat without flinching.

The florals just distracted from the smell of stale cadaver.

I stood by the railing of the grand staircase, watching the guests arrive in their Sunday best. The weather was acceptable, a shame most of our time would be spent inside. I already felt the itch for fresh air in such a suffocating space. Perfumes, flowers, colognes, cigars, and more perfume. My eye was irritated again, this time it wasn’t due to stress. My body at this point was used to constant environmental pressure.

Very soon, the only guest I wanted to speak to stepped through the door.

“Ilyukah!” I smiled, my arm shooting out for a first grip of the hand.

“Lukonya,” Ilya grinned, and pulled me in as we shook, a tight, one-arm hug followed by a slap on the shoulder. “God, it is good to see you other than when you’re on a job,” he laughed.

Ilya and I hadn’t seen each other in so long, but just one familiar face was enough to lighten the mood.

We used to joke we could pass as brothers. The same tan skin and dark hair, except he had these eyes on him, a kind of brown and green hazel. I used to call him a cat because of the partial heterochromia.

“It’s like you two didn’t miss a day,” a lovely voice came from behind him.

A blonde took his arm when we let go of each other. Her teal eyes were so light they reminded me of tropical waters. Her fair skin almost as light as her hair. Her dress was a turquoise color with matching beads elevating the design.

“Madame Isabella.” I tipped my head, taking her hand and greeting politely. “You two look well.”

“It’s been a prosperous decade.” Ilya squeezed my shoulder. “You and I are having a cigar and something to warm the stomach later.”

“The cure to all life’s friction,” I joked, before gesturing into the home. “We will be having refreshments on the rooftop soon for lunch.”

The two of them stepped away, ready to impress upon the other guests. Most of the Nests never interacted unless there was an Appraisal, which came few and far between. Not only was it a trial, but it doubled as a way to inspect the prosperity of their competition. They claimed these organizations kept it civil. The fantasy of alliances when they were really holding pistols to each other’s heads for long enough that they must remind one another what happens when one steps out of line.

Just by counting the heads as they came in, we should have almost everyone. Staff stood at the door, ready to check names and coats. We hired extra Vipera for security, at least one in every room at all times. Some were instructed to hover over Hosts, others to watch Silas, Sidney was assigned to Alina.

Myself? I was assigned to Levi.

Luckily, he was fond of making people aware of his presence. He was social, brightly colored—like a butterfly. A silly comparison, but he really draws the eye with such a peacock display. He was relaxed and conversational, which was usually a bad sign for whoever he was after. Such assured confidence only meant he had yet to reveal what was up his sleeve. He wasn’t going to let this trial go as easily as he let on.

Phoebe was there by his side, making light conversation with people she may have only seen briefly when she was a child, completely unaware of her privilege. She will lose that childlike optimism as she ages. She truly believed her father could be swayed if she continued to keep contact with him. The fact she hid it told me she may already suspect that she had made a mistake. I did not believe she was stupid enough to tell him anything important, but Levi could spin hay into gold. Even something as small as gossip could serve as leverage.

Silas was nowhere in sight. I suspected on the roof already. The boy had much to learn before he had any chance of outpacing his father, but the trauma had stewed into some sort of maturity—enough to know he would not last three minutes near his father’s taunts.

Alina had been quiet since Levi’s arrival.

While I did not think she was hotheaded, not now, especially, there was no telling what Levi could say to get under her skin. My bets were on comments about her dearly departed father.

Level tempers and careful replies were the best chances we had for surviving this Appraisal.

When I turned to walk away, I was nose to nose with the devil himself.

Levi glanced past my shoulder, then back at me. “You know, she could have been your wife if you’d said the word.”

“I’m not interested in my friend’s wife.”

“Isabella, Irene, Basilia, Celestria⁠—”

“Levi.”

“You were my best man.” A sigh of deep disappointment, like being spoken down to as a child. “Such fierce loyalty. I could have sworn on my life that you would have died rather than betray the blood that turned you.”

His pupils couldn’t even fit a pin with the way he stared at me. It was hard keeping our eyes locked for so long, not sure whether to expect a lash or a string of words that will haunt you for at least a millennia.

“Now that I think about it, you didn’t betray my blood per se. Just moved to next of kin.” He smiled. “On to younger, tighter things?”

Just the insinuation disgusted me enough into losing whatever appetite I could spare past breakfast. “I suppose that’s what you expect, since that’s what you would do.” I glanced between his eyes, expecting to feel the sting of his heavily decorated backhand against my cheek.

“Such a shame.”

“I had no choice.”

“At first, it may be,” he said with a shrug, “but you chose to stay, did you not?”

I didn’t dignify him with an answer. The best thing I could do was walk away, so I did.
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THE POISONER



Bees bumped into each other as they swapped flowers. They built their coats and stuffed their socks with pollen. The rooftop must have been like a sweet buffet for such lovely little creatures.

Among the buzz, chiming of glasses and humble chatter filled the immediate vicinity. Listening closer, there was a bustling of hooves, wheels, and feet below.

The street wasn’t as busy, but in an hour or two, by noon, it would be full. Occasionally, a sharp chiming of hammer on stone from the construction zone, blocked by wood planks and tarps.

Carriages were able to line up in front of the apartments next door, filling the rooms with guests and their trunks.

“Now that I think about it, I’m willing to try,” Silas said beside me.

He finished the last of his champagne and swiped another as the staff walked by.

“Try?”

“Jumping,” he said, “it could be high enough.”

“Silas.”

“Count of three and we can avoid the socializing altogether?” he suggested.

“You can’t avoid your father like that.”

“Watch me.”

“I won’t.” I pinched his arm. “Get those impulsive words out before you become reactive.”

He took a deep and somber inhale, his eyes closing as he breathed in through the nose, then released tensely in the form of a whistle through his mouth.

“We will be fine as long as we are calm, poised, and level.” I even said it with a smile, so he would believe at least a little bit of it.

“You don’t know him.” He looked off stubbornly, taking down the next flute of champagne.

“I don’t need to know him personally,” I scoffed. “I’ve known men like him all my life.”

He rolled his eyes at me.

“They create wounds just to stick their fingers in and squirm them around, because it’s fun and they have nothing better to do or it makes them feel superior.” I squeezed his arm, tilting my head to force my gaze to meet his. “Don’t give him the opportunity.”

He took an even deeper breath, closing his eyes. He was either meditating or about to expel breakfast along with the champagne.

The wind pulled a hair out of place, tickling his nose as his eyelids twitched, screwing them shut to force some sort of tranquility over his mind.

I combed my fingers through his hair to fix it, cupping his face to bring him back down to earth.

“Silas,” I whispered, my other hand placed on his chest.

His eyes opened slightly, his head leaning into my palm.

“Have you been meditating?” I asked.

“Luka’s instructions,” he mumbled. “I’m working on it.”

“Restraint does look good on you.”

He raised a brow. “I thought you loved my wild charm?” he said sarcastically.

“We will see how long you make it last,” I winked.

“God, you’re just⁠—”

I tapped his face to snap him out of it. “Don’t get soft now.”

“Yes, dear.”

“God, you get more handsome by the decade.” A voice as bubbly and light as rosé.

I thought my eyes were deceiving me.

A beautiful blonde, like an angel, approached. She was like a gentle coastal breeze on sea campion petals. Her eyes were a cool turquoise, the dress matched perfectly. Beside her was another just like her, identical. Except the other wore a deeper blue, and her expression was less animated.

The first one kissed Silas’s cheek, and he wrapped his arms around her waist tightly. His smile was relieved, so bright.

When she let go, he reached out to me, his hand resting on my back.

“Isabella, Irene—this is my wife.” My wife.

“A pleasure.” I held out my hand.

“Oh, no need for that,” she laughed, voice smooth and mature, and she graciously squeezed me into a hug. “We’re family now, after all.”

I looked to Silas while she squeezed.

The other one, Irene, did take my hand to shake once Isabella let go.

“Don’t worry, I’m not much of a hugger either.” She was stern, but playful all the same.

“These are my sisters,” Silas told me. “Isabella is the eldest daughter, Irene is the second.”

“Only by two minutes.” Irene shrugged.

“We share the same mother,” Silas continued.

“May she rest in peace.” Isabella signed the cross. “But that woman really did make the prettiest of the siblings.”

“Isabella.” Irene nudged her.

“It’s true.” Isabella quirked a brow.

I was beginning to see that all his siblings shared the same haughtiness.

They all looked so refined. That same angelic air with wicked tongues and wit. Somehow I was becoming more aware of how I looked to these outsiders. I did not look like them or act like them. I was not raised to know the intricacies of their world, their customs, or the leisure their generations of wealth afforded them.

“It’s so nice to see you picked someone so unique,” Isabella commented, her hand already in my face to touch my eyebrow. “What an interesting thing you are. What is your breeding?”

Silas pushed her hand away. I spotted a tenseness in his smile. “Don’t be rude.”

“I just want to know all about her.” She looked almost offended as she turned back to me. “Your accent doesn’t sound entirely English.”

“My parents came from Poland, but I was raised in England,” I told her.

“Oh, a Slav!”

“Jesus Christ, Isabella, can you have some tact?” he scolded her.

“I can say it! I love Slavs. I married one, remember?” she snapped at him, as if he was the one to know better. “You are so lovely. I hope you feel welcome so far. I am only a telegraph away. I’ll leave my card on the tray downstairs.”

“Did you say hello to Phoebe yet?” Silas changed the subject.

“Who?” she mumbled.

“The new one,” Irene said.

“Which one is that?” Isabella scratched behind her ear.

“The strawberry-blonde in pink,” Silas said. “Aston.”

“Aston?” Irene looked perplexed. “I don’t remember father introducing any Dam named Aston.”

“In all fairness, he’s had too many,” Isabella bickered.

“The one in pink, go greet her. She is excited to meet you.” Silas shooed them. The mention of their own importance seemed to do the trick.

I was holding back a smile.

“What is it?” he grumbled.

I shook my head and lifted a shoulder.

“Say it.”

“They’re lovely.” I grinned. “That’s all.”

“I envy you,” he sighed.

“Pardon?”

“No siblings, no father.”

I smacked his arm.

“I don’t think I’ll last the day,” he groaned. “Perhaps you can poison me and the entire visit will fly by as fast as an osprey.”

“Keep it together, you are doing just fine.”

“I will, but you’ll hear about it later.”

“So be it.” I squeezed his arm as it looped in mine, watching the rooftop fill with guests.

Even when I knew of his family dynamic, it still took me by surprise to see it in the flesh. I knew he had sisters other than Phoebe, but seeing them made me think there was more to learn about him. One door opened, three more appeared, and you never knew what would be behind them unless you picked the lock and forced it open yourself.

I didn’t blame him; we didn’t have much time to discuss things such as family trees or childhood melancholia. As a naturally curious person, a sneaking itch of jealousy bloomed knowing that there was more to discover about him. That there were people who have known him for far longer than I have been alive. But that instinct in me only drove me to excitement, knowing I had, quite literally, all the time in the world to piece him together.
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The smells of florals and cooked meat were making me equally hungry and nauseous. The guests gathered within the rooms to lounge before the dinner service began. With a week’s worth of preparation, I was anticipating quite a meal to remember.

Staff fluttered around with trays of small bites. At the bar, they had bloodwine and an absinthe fountain, preparing the French way, Phoebe claimed. They refused to turn on any gas lamps, candlelight only. It was my preference, but it was also to appeal to the older Vipera who shared my taste.

Across the room I spotted Luka. I lifted a champagne flute at him before he was distracted by some movement of the guests. Sidney stood beside him, a couple words exchanged before they both laughed.

Silas was doing better than I expected. Much like when I’d observed him secretly in the past, he was entirely different than he was with me. He was sharp, direct, and rather cordial. I suppose he saved some of his worst behavior only for me. Or it is because he was a degenerate with me that he is able to be socially tameable otherwise.

“Such a lonely girl,” Mr. Astor’s voice pestered my ear. “No one to keep you company tonight?”

“I suppose I have esteemed guests such as yourself to encroach upon my moment of silence.” My smile was entirely too tense, it ached in my cheeks.

“A short interruption, I promise.” He dug through his inner jacket pocket.

Mr. Astor produced a small box, an old velvet that was worn on the sides. He placed it in my hand, closing my fingers over it with his other. “It would be rude of me not to offer an engagement gift.”

“You’re too generous,” I said, straight-faced. “We don’t expect such a gesture.”

“I insist.” He smiled, a flash of gold from the tip of his fang. “It’s the least I can do, even when we find ourselves in such tense situations. Family is still family.”

“Of course.” I stared at his hand, still clasping mine. “I will offer my thanks from the both of us.”

“I’m so glad to hear.” He patted the back of my hand to make sure it was well in my grasp, then retreated without another word.

The way he stopped talking was the first cause for suspicion.

The metallic sound of the dinner gong formally announced the meal. It resonated through the bottom floor, pulling everyone’s ear to the dining room.

Yet I couldn’t pull myself from the small box in my hand.

“There you are.” Silas turned the corner, his hand resting on my back. “What is that?”

“A gift, I believe.” I ran my fingers along the scuffed edges. Most of the felt had been rubbed off, revealing the original wood.

I pulled it open, the hinges a bit too tight and worn.

A ring.

It was a gold band, no gemstones, but there were intricate knotted patterns carved into the outer band.

Silas was still, his eyes entirely locked onto the piece of jewelry.

The guests filed past us, their cheery chatter and hungry excitement did little to distract from the thing in my hand.

“What is this?” I pulled it out of its cushion.

As I did so, I realized the patina on it was not from age.

The black crust turned to powder as my finger dragged across.

It was old blood.

Silas’s breathing was now audible, the blood in the whites of his eyes filling fast. He turned quick, but not before I caught his arm.

His face whipped in my direction, his posture towering as the light from the parlor rooms cast his silhouette over me. “Let go.”

“Get a hold on yourself.” I only spoke as harshly as he did.

His shoulders rose and fell as his chest heaved. He was seething. I thought venom would come from every pore in his body if he let it simmer long enough.

“Stay here.” I pointed to the place he stood before pushing past him.

My body jolted when he grabbed my arm.

His face was in the light now.

Instead of the unbridled rage, the snared teeth and carnal violence—all I saw was pain.

He was struggling. More than I had ever seen or known him capable of.

“Don’t go.” The words were so grave, I thought they may have been desperate. “I need a moment.”

He let go of my arm.

The room emptied finally, footsteps disappeared until it turned to the chiming of cutlery a few rooms over.

I pulled him around to the dark hallway by the private study, someplace closed off. Only a large potted fern at the end of the hall to keep us company.

“Are you well?” I angled my head to try to catch his gaze. “Silas, talk to me.”

“It’s my mother’s,” he finally said, looking at the box in my hand, “and all the others after her.”

I shook my head, the gift becoming more perplexing with every detail that unwrapped it.

“I do not think it is by chance”—he swallowed, getting angrier as he thought about it—“that we met.”

“What are you saying?”

“Since the beginning,” he laughed. “Of course.”

“There is no time for riddles, speak plainly.”

“He wouldn’t allow Phoebe a friend out of kindness. He didn’t allow any outsiders. No exceptions,” he sneered. “But for what reason he would break his rules, I do not know.”

“Well, it makes sense with all the time my father spent with him. Between all the time in the lab and the research funding.”

Silas stilled.

For once, he looked quite sickly, a bit feverish.

“Look at me.” I forced eye contact, holding his face. “We will get through this. He is trying to get to you. Remember what we said about the fingers in the wounds?”

He nodded.

“You are doing phenomenal.”

“I can’t do this.” He shook his head. “I can’t.”

“You can.” I leaned close, to make sure every word was perfectly understood. “You are the most stubborn, wicked man I know. If anyone can do it, you can. We can, together. I promise.”

His breathing only got faster, more agitated. His hands were shaking, begging to strangle or bury the knuckles into someone.

“We will get through this Appraisal, then we can disappear together. Just you and me, the rest can be left behind,” I pleaded with him. “We finish our responsibilities then our work will be done.”

The silence between us was enough to hear even the faintest snap of static. His breathing did not calm, neither did mine.

He grabbed my face, our lips crashing together as he savored the taste. His lips were hungry, desperate. Feral and breathless. The only way he knew how to release the tension was to relish in it. The violence of his heart was felt through each touch, each bite of my lip.

My body could melt right there and drip through his fingers.

One hand dropped to my waist to circle my lower back and the other caressed the back of my head.

“Silas.” His name escaped as I caught my breath, but he didn’t stop.

“I can’t hear you.”

“Silas.”

“Say it louder for all to hear.” It was less of a demand and more of a plea. “You won’t be able to help yourself when I’m finished with you.”

Just the words made me dizzy. My rational brain knew we had to stop, but at that moment, the absurdist in me didn’t care.

His hands on my body, his lips on my skin, his heart in my palm. It was all too tempting between rising temperatures and strained words.

He sucked gently on the skin under my jaw, dragging his lip down my throat before moving to the nape of my neck.

“I could mark you all sorts of ways and I still wouldn’t be satisfied,” he breathed. “Not a day went by where I didn’t want to forget myself and be with you while you slept.”

“You talk too much of the past,” I whispered to him, my nails dragging along his scalp as my lips brushed against his ear. “Take me now or forever hold your peace.”

Such a dizzying thought. My stomach rattled with bats just thinking about such a Creature being left in agony without me—mind, body, and soul. But all of me was his, and his alone. As much as I resisted these years, they were always his. I just wanted him to take them.

My savior was the monster to sweep me away from misery, from the idle life expected of me. My Creature was my liberation. And I, his curse breaker.

Shadows danced across the floor, coming from the populated rooms.

“What if someone sees?”

“All the better.” He switched our positions, pushing my chest and cheek to the wall. Silas’s hips pressed into mine. His nose buried in my hair, a deep inhale as his hands marveled in the fabric at my waist.

I turned around again, wrapping my arms around his neck with my nails in his back.

“Not in the mood?” he teased, kissing my lips before moving back to my neck.

“As much as I’d love to take advantage of one of your moods, I believe we have a dinner to attend,” I said against his lips. “Can you wait until tonight? I’ll even let you chase me if it’ll entice the appetite.”

A smirk played on his lips, our bodies swayed almost drunkenly, except without liquor. “I’ll hold you to it. I can’t promise I won’t make a bloody mess of you on the floor.”

“It’s a date,” I said against his lips, moving away as he leaned in to capture them again, like dangling a carrot to get a stallion back in the stable.

Cutting our fun short only meant we could savor it later. Besides, it’s never good to do business while in such an agitated state. For now, we had guests to attend to. Our guests in our home.
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What a more perfect ending to a night than a bit of music and winding down with a glass of wine. We were well into the evening, all events proceeding as expected. All should be gone by at least one in the morning. Breakfast was scheduled nearly for noon. Supposedly this was normal for polite society. It did make me wonder if this practice was because rich people had nowhere to be in the morning or if it was started by the sleepless Vipera, who only needed a good rest every three days.

The distractions of the day not only drained me, they distracted me enough to realize how little energy I had left. Hunger was a default now, not even keeping my mouth busy with bloodwine or soup could hold me much longer.

The daze of the night wasn’t helping to lift the fog from my mind, yet it felt quite good to be in such bliss. The thoughts slipped from my brain like silk upon skin.

I stood at the top of the stairs to watch the people moving around the grand entrance, scattered among the social nooks. Some moved to the middle for a small dance when certain songs played on the phonograph. The entire evening was romantic. I didn’t believe the ones putting us on trial deserved such treatment, but I couldn’t argue with customs of a culture I was barely a part of.

As I leaned on the banister, a figure came up behind me. I leaned my back against a chest, hands around my waist as absinthe danced on my tongue with each taste from the crystal glass.

I took a deep breath, the smell of cinnamon and cognac confusing me at first. Smoky notes of leather with only the lightest hint of sweetness. Scents that you may find from something old and freshly uncorked.

A tremble raced down my spine.

Palms smoothed over my hips to the front, keeping me in place as the hot breath fanned against my shoulder. Blond hair teased out of the corner of my eye. The rumble of a chittering sound right by my ear, tickling my inner ear from the noise alone. Butterflies bloomed in my stomach, or possibly it was the call of hunger.

A fang brushed against my skin, then a kiss placed on my shoulder.

The tickle of bristles.

My heart dropped, blood draining to the floor. My reaction happened before I had time to think, to be afraid.

The back of my hand met the face with all the force of my pivot.

My ring cut Levi Astor’s face across the cheekbone.

My glass shattered on the floor over the banister, a much less jovial chime for guests’ attention.

My face flustered in pure mortification; the rest of me burned so hot I thought the anger would consume me.

There was no stutter, no hesitation, but my soul demanded the words from me like a commandment from God himself. I didn’t have to raise my voice, or shout, or scream. All my body wanted to do was to destroy.

“You will not leave this place alive,” I said. My body didn’t have the strength to tremble any longer.

Levi wiped the blood from his face, keeping his gaze locked as he licked the black droplets from his thumb. “I will be leaving with what I came for.”

“Choose the horse you bet on wisely, Mr. Astor. Death rides a pale one. And he has fixed this race.”

Nothing I said moved him. The silence around us could have been a reaction to the commotion, or my more carnal senses had forgotten all distractions in a moment of homicidal desire.

He glanced down to my lips, then back at my eyes, a smirk crawling across his lips as he leaned in.

I did not move, not even a breath.

His lips were so close to mine as he whispered, “Who do you think pays for the fixing, my dear?”

The depth of my frozen state was only realized when the outside came in.

Suddenly, Levi was no longer in front of me, but quickly yanked away by the fabric of his jacket.

I stared at the floor in the distance, my body frozen as my mind reeled faster than a steam engine’s coupling rod. Yet the sounds of blunt clamoring were somehow slow, like listening to a dying phonograph that was in desperate need of winding.

Levi was thrown onto the stairs, his nose spewing blood as he lay on his back, a full view of Silas coming down the stairs with bloodied knuckles.

Silas leaned down, lifting his father by his vest before throwing him onto the marble floor.

The horrid screams and terror on people’s faces came second to the sound of a cracking nose as Silas hit him again in the face. All Levi did was laugh, doubling over in pain and the force with which his diaphragm must be working. Black blood dyed his pristine white suit an ugsome pattern of filth.

Silas straddled his chest, one hand on Levi’s throat and the other tearing itself to shreds on his father’s face. He didn’t seem to care, as long as the damage matched.

His father had the most lively smile, even with his face covered in black.

Silas’s hand snapped to his lips, fingers pulling his mouth open.

As much as Levi tried to pull Silas’s hand away, a crackling like splintering wood silenced everyone.

Then Silas stood over his father, blood dripping from his fist.

Levi panted, seemingly having to exert great effort to stay conscious. He lazily spat blood as it filled his mouth.

“I told you that you’d lose whatever touches her skin.” It was quiet enough that Silas didn’t have to speak up for everyone to hear. So quiet, in fact, we all heard the chime as Silas tossed whatever was in his fist to the floor.

One gold-plated fang.

With a bloodied smile, Levi gave a slight shake of his head before he let his back rest fully against the floor. One less fang than the last time he’d opened his mouth.

Individuals rushed to the middle of the floor, Luka grabbing Silas to pull him away as they tried to assess the damage on his father.

“Alina!” Phoebe grabbed my arm. I didn’t even notice her come to my side. “Are you all right?” Her voice swam.

But all I could do was stare at the bloodied mess of the floor, wishing I could have shared the catharsis of making it myself. Another time where my own cowardice proved I may be able to help every single soul except my own.
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If I rubbed my thumb into my palm anymore, I may wear away the skin.

I stood in the hallway outside the lab. Everyone from representatives to private security from all Nests surrounded the door. We had to treat him to avoid nullifying any goodwill we’d earned with our guests, but I feared it was already gone the minute Silas laid his hands on Levi last night.

Much was speculated about what was going on behind those doors, yet no one dared to speak too loudly.

My back was flat against the wall as I stared at my shoes, unsure what to do with myself. The ghost of hands on me made me flinch uncontrollably. This morning, I was buttoned entirely up to the neck, not even an inch of lace to avoid skin contact. The red color I chose for my wardrobe made me ill. All too bright, too noticeable. I wanted to be a shadow, never to draw the eye again.

Even staying in Phoebe’s room the entire night did not ease my tremors. I was awake, more than ever, even if my body begged to be put down. It was like my mind couldn’t shut off. Memories that were tucked away for years resurfaced involuntarily with far too much detail. I couldn’t wake from an endless loop of dreams, only to be woken with terrible dread.

The hand on my shoulder made me want to desleeve my arm.

“Alina.” Luka’s voice broke through the barrier, and suddenly the ache in my spine made me incredibly ill in spirit.

I couldn’t look at him.

“He won’t let me touch him.” He leaned close, to shield his face from prying spectators itching for anything to spill. “He said he will only let you.” Luka took both of my hands, one by one, and wrapped them around a jar.

I swallowed, glancing down.

A jar of milk, a long fang’s point breaking the surface of the white substance.

“Why me?”

“Punishment.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Not you,” he clarified, his hands only leaving mine when he was sure I wouldn’t drop the glassware. “I will be outside.”

He stepped away.

The spectators in the hallway stared. Some held their handkerchiefs over their faces in disgust, either at myself or what was in the jar—most likely a mixture.

My brow twitched involuntarily. There was no settling my exhausted nerves.

The bodies avoided me the minute I pushed off the wall and approached the heavily guarded door.

Men stood like statues, not even a single glance as they let me into my own laboratory.

The skylight lit only half the room, dust dancing in the air before it found a home on the cabinet glass or stuck to the surface of the table.

A dark figure sat at the back of the lab at the end of my workbench.

Light reflected from the back of his irises when he looked up. He was so still, as frozen as the ice against his head. Like some insect, he uncurled from poor posture when the door closed gently behind me. But I didn’t move.

“I don’t bite, dove.” The tone was cool, slow enough to hear a slight rattle as the phantom spoke.

“I do.”

“Of course you do,” the words were smooth like smoke, “but I don’t mind.”

Each step was just another terrible, awful mistake. He watched me steadily, not even a blink as I made my way around the table.

He leaned against the table as he turned, not letting his back face me while I approached.

Levi’s shirt was stained. You could see the pattern of where his vest and coat were when Silas beat him. He ran his tongue over the gap in the teeth, anticipating the next step.

I gestured to the stool behind him to take a seat.

He still did not take his eyes off me.

It was almost as sickening as touching me again.

“Open,” I said, pulling one of the cabinet drawers for tongs and cotton pads.

A couple vials rolled and rang against the metal forceps when they hit each other. My old blood poison moved sluggishly within the glasses. They were right there in front of me. I could end this here.

“You won’t need those,” Levi said.

My skin ran cold.

I stared at him.

He raised a brow at my forceps. “Teeth are slippery things.”

I hadn’t realized how tight my grip on the tongs were until I let them go, slowly pushing the drawer back into place.

The milk was room temperature at this point. My fingers dipped into the liquid, scratching around for the tooth before I felt the prick of the tip. When I pulled it out, it was heavier than I thought. The gold tip covered about a third of the fang. With my nail, I picked at the edge of the casing, slipping it off. The tooth was nearly black at the tip, the gold possibly the only reason it was usable, at least fourteen karats for durability.

Levi held his hand out expectantly.

I dropped the gold in his palm.

“Open,” I said again.

“Not even a bit of cannabis for the procedure?” he replied cheekily. “A dentist usually provides pain relief.”

“I am a poisoner, not a dentist.”

“I prefer salvia,” he continued to talk, “also called the holy herb. Fantastic plant.”

“Would you prefer I reinsert your tooth before the root dries, or would you rather keep talking?”

The deepest, most dramatic sigh came from the man. I hated that I saw Silas’s relation so transparently. He really was the spitting image of him, facial hair aside.

He opened his mouth, his other fang flexing forward.

Carefully, I pressed my thumb to his upper lip. The missing spot waiting for the return of the tooth. He was unique to the others. In Silas, the only difference was the primary and secondary fangs, the tongue only counted as a major difference if he stuck it straight out. When the fangs were withdrawn, he looked like anyone else.

Levi’s front teeth were typical, but that’s where it ended.

Everything hidden within his mouth was sharp, jagged. His mouth was filled with hound’s teeth. I pressed the root of the fang into the gums, having to hold it there for a good minute before it stuck back in.

I glanced at his eyes; his pupils widened when I met his gaze.

The man was as baleful as the things described in old texts. Strange men whose only goal was a wicked, evil agenda known solely to them and the depraved souls they dragged down with them.

Folding the tooth back required me to stretch my finger farther into his mouth.

The next few seconds were the longest. I half expected him to take my finger right there.

I shoved the cotton against the base of the tooth, removing my finger quickly as he closed his mouth.

“Bite or keep pressure on it so it won’t dislodge,” I instructed, immediately wiping my hands on my dress. “Keep the gold off until it is stable enough to hold the extra weight.”

“You look rather pale,” he commented.

“Would you like stitches or are we finished here?” I ignored the bait.

“So grim. Not even a smile?” He smirked. “Bedside manner is important, even for dentists.”

“I am no dentist.”

“You’re no doctor at all,” he laughed, “you’re a woman.”

“Then why request me? Luka could have done this perfectly fine.”

“Don’t worry, after the trial, you won’t have to beat yourself up trying to figure out what that nagging sense of uselessness is.” He stretched his elbow back to roll his shoulder, as if this were anything but a casual conversation. “You’ll be all right. More than most.”

I didn’t want to entertain him any longer. I dumped the milk into the liquid waste bin, then the glassware off to the side.

There was a wistful, breathless sigh. “You look just like her.”

There was a pause.

Did I hear him correctly?

I only spared him a sly glance. “Who?”

Levi held his hand out, forming an oval with his fingers. Only one striking eye through the view. “Your mother.”

No reactions, do not let him win.

“You should have seen her⁠—”

I couldn’t do it. It was too much. My feet were moving toward the door without thinking, the lab and man. The door hit a guard as I opened it, shoving harder when I felt the resistance.

Luka called for me, but he did not chase my long strides down the hall.

Every nerve in my body, from my metatarsals to my brain, was firing so hot I thought catching fire would be a kindness to me. A carbonated fizzing inside my skull I could not shake.

I yearned for the days when I could be alone, bothered by no one. Everyone was in a place they did not belong, myself included. Exhausted was far too weak of a word to use when every crevice of your new home was full of people you didn’t know, of conversations you wished not to have, and leeches that you had to just simply watch as they fed on every drop you had.

That thing was a poison in human form, one I refused to swallow with grace.

All I desired to do was to burn.
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Every time I closed my eyes, the sound of my father’s fang snapping out of its socket rang in my ear. The blunt echo of hit after hit, so much blood I didn’t know how much he had to give.

I couldn’t rest, but tonight Alina did doze off on the sofa by my window. There was no need to bother her with my sleeplessness. At least she was getting rest, unlike the last night she spent in my room. The last couple hours I had gone down to the kitchen for some bites out of boredom and brewing more tea in hopes it would settle me.

The hallways were cold at this hour. A blue hue cast wherever the light invaded the home. Moonlight made everything look as if under water. If only my heart wasn’t so heavy, I could wade through it effortlessly.

Nothing had gone to plan from the first day Alina awoke. We were supposed to be happily enjoying this new leg of her life. She should be exploring everything her heart desires in the comfort of leisure and luxury. A new lab, a wealth of resources at her fingertips, and not needing to sell Vipera spit and sell men for parts anymore.

Most hope was lost regarding my father. Between the past hostility toward him and Silas beating him the other night—my efforts the past few months felt more useless than ever. Vipera must stick together to ensure our survival. I could understand Silas has his problems with our father’s attitude, they are too similar in personalities to not cause friction. But it wasn’t just about our family anymore, others were involved in our trial that we must impress.

Now they were taking it out on all of us, the both of them. I hoped that the Appraisal would open the door to Father accepting us. Before, I had hope that he would appreciate what we’d built on our own, between Manhattan and Buffalo. But the dream veered further and further. All I could see was our demise.

I had some hope still that we could remain a family if we proved ourselves. Now more than ever, I realized my father wasn’t playing nice not because there was an abundance of bruised relationships, but because he wasn’t worried about us. He knew we couldn’t win. This was a spiteful game.

Everything in my body hurt the more my mistakes were adding up. I missed how things used to be. When I was a child, it all seemed so bright. The Sundays at the Nest, dressed in white and waiting anxiously for dinner to come. The way the women of the Nest told me tales of royalty and love that spanned through the centuries I had to look forward to. That all my sisters married princes, and gentlemen would adore me like a jewel.

Never did I think it would all be gone. I didn’t even think it was in the realm of possibility. Who would? When something has lasted centuries, you’d expect it would last a few more.

It was hard enough living modestly with Alina. I would do it again if I must, for her, but I dreamed every day of the comforts back at home. I hoped we could return, together. It was the only reason I made contact with my father again. Some part of me wanted to know if there was any way out of this, if it went wrong.

He lured me along. He knew it would never be true.

I touched the glass of the window, peering down at the scene below. The main street had an endless flow of carriages by the park, but people who strayed down our narrow street were usually couples or lone stragglers on their way home after whatever mischief they’d been up to so late in the night.

The streetlamps were so charming, dusting the cobblestones with gold. The shadows cast by pigeons showed up into the windows every time they fluttered and preened each other from the homes they’d made atop the iron lamps.

On nights like these, I wished I could enjoy the peace. Quietness has become less of a comfort and more of a warning that something was lurking about. In both city and country, stillness was eerie. Unnatural.

A tapping sound came from down the hallway. There was a scratchiness to it, like claws on glass. It became so frequent, I feared one of the birds was caught in a window.

I scanned the bottom of the windows, looking for any sign of a lost critter.

All the windows were clear. And yet that scratching sound became louder. It became a rattle, then a click, then a chitter.

There was nothing around except the blackness of the stairwell.

The sound became louder before softening, much like the purr of a cat as it tried to manage its involuntary vocalization and breathing.

Only using the tips of my toes, I crept to the end of the hallway, following the subtle sound.

There was a figure standing on the stairs.

Tall and gaunt.

It faced an ascending position toward the roof entrance. There was a slight sway to the body, like a thin tree brushed by a gentle wind. As my eyes adjusted, it could only be one single person.

As I backed toward the stairs headed down, I stayed close to the wall to avoid any creaking of the boards.

The figure stood, unmoving, black hair cascading down her back. Her arms by her sides, not even reaching toward the railings as she froze in the middle of the rungs.

For the first time, I did not think it was safe to say her name.

As haunting as she’d always been, even during her sleepwalks, something about this time tickled the instinctual will to flee.

I would have slipped away unnoticed too.

Except I missed a step.

The yelp came at the same time as the skip of my heart when I stumbled, clutching the railing and the other hand over my mouth.

I was shaking. I was never anything except steady.

Alina turned around.

At first her eyes remained straight forward, then they tilted down slowly as her dazed state adjusted for the angle of the stairwell.

Her eyes reflecting white in the darkness, not even a blink.

Could she see me?

I stayed as still as a mouse, as quiet as my lungs allowed.

A full minute felt like an hour.

She just stood there, staring. The longer she did so, the more my greater senses were reaching a threshold. If I was still any longer, I would break down altogether.

The chittering echoed. It wasn’t like I was used to. The clicking noise of the Vipera was lively, the excitement so animated that it was often associated with all types of arousal.

Hers was grating, scratching, starved.

It was a dry rattle you’d expect to lurk in the sands.

Her foot dropped to the next step down.

Just the movement gave me the bravery to bolt.

I tugged on the first door. Locked.

Footsteps thudded one by one. The rattling became louder, the steps creaking closer together before they became heavier.

I went to the next door, then the next.

My pulse was ready to stop. Then the rattling echoed through the hallway.

She was there, staring down the hallway. Her face pale, eyes blank and full of blood. Her jaw opened and clenched, shakily so, as the rattling continued.

One more door.

One more door was all I’d have time for if I moved and she lunged.

My palm was already wet as my fingers loosened on the doorknob. But just that movement was enough for her eyes to snap to me.

With one last stumble I reached for the final door.

My heart nearly fell right through my chest as I tumbled into the room.

As my knees hit the floor, I shoved the door closed, my fingers fidgeting with the lock as I reached up for it.

A loud thud on the wood made me tumble backward.

“Phoebe?” Mary’s frightened voice cut through the air.

I snapped my finger to my lips when I looked to her from the floor. Just my movement made her flinch.

Rebecca sat up, the two of them putting some distance between themselves in the bed when I turned. But both stopped moving when the rattle began again.

The shadow from under the door paced. Back and forth. The knob turned right, then left, then repeating faster, harder.

My lip trembled against my finger; I couldn’t move from my place. If I just stayed here in silence, she would leave. God help whoever may cross her path.
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Grass as soft as rabbit hair tickles my feet. Everything was bathed in a rosy light. The trees brushed against each other, whispering their secrets to me freely.

Sounds of dribbling water came somewhere from within the wood. But I was there, alone, and the air filled my lungs so fully I thought they would sprout from between my ribs like wings.

I was nude, the light obscuring the unsavory parts of me, or the parts too shameful to name. My hair dragged on the ground as I stepped forward. A large tree in the middle of a small forest plain. A small creek running through the grass.

The tree hung wide, a canopy of its own. The light dazzled as it passed through the leaves, each one made of a new color of glass. Every time the wind whistled through them, they chimed a lovely tune.

I leaned down, vines of what looked like strawberry weaved their way through the ground. I plucked one of the berries, the seeds shimmering like tiny cut diamonds.

A snapping in the distance gave me pause. I looked out over the plains, yet there was only stillness on the treeline. No animals, no birds, no bugs.

I turned back to the treat in my hand, just for it to be a stone, not a berry at all.

The disappointment was manageable, but now I was craving something fruitful.

Vines crawled out from hiding, dangling from the tree and around the trunk. The green vines sprouted leaves, then sharp young buds. Even as I followed their growth, I was never quite near enough to them to get a closer look. These sprouts must have been as large as my fist, and that was before blossoming at all. When they did, they burst open in all sorts of colors. They produced a marvelous haze of pollen, except instead of irritating the senses, it only smelled like peonies and baked sugar.

Just as fast as they bloomed, they withered.

My stomach pinched. The anticipation of just one bite of anything was making me salivate, uncontrollably so.

As soon as the petals fell, bulbs emerged. Turning from green, to pale, to bright red. There was no telling what kind of fruit it was, but it mattered very little to my aching stomach.

One grew above me. If I stood on my toes, it might touch my head.

Yet when I reached for it, it was farther. I jumped and still couldn’t reach. The fruit taunted me, ripening before my eyes, begging for me to taste with no way to reach it.

A sting on my arm.

A wasp clung to my skin, pulsing abdomen as it crawled. Then more on my other arm. I went to wave my hand at them, but they stung again. The crawling made even my own squeamish self itch. Then something in my mouth. I bit down—something hard. When I fished it out with my finger, it was another wasp, its thorax bearing a long, curved needle.

My eyes opened to hands. Hands everywhere. On me, over me, now holding tighter the minute my eyes were wide open.

“She’s awake. She’s awake!” Silas shouted.

“You need to back away,” a voice said.

“He’s right, you need to stop, you’ll frighten her,” Luka’s voice, coming from somewhere else.

All I saw were faces I didn’t recognize, touching and prodding me while the bright window light made me want to heave.

“Stop it, stop touching me,” I wept, “please stop!”

The person to my left was yanked out of the way so hard that I heard the clattering of the metal instrument he dropped. The one to my right was shoved away, Silas’s arm reaching over me to push him.

“Silas, please,” Luka begged. He was off to the side, the situation clearly stressful and quickly agitating. “Just give him room,” he tried to urge the others.

My room was full of people, from beyond the open doors were more. So many spectators in so little time. But within the room they looked like doctors, none I recognized. Just a room crowded by strangers.

“Alina, can you hear me?” Silas looked down at me, the claustrophobic element melting away the minute I saw him. As soon as I blinked he took it as a positive response, grabbing my face to kiss my head.

“My head.” I took a deep breath, it only made it worse. “Make it stop.” I grabbed him by the shirt. “Please make it stop.”

He touched my head, feeling my cheeks with the back of his hand next. But all he did was look to Luka.

Luka’s gaze lifted to him as he chewed on a nail, clearly out of ideas. “You took a fall,” he offered, a weak explanation.

“On the floor?” I breathed shakily, the crackling in my lungs was discomforting.

The men tossed another look at each other.

“What is it?” It came out as a tired whine.

The lack of answers was only making things worse. My head began to throb, so did my body. Everything was in a fog, I could barely remember the questions that came and went from my mind on how I got here in the first place. There was a needle in my arm, a tube of blood connected to one of my apparatuses, blood remaining in the cylinder for transfusion.

“We found you on the sidewalk,” Silas said. He sat on the edge of the bed, brushing my damp hair from my face. His hand felt cold against me for once. But the clamminess of my skin made me shrink up.

“I fell on the sidewalk?” I tipped my head back. “I was doing so well. I thought my seizures would have stopped by now.”

Silas looked to Luka again.

“Stop looking at him!” I screamed, sitting up sharply before the dizziness took over. “Everyone leave!” My voice cracked as I pulled the needle and tube from my arm, the apparatus knocking from the bedside and the glass shattering on the floor.

“Stop, you’ll hurt yourself.” Silas took my hands, forcing me on my back again with my head against the pillow.

The team scattered.

Luka quickly pushed the remaining doctors and staff out, pressing the door firmly behind them.

“Tell me!” I screamed in his face. “Tell me what happened or I will pull all my hair from my head and strangle you with it!” I seethed.

Silas held me down as I squirmed, leaning over me as he waited for me to calm down.

The outburst was short-lived. There was nothing left of me to fight. Everything was hurting, even to think was causing me such acute pain I thought a medical sharp through the temple would be more comfortable.

“You took a fall,” Silas said very slowly, “from the rooftop.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I slept.”

“Maybe after the fall, surely,” he said positively.

“Don’t do that,” Luka sneered at him. “Do you think this is funny?”

“Of course not,” Silas snapped. “I’m trying not to distress her.”

“Then unhand her, you fool.” Luka wiped his face with his palm. “She’s awake, that’s good.”

“Where’s Phoebe?” I mumbled. “I did fall asleep. In her room. I was reading . . .” The more I tried to remember, the worse it got. I had to close my eyes to keep it from affecting my stomach.

“It’s all right, you just need to rest. At least for the day. No exceptions,” Silas said sternly. “Phoebe will visit. John asked to see you too.”

“John?” I breathed a sigh of relief. “He is well?”

“Recovering slowly,” Luka interjected, “as you will too, if you allow it.”

“I’m putting Sidney outside your room.” Silas brushed his fingers through my hair. He must have felt my breathing pick up. “Just to make sure no one bothers you,” he assured me. “I would prefer you stay on bedrest as your legs heal.”

“My legs?”

“You broke them.” He winced. “We set them, it won’t be more than a day or two of healing if you don’t agitate them.”

I moved my legs, the compression of the bandages noticeable now.

“Fine,” I breathed, closing my eyes. “Fine.”

“That’s my girl,” Silas whispered, pressing a kiss to my cheek before the bed adjusted to his absence.

If I stayed very still, the pain would fade just enough so as to not be nauseated over it. The curtains hushed as someone pulled them over the window, only a sliver of light peeking between them. It did help my head when the shadows cast over the room.

“Tell Sidney he’s not allowed to take a single step from the spot he’s in now,” Silas said lower to Luka, but I heard him perfectly fine.

I was not only a prisoner in a room, but a captive in my own body now.

Every way I tried to live, I always found myself confined.

I suppose this was just the universe putting me exactly where I needed to be.
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THE CREATURE


More time was spent staring at work than actually doing it. My hands were idle, but my mind was not.

Every time I stared at a blank page or let my mind wander, I only saw her.

It was like every time I turned my back, she suffered. The guilt of doing anything other than being with her only made the fixation worse. At this point, I would need to strap her to the leg of my desk to make sure nothing else could possibly go wrong. It wasn’t even her fault. She wouldn’t be in this situation if it weren’t for me. How was I to know she would be killed that night? And now I must live with the remorse of feeling for her in the most natural of ways.

The sun had already set over the park, my only accomplishment of the day was to overthink. Dinner was canceled for the night. Our guests were provided room service, but that wouldn’t keep the pigeons from talking.

The door startled me.

“Can we have a moment?” Luka straightened his shoulders, only one foot in the door in case I wasn’t in the mood.

I contemplated telling him to fuck off, but that would mean returning to a relatively stagnant state. I welcomed him in with a lazy gesture of the hand.

He closed the door carefully, the lightness of his steps indicating how this conversation was going to go.

Luka settled on the other side of the desk, hands folded in his lap with his elbows on the arms of the chair. I wasn’t sure if he was waiting for me to extract the exchange from him myself, or he was reconsidering it altogether.

“Sidney said she hasn’t left the room today.” He held his palm out as if offering the news in a positive spin. “Her legs and spine should make a full recovery.”

I pressed my fingers into my throbbing temple. “That’s nice,” I said, squinting at him, “but I know you didn’t come to only tell me that.”

Luka chewed his lip, transfixing his focus on the brass paperweight on my desk. His knee bobbed, the heel of his shoe rasping lightly on the carpet.

“Spit it out.”

“We need to consider arrangements.” His eyes finally met mine.

“What for?” I mumbled, leaning back in my chair as I tapped the butt of the pen against the desk.

Even with that permanent sneer carved into his face by the scar, somehow he formed the look of genuine regretfulness.

I laughed at him, my next word was final. “No.”

The answer only made his expression twist more. He readjusted in his seat, leaning forward. He was brushing off his bedside talk.

“You said she would make a full recovery.” I slapped the desk.

“Her body may heal, but that doesn’t mean that her mind will. She hasn’t had a full meal since waking, she is malnourished. The fact she’s sleepwalking again⁠—”

“She will be fine,” I strained. “She will.”

“At some point we have to consider that she may be rejecting the turn.” He kept on pushing. “I’ve never seen it happen post-waking, but I suppose the body is a wonder and nature is sometimes cruel.”

“If she was rejecting it, she wouldn’t have woken up,” I insisted, then pulled back immediately. “Do not bring this up again.”

“Do you want to remember her as she is, or when she becomes feral from brain damage like those things in Buffalo?” he said, raising his voice.

I turned my head slowly to him. The throbbing in my head intensified by the tightness of my jaw.

“I said,” my voice slow, so there would be no mincing of words, “do not bring this up again.”

“I will bring it up one last time,” Luka said, tapping the desk as he stood, “after the Appraisal. Find it in yourself to be kind to her and consider it.”

“Leave.”

But his mouth opened again.

“Leave!” I took the brass paperweight and threw it at him.

Luka blocked it when he raised his arms. When his limbs lowered, he could only stare at me with such disgust, I thought acid would come straight from his tongue.

But he didn’t speak.

He turned with tempered anger, the heavy footsteps storming toward the door. He held the doorknob for just a second. I knew there was more to say. But he knew it was in his best interests to keep it to himself or risk another desk trinket being thrown, aimed for the head this time.

After I witnessed the silent battle within Luka, he left.
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THE SOCIALITE



“What did I say about quality of life in poor things that can’t perform basic functions?” my father preached. “The poor thing was even trying to put herself down in her sleep. Walked right off.” His hand smoothed through the air, gesturing a fall.

Such a morbid conversation for afternoon tea.

The parlor was full of guests and staff, afternoon tea service fit for Hosts and Vipera. My father and I were tucked into the back corner by the lustrous palm. A sofa surrounded by other chairs, but no one dared to fill them. The rest of the room had small tables and chairs for them to take. My father would be insulted if he wasn’t the outlier in treatment. But I believed the other representatives understood this most of all.

“It’s a shame, really,” he sighed. “She is quite lovely. A pity to waste.”

“Can we keep the conversations lighter?” I begged. “We can truly pick any other subject.”

“Oh, does it bother you?” The question was more of a challenge.

“No.” I smiled. “She is under a lot of stress lately.”

“Yes, stress, that must be it. Of course.” He shrugged, then became distracted by the staff bringing our drinks.

He had his typical coffee, but mine wasn’t the one I liked. I was tired of it. When I raised my hand to correct the staff, my father placed his hand over mine to lower it.

“Your tea selection is a bit embarrassing, so I brought some,” he said, in the most unfriendly way he could. “It takes a moment to adjust when you haven’t had finer things in some time.”

I nodded slowly, staring down at the soft pink tea. This was his way of asserting himself, I knew it. But it didn’t make it any less frustrating.

It was an empire service tea. Little chamomile blossoms danced across the surface and a nutty almond scent blended with vanilla, as if it was something I’d be able to taste. I largely preferred something caffeinated and dark. Assam was a safe choice for me.

My father looked offended that I didn’t touch it yet.

I cupped it in my palms, taking a sip. It was basically hot water with a small taste of the bitter nut.

“I feel for the girl, you know,” he continued against my will. “Jacek and I worked for many years together. Fifteen before he began more independent work.”

I stared at him over the rim of my cup.

“I know you may have a bad impression of him because of Alina. He was a proper man, no wife to raise his child, there wasn’t much other choice but to let her fend for herself a bit. It’s the best way to raise them,” he explained, smacking his lip after a good taste of his coffee. “He was a good man, in the end.”

“Did he know?” I bit my lip. “About us?”

“He knew enough,” he said. “He knew about the Vipera, and he knew I was one too. I hired him for research to help understand our biology more. Of course, he was delighted. She is much like him in that way, insatiably curious.”

“What was it,” I pressed on, “the research?”

“Just an experiment.” He kept it vague. “There is still much to learn about ourselves, our capabilities and our limitations.”

“Is that it?”

“I suppose he was high on discovering something new, or the chance to create something in the process. To breathe life into invention is a beautiful thing,” he reminisced almost dreamlike as he described it. It even made him smile. “Enough about me—how are you? Sleeping well? A good diet, I trust?”

“I am well.”

“Do you still need companions in order to sleep?” he teased.

“I have my own room.”

“You and Alina used to have so many sleepaway visits. I really did spoil you. The benefits of being the youngest.” He reached over to pinch my cheek, but I dodged the grab.

His smile faltered but returned as quickly as it fell. “You used to bite in your sleep. Do you still do that?”

“I’m not a child,” I snapped.

His eyes narrowed, tipping his head at me. “I suppose so. You even got married.” He was having a hard time keeping the sneer away. “Alin Lis? I didn’t know Alina had another sibling.”

“Hyphenated,” I corrected.

It didn’t seem to make a difference. But the second mention was enough to tell me he was bothered. He had a special fascination with changing the last name, another thing from this family to remove, even if it was my mother’s.

We finished our drinks in silence, his eyes more calculated now. I suppose that’s how he always was when people weren’t looking.
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With such a rough first part of the day, I did the only thing I knew would make me feel better. I went to see Alina.

While our last encounter left me extremely uneasy and thoroughly unwell—Silas informed me she was awake. Never had one of her sleepwalking fits been like this before. My fear aside, I felt somewhat responsible that she wandered off the roof. I could have shaken her awake, or even bitten her if it meant snapping her out of her somnambulance.

Between my father and my current home life, I was always out of breath. Literally and metaphorically. I ribbed my knuckles anxiously, picking at the fork punctures that refused to fade.

Sidney stood tall between the French doors, arms clasped in front as he stood guard. I approached slowly, clutching my small basket.

“Still asleep?”

Sidney nodded regrettably, then eyed the basket.

I pulled out a piece of sour blood candy. The more I made them, the more uniform they became. I placed it in his open palm before he popped it into his mouth.

“They’re getting better.” He chewed. “Good texture and taste.”

“I’m glad you think so.” I grinned. “I thought she’d like some for when she woke.”

“I’m sure she will,” he assured me, opening the door for me to slip past.

My breath was already shallow, but just the sight of her made me lose my breath completely. Perhaps there was caffeine in my tea. I may faint if my pace was at the lightest jog.

Alina’s chest rose and fell. The black hair draped over the pillows and her chest was so stark against the cream color of the room.

She was in such a deep rest that she didn’t stir when I arrived, and neither when I moved to her bedside and the chair scraped against the floor when I pulled it forward.

I set the basket on her nightstand, leaning back in the chair as I watched her.

Alina was just as hard to talk to when she was asleep as when she was awake. Just the intensity of her looks intimidated most. Her mind too frightened people. She knew a lot of things, eclectic things that most people don’t think about on a daily basis. God forbid someone treated her as if she were a novice. She had a hatred for repeating herself and of questions she deemed painfully simple-minded.

Her chest rose, the rattling still present even as it fell. Of course she would have a hard time; nothing is simple or easy when it comes to Alina. She was far too complex for that. Even if things were handed to her on a silver platter, she would find a way to make retrieval difficult. That included any sort of assistance, even when in dire need.

I was mourning her already.

“I never wanted it to be this way, you know.” I shifted the seat closer to the bed so I could touch her hand. She was burning hot.

I may not get a chance to speak with her again, so I must make this count.

“I was selfish with you. Jealous too,” I began, but she remained unresponsive. “I always have been. Envious of those who have your time. I’m covetous of the wind that whispers to you and every sweet thing that’s ever touched your tongue and elicited even the tiniest amount of pleasure.”

The one-sided conversation bothered me less as I spoke. It was cathartic. Words I’d needed to say but couldn’t bring myself to do so. She probably did not hear a thing in her current state.

“I thought turning would be inevitable for you,” I explained, “since you’re all too observant. Before long you would have noticed that the wrinkles on your face do not match mine, that I remained a frozen portrait on your wall while you would have to be repainted every now and again.”

I held her hand firmly, the weak pulse present, but only as a whisper in a loud room.

“I know now it was selfish to assume you would be one of us and be at peace with it. I am just relieved, callously so, that I wasn’t the one to do it. It wasn’t kind to you, to your humanity.”

She looked so peaceful. It broke my heart that she was most at ease when she was unable to bring herself to consciousness. It was like her own brain was cursed with burdens only she would know. It didn’t help that she kept them locked away tightly.

“I love you,” I told her. “I love you so dearly, and you may remain my only love, even if you don’t recognize it the way I do.”

I’d said enough. My heart was both heavy and light, burdened and free. Just letting the words escape me in some act of personal care fed my soul, for now. Like a curse breaking, I was at peace.

My confession remained as it always did, unrequited and unheard.
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It was only just past noon. The entire day at this point felt like an uphill stroll. I thought switching into a different day dress would help. I had already worked up a cold sweat from the interactions I’d had thus far.

I just wanted to strip from my clothes and change the scenery.

“Phoebe.” A hand caught my arm. I nearly spun completely around.

“Children are told not to grab,” I scolded.

“Have you seen Silas?” Luka ignored my jab. “I haven’t seen him since last night. We have to prepare for the arraignment.”

“Am I my brother’s keeper?” I turned away.

Luka pulled my arm again. But instead of interrogating, he scrutinized me.

“What is it now?” I sighed. “I need to change my dress.”

“Are you well?” He looked over my face. “You look feverish.”

“Why do you care?” I scoffed.

“Is there a reason you’d think I wouldn’t?” He seemed genuine, but I didn’t trust it.

“I think you care about yourself, and all the moving pieces that will ensure you survive,” I said sharply. Even if my words had proven not to be true, I wanted to say something that hurt. “I bet you’d crawl to my father if he opened his arms to you again. Maybe you’d slip into his bed, as well. All is forgiven if you can dry your tears with money.”

Luka lifted his arm, and I flinched, eyes closed tight.

But then my body was squeezed.

I opened my eyes, my face half buried in his shirt. His body was rigid in great discomfort. But perhaps he recognized the hurt, the animal thrashing in the trap ready to gnaw her own arm off. I tried to pull away but he squeezed tighter.

“How was she?” he asked.

I couldn’t answer. My breaths were unable to steady between the stuffiness of my nose and the irritation of my eyes as they became wet.

He locked his arms around my shoulders, suffocating me in his chest before I could calm down. For once, the silent treatment was everything I needed. I just needed to let something out before I broke down altogether.

As much as the man irritated me, he was no more annoying than my own brother, and over time, he’d felt more like a sibling to myself and the Host girls. Just as John was a secondary father, Luka had been adopted into this mess of a family too, but not without a little friction.
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I was not a frequent smoker due to a sensitive mouth, but by God did I crave one now more than ever.

My new outfit was more proper for walking in moderate weather. I stepped outside, hoping to find a man willing to part with a single light.

Lo and behold.

My brother stood beside a pile of burnt-out roaches, sipping on another one slowly. He was in such casual clothes, no jacket or vest. His sleeves rolled up to his forearms and his suspenders exposed like he was just some man on the construction job next door.

“Have one to spare?” I leaned against the brick next to him, staring down at our shoes that kept the pile of butts company.

He took the one from his mouth and passed it to me.

I pinched the roll, inhaling deeply before I felt the burn in my lungs, making me cough. As I covered my mouth, he swiped it back.

He side-eyed me as I caught my breath, leaning back against the wall while my throat recovered. I caught a small smirk.

“We should go somewhere.” I tilted my head at him.

He raised a brow as he tapped the ash from the cigarette. “Like where?”

“Somewhere fun.” I shrugged. “I just feel like we don’t spend enough time together. We are both so busy. We never do time like we used to.”

“I thought I was an annoyance to your dainty sensibilities?” he said casually.

“Your company is nice when you are in the mood to be pleasant.” I dragged my shoe against the dusty sidewalk. “You’re thoughtful with your conversations when no one is looking.”

He seemed to ponder it, extinguishing the last of the roach on the floor.

“I can think of a place,” he hummed, “but it’s a bit early.”

“Does it matter when you have all the time in the world?” I teased. “Where is it?”

He shrugged, taking a stride in the opposite direction along the walkway.

“Wait!” I shouted.

“Keep up!” he called over his shoulder, but he picked up the pace on purpose.
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It was filthy, degenerate, and perfect.

It wasn’t too far of a walk, but my lungs gave me grief between the quality of the air and the heat of the day. After several blocks, we cut through an alley and down the outdoor access to a basement.

It didn’t look to be much on the outside, a simple metal entrance opening to a cellar door.

But once you pushed it open, the scene was transformed.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. The smells of smoke and herbs flooded the space. Not a single natural light snuck its way through. Lamps dotted the dark cave of a club, the tables and the ceilings. It was a good old-fashioned Den.

My hands vibrated with excitement. I kept close to him as he moved to the bar. They were mixing blood with all sorts of things—liquor, tinctures, other substances I was too inexperienced to name.

It felt so dirty, exhilarating. I felt like such a vixen, part of the crowd that was undeniably fashionable and underground. I should have explored out of my element more. Though I didn’t feel I matched the environment too well. Stuck out like a sore thumb.

All the lamps were shrouded in red, the entire room painted crimson with a few exceptions of azure littered between.

Silas spoke to the tender, but I heard not a word from the other conversations scattered about. In one corner there was a man with several women surrounding him. In the opposite corner, a woman with many men around her, listening intensely without interruption. Other couples dotted the conversation nooks and left in groups to the back rooms.

Something cold hit my hand on the bar.

A drink.

It was either pink or clear, impossible to tell with the lighting.

Silas had his own, tipping his head toward one of the more comfortable seating arrangements.

I cradled my drink, sipping it as we settled on a curved sofa on the other end of the bar. The glass table was just as ornate as the collection of tasseled rugs overlapping across the room. At least over here it was more removed from the noise.

The drink was a lovely gin, a hint of blood, and a flower garnish.

I felt rather rebellious and unruly. Never would I attempt this at home, where most knew me by face and name. The feeling of being nobody was more alluring than the desire to be known.

“This feels like a place to keep secrets,” I said.

Silas laughed at me, sipping his drink and staring at the small lamp on the table. The red glow erased any sign of fatigue or stress in his face. It was the face of the brother I remembered, free-spirited, carefree. I always wished to be him, or to be a man, but it was all the same to me.

“Tell me one.” I cupped my drink with both hands in my lap.

Silas wore a playful frown. “One . . . ?”

“A secret.” I shifted in my seat. “Something you’ve never told anyone. Maybe not even admitted to yourself.”

“Quite the mood you’re in.” He took a slow sip.

“You can remove the socialite from the gossip, but never the gossip from the socialite.” I smacked his knee. “Now do it.”

“I never liked polo.” He shrugged.

“That’s all?” I rolled my eyes.

“I’m not sure what you’re looking for exactly.”

“I’ll do one, then.” I bit my cheek as I thought. “I still get toothaches.”

“Yet you deemed my secret weak?” he laughed, then stared off to search his brain for something. “I used to steal keys.”

“Steal keys?”

“I would collect them in a box. A compulsion. I think Father commissioned hundreds of keys for the keepers,” he laughed. “I’d steal them from anyone. It was just so easy. One swipe and it was hidden away in my little fist.”

“I’m surprised you still remember,” I teased.

“I remember the hand hitting my arse when they found the collection,” he joked.

“I used to eat rats.”

Silas grimaced and leaned in as if he’d misheard.

“I felt some way about feeding on Hosts. You know, when you move from cup to skin—it felt too intimate to me.” I shrugged, thumbing the edge of the glass.

“I struggled with it too,” he admitted. “Only in special circumstances do I find myself able to stomach it.”

“You and Alina both, then,” I laughed, but he didn’t.

We were both uncharacteristically quiet. The sounds of company surrounded us as we finished our drinks. Everyone was having moments, even us. We were just lucky enough to be here, witnessing it. Host, Vipera, humans—we all were part of something larger, even when we are small pieces.

It could be the liquor, but today my heart was sensitive. A bit too sentimental.

“There is no one else but her.” My last admission. “I don’t know what I will do if she leaves.”

“I know,” Silas said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

“She is the only reason I do anything.” I laughed. “If not for her, I may still be cooped up in my father’s Nest or married off to some poor fellow.”

“She has a way of moving people.” He tilted his empty cup in his lap. “Sometimes that means out of their immediate comforts.”

“She’s cruel, and selfish, sometimes shortsighted and stubborn⁠—”

“Sometimes?”

“But I am no different.” I shrugged. “She is my other half.”

We both traded grins, shaking our heads at the many ways we’ve been charmed by such a creature.

“You’ll take care of her, won’t you?” I asked him. “If she makes it out of this.”

“When,” he corrected. “I will.”

“But do you love her enough to do what needs to be done if she doesn’t?”

I had never seen his eyes so strained or glassy. He looked down, nodding his head slowly.

“Father is going to kill us, you know.” My lip quivered, but I was finally able to admit it. I saw Silas, and I knew he was right all along. I didn’t want it to be true, I wanted it to be a happy ending for us all. But that was childish to believe to begin with.

“I know,” he mouthed, gesturing to the tender with two fingers up.

“What do we do?” I sighed. “If there is anything to be done.”

The tender brought over two small glasses with a clear liquid inside.

Silas slid one across the glass table to me. It chimed against my empty glass.

He lifted his glass, waiting for me to join.

I held mine carefully.

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” he finally answered, tapping his dram against mine and letting it slip down his throat with a single slow swig.

“Cheers then.” I swallowed mine too, the sting of moonshine burning my throat all the way to my stomach. Oddly, I didn’t think any alcohol was able to do that and have the feeling last.

I screwed my eyes shut as I swallowed it, reaching over to squeeze Silas’s hand.

He squeezed back.

One last night to drown our worries in liquor, numbing us until we had to face the challenges ahead.
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THE POISONER


Every part of me was limp. My body sank into the cloud of a mattress, the sheets at least slightly cool against my skin as I was caressed by the pillows and blankets. The pain had either left, or the medicine had destroyed my nerves, or my body had stopped responding to any stimulus altogether. Any feeling was touch and go between pain and numbness.

Every movement was labor, especially when avoiding expelling in bed. Even if I did, I couldn’t promise I wouldn’t just lie there in it.

A fetal position with the blankets up to my chin was the only way I could fade into light sleep. The crack of morning light coming through the curtains somehow was still too bright for my swimming head. Everything was in such a haze and all I could do was be still and rot directly into the place I slept. My throat was so dry that I thought I’d choke on my own larynx, yet I was too weak to even ask for water.

There was soft whispering at the entrance.

Finally . . .

I could smell peonies. Gentle enough not to nauseate me, but recognizable enough to know it was my Phoebe without opening my eyes.

The bed dipped beside me, the blankets moving as she tucked herself under the sheets. Her hands cupped mine. They were so much colder than my own. Like ice in my palm.

I managed a deeper inhale despite the uncomfortable crackle in my lungs. The ease that washed over me was so great, I could weep if I had any water left in me.

Even with my eyes closed, I could imagine the scene. The golden light and quiet room, the flash of strawberry-blond hair on my pillow beside me. The green of her eyes like jewels and a smile just as glittering.

It was the comfort of childhood again. The excitement of being so close, not a worry outside of whatever fantastical make-believe game we invented as we went. The restfulness after a day of childish adventure.

I could hear her breathing so softly. When I was forced to inhale, all I could smell were the florals and baked sugar. I forgot that I could no longer taste such things, but my mind still remembered them. I felt her cold forehead against mine.

We were so close, in flesh and in soul. Every breath against our skin, inhale and exhale, every pulse of the heart.

She was still beside me.

I tipped my head, swearing I felt her lips on mine. It only brought a weak smile. Our noses brushed against one another, so brief, so hesitant. With parted lips, I pressed them to hers. She tasted so sweet. A new scent of almonds, her hair perfumed like pollen.

I tasted her lips again, the sweetness overwhelming enough to tickle my nose and make my eyes water. My heart trumpeted like a wild rabbit, quicker and quicker, I didn’t know if it was even my own.

The sickness that plagued me was forgotten as easily as a memory. The bliss melted the fog from my mind, the taste like mist burning away with the dawn.

I wrapped my arms around her, laying my head against her shoulder.

“You are so dear to me,” I whispered, “you know that, don’t you?”

I opened my eyes, the light more bearable as my senses came back to me, but I was distracted by something else.

Wetness on my face felt so good, a broken fever.

I tipped my face into the crook of her neck.

Black smeared the skin as I turned my head.

My mind cleared when I realized the moments leading to this may have entirely been in my delirious half-dream state.

“Phoebe?”
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Guests were removed from the building as soon as the message reached me. Security was ushering them out and back to the apartments next door. All the household members were confined to the ground floor. No one was to go to the upper floors.

I ran up the stairs, to the middle floor.

Staff huddled by Sidney, deliberating quickly.

This kid was tough. He’d spent much of his life at sea. He could hold his own and survive in the great, unpredictable ocean.

Yet I’d never seen the life drain from his eyes like this.

“Sid.” I grabbed his shoulder. “You’d better have a good reason for this mess,” I hissed.

He couldn’t even look at me, just a blank stare straight into my chest. He’d gone completely mute.

“For God’s sake, boy.” I opened the door. “Did you call a physician?”

“A physician is no longer needed.” Sidney glanced at me through the cracked door, then looked into the room. “I think it is best that you see for yourself before we call anyone for aid.”

He closed it quickly to avoid any prying eyes of guests.

The room looked normal. A bit of dust unsettled from the wind of the door, but otherwise it was still.

A small flutter on the floor, the light trail from the window moved. That is when I saw the shivering.

“Alina?” I said, as softly as I could. “Are you well?”

The closer I got to the window, the hotter it became. The summer heat couldn’t be good for her fever.

I pushed the curtain away, unveiling the mess.

Alina was crouched, red nightgown and bare feet. Her knees hugged to her chest as her hair covered her like a shroud. Her entire body was pressed into as little space as possible against the wall.

Her nails were black, so were the stains on the skirt of her dress.

Along the floor were smears and droplets from what looked like her crawling to her current position. But that wasn’t what made my veins freeze like a river.

There was a form in the bed, tucked under the blankets. The smears covering the edge of the blanket were a testament to the care taken to cover it.

Looking back at Alina wasn’t going to give me answers, not in her current state.

With cautious steps, I stretched out my arm, touching the blanketed form. There was no reaction.

I pulled the silk. The cream revealed strawberry hair, then a creeping stain of black. A hollowed-out throat between pink neckline.

My hand was numb by the time I tucked the blanket back over her.

It was like my body failed. My knees gave out as I gripped the sheets and sat beside the body. No words could be found, neither the will for my mind to rationalize what I just saw. Not anymore than the next image of Alina before me.

All I could do was press my hand to my mouth, counting breaths to calm myself.

Alina’s eyes as black as the spit dripping from her lips. An expression that begged me to tell her that what I just saw wasn’t real, that it was an illusion in her ill state.

Except she would know it wasn’t a mirage if she saw how her skin glowed, her hollowed-out cheeks were filled, and her very essence flushed with life.

I failed her. If anyone was to see it, I should have.

This whole time, I assumed it was a late-form rejection to the turn, to the venom.

We never considered we were feeding her the wrong way.

We were starving her and didn’t know it.

The solution was never human blood.

It was Vipera.
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The ringing in my ears prevented me from hearing anything else. I was confined to the corner, barefoot in my blackened nightgown, seated on the stool.

Luka did not leave my side, even when they performed the gastric lavage. He was the one to hold me as the siphon tube went down my throat. It was still there on a cloth on the floor. Black undigested blood with bile, and pieces of flesh picked out and jarred as evidence. The same independent doctors brought in to treat me during my fall were now the ones building the case against me.

I stared down at my feet, the edges of the bloodied cloth below, right next to Luka’s rasping shoe. Every time someone got near me, he stepped in front. The scar on his face distracted from the absolute fright in his eyes, and it wasn’t fear of doctors, but the thing on the other side of him.

We didn’t say anything. The doctors talked back and forth, sometimes to ask Luka questions, which he kept short, but I barely heard a word.

I felt as I did when I first woke—revived.

But a new sinking feeling, the guilt of a life traded kept me from deliberating too much or else I may hurt myself.

I stared at my laboratory table, now serving as a slab.

A stained sheet covered the body, the neck area blackened on the fabric.

They wouldn’t let me move from my spot, not that I wanted to. My body became small, despite being quite a tall woman. In moments like this, I forgot. Once again I found myself facing the world, unknowing of who would be at my side after everything.

“Where is she?” Silas’s voice rang through the hallway. “Move!” he shouted.

I flinched, thinking he was speaking about me.

He was let into the laboratory, stopped in his tracks by the body on the table.

Luka’s massive body blocked me from view, but I could peek around to see.

Silas’s eyes were so intense, between his constricted pupils and the light casting downward from the ceiling. I could barely hear what Luka said from the blood rushing in my ears.

“She’s there.” His muffled words were confirmed by him pointing to the table.

Silas looked to the table in confusion before staring back at him. It was like he couldn’t understand why he was pointing to the sheet. Then his eyes only widened, stepping beside the body without taking his eyes from Luka.

When his gaze finally fell to the blackened spot on the sheet, only then could I see the glaze over his eyes.

He hooked a finger under the lip of the sheet. A flash of red hair was all he needed to see, choosing not to reveal the rest. His gaze wandered down the length of the table to her toes, then, when he returned to Luka, it was like he was asking for it not to be her.

“What happened?” he practically mouthed, no courage to say it.

Luka shook his head.

Then Silas and I locked eyes as I stared from behind the massive Russian. His mind connected the pieces finally when he saw the blood on my clothes, my hands.

He lunged at me, and Luka pressed both hands to Silas’s chest, talking quickly in his ear, but those cold eyes did not unlatch from me.

If Luka were not there, this may have been when Silas killed me.

I had seen this look before. Only once. There was an aura when someone was deciding whether or not they wanted to kill you. A lapse in humanity, or perhaps it was purely human instinct. The only time I had seen such a look was in the cemetery, baptized in an autumn tempest and pinned to a dead man’s tomb.

He either was contemplating it again, or regretted not doing it before.

Luka gave him a short shove and gripped his shirt, dragging him out as he continued to speak at him in haste.

When he left, I could breathe.
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From one room to the next, it was like I just appeared places without knowing how I got there. Not that things were moving fast, but nothing felt quite real.

Among the numbness, a seed of guilt sprouted from my stomach. I forgot what it was to feel well. My skin was so soft and even in tone, my senses were sharp, my mind felt as if it was catching up from lack of blood to the brain. When I moved my body, there was no more pain. My only disgrace being what was traded for such wellness.

The trial had begun, but now for a different crime.

“We are held by few civil laws, and even fewer natural ones,” a tall, gaunt man began. He was dressed in black, a tall stiff collar, and a white cravat. His cheeks sunken slightly, black hair oiled back. His pronunciation was archaic, from older ages of English. He acted as a judge. “No kin-killing, no captive Hosts, and no forced turning.”

The dining room tables were rearranged in a horseshoe. Representatives took their seats around this arch, pens and notepads before them. The skeletal man stood at the head, Mr. Astor to his right as the prosecuting party.

In front of them, a collection of jars, new evidence in each. One was blood, blackened and clear what species it was. One was flesh, the pieces cleaned and collected from my stomach. Lastly, a couple pearls, from the necklace that was so unlucky to be in my way. Unmistakable, irrefutable proof of my last meal.

They allowed witnesses to stand in the archways of the room. Eyes dotted the background. Mary and Rebecca were off to the side. While Mary looked a bit sick, Rebecca’s glare could kill a flock from a thousand yards. Elijah Johnson and Pierce Soros traded words by the corner as they watched. John was provided a wheelchair that Mary positioned in front of her. A diversity of emotions spanned across the crowd. But I could tell you that public opinion was not in my favor.

We were standing before them, facing the inside of the curve for everyone to pass judgment. We did not require a table at this time. Though the shackles on my hands and ankles were heavy, all attached by a chain hung to a collar. A prisoner again, except these manacles did not pretend they were anything else. No gold, no pageantry.

“We have exceptions to these rules if given a case, especially if it challenges the species’ survival, fitness, or extenuating circumstance.” The man’s baritone voice carried through the room like an organ. “Now is your time to state your case.” He flipped the paper before him, reading off the charge. “Silas Forbes and Luka Novikov.” He glanced up.

Both men were to either side of me.

“For the crime of kin-killing en masse, how do you plead?”

“Not guilty,” Silas said first.

“Not guilty,” Luka repeated.

“Alina Lis,” the man’s eyes fell to me, “on the charge of kin-killing, how do you plea?”

I stared at him. I understood what he said, I knew what I wanted to say, but I had to keep it to one or two words.

To his side, Mr. Astor had such a sly grin, it was all too perfect.

Everything happened now, of all times. We were all exactly where he wanted us.

“Miss Lis?”

Luka looked down at me, but I kept my eyes forward.

“Not guilty,” I said, staring directly at Levi.

Mr. Astor’s smile only widened.

Silas’s head could have snapped with how fast he looked at me.

The witnesses exploded in opposition to my plea. They argued with the room, either at me or the representatives.

“Silence!” the voice bellowed over the chaos, and the mutterings died down slowly like embers. He turned back to us for one last question. “Will you all be tried as individuals or as a Nest?”

“They should be tried as a Nest,” Levi argued, gesturing toward me. “The tenets of their establishment enable freaks like her. They should be held responsible for creating such a thing. This is why we must keep bloodlines pure. Should have been put down the minute she wasn’t thriving, as any ethical species would do.”

There was silence between us.

“It must be unanimous,” he added.

I looked to Luka, but he was looking at Silas for his answer.

The Creature stood still, keeping his eyes from straying to me. The hesitance hurt, but I understood it was deserved.

“As a Nest,” he finally declared.

The judge looked to each of us to confirm with a nod that he spoke for all of us.

I would save my arguments for when my mind was sound, but nothing was making sense as my mind came to it.

What happened shouldn’t have been possible, Vipera biology and function aside. Bloodsharing didn’t kill Silas when we did it. I suppose I could have bitten too hard in my delirious state, but the clotting properties of my saliva shouldn’t have let her bleed as such. I was lucky the representatives didn’t know about the paralytic venom, but even that should have only numbed her neck. If I was biting too hard, she should have been able to push me away, even in an involuntary motion.

She should have been able to fight me off.

One of the strange men pulled me by the collar, yanking me away from the floor. Silas did not follow, but Luka did. The crowd looked like they wanted to jump out of the way or close in around me all at once, they couldn’t decide if they were afraid or enraged.

They practically dragged me down the hall like a stubborn pet.

As faces lined the hall, I spotted Mary and Rebecca.

Poor Mary flinched when I reached my shackled hands out.

“I didn’t⁠—”

But before I finished, Rebecca pulled Mary back and spat in my face.

My mouth hung open in shock, suddenly blinded by the fluid.

Even as we ascended the stairs and the faces disappeared, the few that were there were less inviting.

Sidney stood in front of my room, his face hardened and cold as he kept looking straight. I looked to him for any sense of whether he believed that I was dangerous, though there was no reason for him not to. But as I moved past, I caught a small, troubled look on his face, as much as he tried to remain neutral.

The security personnel shoved me as I entered the room.

“Do that again and you lose your arm,” Luka bit, shoving him back. “This is still her home. She is under our care.”

“Abomination.” The man spat on the floor before he backed away.

The door finally closed, and the noise finally stopped.

“I can’t sleep in here.” I stared back at the bed.

“You don’t have many choices right now,” he said tensely.

The sheets were clean. I didn’t have the boldness to ask if they’d replaced the mattress too. But in addition to new linens, there was an extra feature added to the bed.

A long chain affixed to the leg of the frame.

Luka picked up the chain and the lock, beckoning me forward.

I swallowed thickly as I took the smallest steps forward.

He knelt before me, locking the longer lead to the chain between my ankles. It was only enough to walk, not to run. And the extension from the bed wasn’t even enough to reach the dresser.

“Again?” I whispered, as the lock clicked into place.

He looked up at me with such regret, I wasn’t sure if it was for what happened to me or the fact he’d gotten involved at all in the first place. At this point, everyone was regretting crossing my path.

“I didn’t kill her,” I told him firmly.

His brow twitched. “Her neck was gone, Alina. Chewed to the spine. Her necklace and skin were in your stomach. We both saw it.”

“No, it doesn’t make sense in the slightest. You have to hear me⁠—”

He rose to his feet and stepped past me.

“Luka!” I lunged to grab his arm, the chain clanking against the frame as it pulled.

He didn’t look at me for some time, just stood there. If he walked away, I couldn’t stop him. I wouldn’t even be able to reach him if he took a single step more.

“I gave you a chance to prove yourself,” I said desperately. “I’m asking you now to let me have mine.”

He glanced at me over his shoulder, his scarred eye catching the light.

“There’s something missing. Something they didn’t see,” I begged. “Let me see the body. One more time.”

“If I move you from this room, they’ll have my head.”

“Because of Silas, they already do,” I said plainly. “Do you trust me?”

He smoothed his hand over his face, struggling with the decision. My fear was that he was giving up, on all of us and himself. But I still saw a shining speck of light, a way out.

“You’ll have to be quick.” He was stern. “I don’t know when, but I will try tonight. Maybe the next. You need to let me handle the arrangements completely, you understand me?”

“Anything that gets me back in the lab,” I said quickly. “Oh—and I will need ice.”
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I spoke too quickly of my patience. Now that I was well again, my mind did not stop. Luka did not come that night. The entire day after, I wondered if he would come at all. I would give him until tonight before I became rambunctious.

They fed me blood, I do not know from whom. I assumed it would be from Luka, since no other soul would dare look at me, much less volunteer their blood.

My only belongings were a metal goblet and the small, dingy ring box on my side table. I was not allowed glass or even a corset while unsupervised. They kept me in the same stained nightgown. I thought it was a bit unfair, casting such an impression during what was supposed to be a fair trial. I asked to be redressed, but they did not offer any such thing for now.

There were no visitors aside from Amelia when she brought me food.

The worst part is that I couldn’t even be angry at the lot of them. It was deemed dangerous to be near me. Silas deserved his space away after what I had done. Luka was kind enough to even entertain my wild idea. Mary may have her reservations, but Rebecca had lost her faith in me long ago, that much was clear.

I had no desire to sleep. Too much rest lately, my body and mind were too awake. I pulled the chain as far as I could, but still couldn’t reach the window. I brought a pillow to sit on the floor. The moon shone bright in the sky. I was close enough that I was bathed in the light, for a couple hours at the least. The wind teased my skin, knowing I couldn’t even reach the windowsill.

That great big pearl in the sky would soon disappear behind the neighboring buildings, and I would be alone again once more.

Footsteps rustled down the hall. More than one pair, if I was hearing correctly. There was a series of harsh whispers outside my door. At first my heart fluttered, but a small skip reminded me that there are more people in this home, not all of them friends.

Shadows moved from behind the door, shifting as the whispers continued back and forth. Deals being struck on my life that I had no say in.

The verdict came with an open door, and Luka stepped through.

The relief escaped me as I stood from the floor.

Mary appeared behind him, with the watchful eyes of Sidney outside the door.

I could weep. There weren’t many good reasons to trust me at this moment, I barely trusted myself. But my gut was screaming that something was wrong, I wondered if they felt it too.

Luka came to me, the keys chiming in his hand as he knelt down to unlock the chain. To my surprise, he unlocked the shackles on my wrists, ankles, and neck too, placing them silently on the floor.

The only rules of the night were to be silent, be quick, and be smart.
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The covered body on the slab was like a ghost under the moon from the skylight. The room smelled entirely of alcohol.

“She’s been thawing for an hour,” Luka said, as he closed the door, Sidney standing guard outside, and Mary acting as my assistant. “Luckily she wasn’t completely frozen.”

I immediately went to the cabinets, pulling a flask, a burner, tubes, and stoppers. I had to remember how I did it before, back when I was apprenticing under Henry. The metal bowl of ice sat on the edge of the workbench. I stuck five clean glass microscope slides into the ice as I built my test.

I placed the burner on an elevated stand and shoved the tube through the stopper, making joints and bends before clipping it to a retort stand, the end of the tube positioned above what would be the flame.

With the mechanisms ready, I was prepared for the most difficult step.

I took a scalpel from the drawer and some clamps.

“What are you doing?” Mary whined in horror.

“I will need you to clamp the skin layers as I open them.” I handed her the clamps.

I stepped over to the form, the ghostly sheet only alluding to the body below.

Luka stood at the end, sending me a look. It was as if he was asking are you sure about this? I shook my head. Nothing was promised. But if I didn’t try, I would never forgive myself.

After a moment of meditative breath and strengthening of will, we pulled the sheet from her body.

The skin did not look real. Without much blood in her body it was like staring at marble, small black veins faint, the tips of her fingers blackening. They’d cleaned her thoroughly. Not much evidence would be on her skin or under her nails. All of which had been wiped clean. Even her neck, what was left of it.

If I didn’t look further, maybe it would preserve her memory of when she was alive. But doing so would be selfish. I would rather sacrifice my living memory of her than let her story go untold.

Her green eyes were so pale. The lids were half open from the tightening of the skin, a slow dehydration was the cost of preserving her. Only until they could embalm her.

Which is why I needed to do this now.

They may have pumped my stomach in search of evidence, but they didn’t search hers.

I lifted the shift, its only use for symbolic decency or for those who must witness her.

Her body was unmarked, still concealing the secrets inside. I pressed down on her abdomen, feeling for the stomach, pressing my fingers into her sternum then sliding them slightly below.

I recessed the scalpel vertically down her abdomen from there, about twelve inches long.

Mary whimpered as I pulled the first layer of skin, placing her fingers inside the cold flesh to hold it open. I kept cutting down that line, through each layer, before I reached the outer parietal layer. One more cut and her chest was exposed.

Mary shook as she held the clamp, fingers covered in black.

“Luka, fifty-milliliter syringe,” I said.

I didn’t have to look, he only took a moment to place it in my hand.

With the long needle, I pierced through the stomach, drawing back the plunger before the cylinder began to fill. Stomach fluid bubbled as it was siphoned. I took enough to fill completely in case I needed multiple tests. I made sure to change angles during extraction to get as much as I could.

When I pulled the needle, I quickly placed it down on a tray so I could clean up.

Mary made a gagging noise in the background before I heard the metal waste bin open hastily.

I emptied some of the stomach contents into the flask, careful to watch how much. I went through the cabinets to grab the reagents. Sulfuric acid and pure zinc oxide.

With quick calculations on a pad of paper, I measured out the proper quantities. The cold sweat was already catching up to me. This test was my last hope, I had no more time for guesswork.

I added them to the flask with the sample, giving a small agitation before securing the plug. The scrape of a match quickly set the wick aflame on the small burner. The wisp was small at first, then climbed when the gas from the flask came out from the tube.

I took one of the glass slides from the ice, tapping it of any moisture before holding it over the flame.

It turned from clear to black. I made sure to coat it well before the reaction ran its course.

Luka hovered, I didn’t realize how close until I felt his breath on my shoulder.

When tilting the blackened glass—I sighed such a breath of relief, it would be satisfactory if it were my last.

A black metallic surface shone back at me.

The mirrored surface was so clear, you could even see the tears in my eyes.

“Can you confirm what I’m seeing, Doctor Novikov?” I breathed.

“Only you could climb down from the gallows like this.”

If my ears were working correctly, I thought I heard equal parts awe and annoyance.

I laughed out loud, the widest smile I’ve had in years.

The most difficult task would be hiding my findings until morning.
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As if the fates themselves knew of my discovery—I was requested as an audience.

But not with whom I was expecting.

They let me change from my stained gown. They only let human maids dress me. Among them was my little friend Amelia.

She helped me into the corset, making sure the rows of laces were tightened and tucked accordingly. They pulled out a crimson walking suit, something practical but still with nice gatherings. I would be going somewhere outside the bounds of the home, surely.

“Do you know where I’m going?” I asked Amelia. The other maids shot glances to her in between their work collecting the old clothes and changing the linens.

“There’s a carriage outside,” she said simply, putting the skirt over my head and fastening the buttons around my waist.

“Who called for it?”

“We don’t know,” she sighed, holding the bodice up for my hands to go through, then fastening it in the back. “We were only given a short list of instructions.”

“Even the attire?”

“Yes.”

Now I had my suspicions. I waited for the other maids to leave before turning, grabbing Amelia’s shoulder gently. “What is the talk of the house?”

She looked frightened when I turned, her mouth opening, but she was pondering my question. “That you’re a cannibal?”

“Aside from that.” I gestured for her to hurry and go on.

“Uhm,” she swallowed, shaking her head as she combed her mind, “there is a lot of mixed opinions.”

“What of the other staff?”

“They don’t care much.”

I leaned back, surprised at the very least at the admission. “Not at all?”

“A little bothered they had to clear an icebox for a body, but working for Vipera households is always unpredictable. Some of them eat human meat, others only require the collection of blood, much like this one. The job has a gruesome nature, we know this.”

“Oh.” I straightened my back.

“You are quite a topic of discussion, but it only means you’re less of a threat than the rest. To the Hosts and humans, at least.” She shrugged.

“What do you hear from the Vipera?”

“Not as neutral of a stance.”

“As expected,” I mumbled.

“You have some loyalists, I see it in their lack of comments. But it’s unwise to say so at the moment. I wouldn’t count on them.” She held her hand out for my arm.

She tied a black ribbon around it.

“What is this?” I mumbled.

“With reactive Nest members, they must signify with a black or red band,” she mumbled, “for informed decisions of Hosts, but I guess this one is for everyone around you.”

I watched her little fingers tie the neat bow, the tails slightly curled as they dangled.

“Thank you,” I said, “for seeing me as I am.”

“You are frightening,” she said sternly, “but you are not cruel like the rest.”

“Keep your eyes and ears alert, something is coming,” I told her. “You’ll know it.”

She searched my face. As if it wasn’t treason enough to be having this conversation. But I trusted her, and neither of us trusted the powers at play.

“Talk to Luka” was all I said before the door opened again, multiple men in suits coming to collect me, since I was to be free of my chains today. How comical that they required five of them to transport me.

Even the roughness of their hands on me proved that they were nothing but scared little mice with something to prove. It must be disjointing to spend your entire life believing you are a predator above all, just for a new apex to show you what it is to be afraid. My very existence must strip them of that security, their privilege.

They surrounded me as they corralled me down the stairs and out the front door. I could barely see past them. Though there was only one person I looked for, and he likely didn’t want to see my face.

He will, soon.

It wasn’t very long in the carriage before I realized where this mystery meeting was taking place.

I counted the doorways, the lamps, even the blocks we passed before we pulled up in front of a recognizable iron gate.

We stopped in front of a park, three men escorting me to the final destination.

The botanical gardens.

The breeze on my skin disappeared as they led me inside the giant greenhouse, the humidity weighing on the skin enough to wish for the wind again.

The only sound was the dribbling of water from the fountains. In the middle there was a cleared space, right in front of the long, manufactured ponds.

In this space, a small table, two chairs, and a blond enjoying the peace.

Levi Astor looked my way, a genial smile on his face as he stood.

The escort shoved me between my shoulders to approach, of which I would have done without the brutishness.

“My dear, you are radiant.” Levi smiled, his arm out to me as he leaned in to greet with la bise. “Did you eat yet?” he asked innocently.

“Haven’t had the appetite.”

“Ah, no matter, we have tea.” He settled back down in his seat, holding his palm out toward the other.

The entire botanical gardens were empty. Being as it was a public location, it must have cost a fortune to reserve the whole place for something like high tea.

“You’re in quite a good mood for a man whose child has just passed.” I took my seat across from him.

“Eaten,” he corrected, pointing his tiny cocktail fork at me before using it to loosen a chilled oyster from the shell.

The table had a tiered platform, each level full of ice, with little cups of sauces at the top. The oysters arranged around the larger levels. Based on the metallic scent, I suspected one of those cups was Host blood. I suppose oysters were raw meat, of sorts. I didn’t think to consider Vipera could taste the meat of the sea, as well.

In the middle of one of the oyster trays was caviar, a mother-of-pearl spoon ready for serving.

We were separated by dainty plates, silverware, and a tea set for two. All so meticulously arranged, you would think this was for romancing rather than confrontation. It upset my stomach thinking that there was an equal chance of the former and latter.

“I always knew there was something special about you.” He shook his head with a smile, placing the empty shell on a separate plate. “Jacek was nothing short of brilliant. Your mother? Beautiful. You truly had no choice but to be an absolute marvel.”

I did not accept the compliment.

Small crickets and possibly the last cicada of the season hummed somewhere within the brush. I stared at the pond, watching the pitcher plants slowly close here and there. I recognized we were in the carnivorous section again. He truly knew how to pick the venue with the worst memories.

An assistant came to pour the tea for us, the pale liquid swirling among specks of loose leaves within the cup.

“Help yourself.” He gestured.

There was no hiding the twitch of my eye. “Why am I here?”

“As opposed to executed?” He looked pitifully at me, like I was some child who needed things spelled out for her. “You would think the first words out of that pretty mouth would have been thank you.”

He was wasting his bait; I wasn’t biting.

Levi wiped his hands and laid the napkin neatly on his lap. He leaned back in his chair, one leg over the other as he settled for, what I assumed, would be the meat of the conversation rather than the garnish.

“I can make this trial swing whichever way I want,” he said plainly. “I could tell them, easily, a list of reasons why it may be beneficial to execute you, my disgrace of a son, and all your little loyalists.”

He paused to stir his tea, as if he was going to drink it, but ultimately lost interest in favor of hearing himself talk more.

“Not very often do we have such powerful people all in one place. Old, indestructible, completely overpowering the weakest of the litters if we wanted to,” he said, starting a tangent, smiling at the thought. “The trial will end and everyone will be right there for the picking. Spoils of the job, I suppose.”

He kept looking to check if any of his words had moved me in the slightest. Little did he know, I was no stranger to men talking from their arses, and I was undeniably bored with the speech already.

“Is that why there was arsenic in Phoebe’s stomach?” I asked.

“It’s a hard one to dose.” His brows furrowed. “A bit too gradual.”

I could feel the sweltering heat rise to my face. He was bold for allowing any sharp cutlery at the table. Confidence, hubris, or a terribly enticing dare.

“You’re not the only one who can play with poisons.” He tipped his head back as he ate another oyster, placing the empty shell on the plate. “Though it was much more subtle than what you did to my Nest, wasn’t it?”

“Why?” My voice strained.

“For what it’s worth, I wanted her dead, not eaten.” He looked at me as if he was insulted with the result. “It was meant to frame you, but the plan outperformed,” he said excitedly.

I could only stare, which made him more elated.

Without breaking eye contact, he snapped his fingers. The escort presented something on a platter.

It was a small document, physically. Multiple papers clipped neatly together. The typeface all puny except for the execution line bearing a rather large X beside it.

The second largest lettering was the title.

BREEDING CONTRACT

“As easily as I could sway them to destroy you,” he began, “I could also make a case to preserve you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course you don’t, my simple creature,” he said so fondly.

I stared down at the papers. Just when I thought he couldn’t bother me, he somehow found a way.

“My dear, there has never been anyone like you.” He reached across the table in some attempt at being personable. “A Vipera who can only feed on other Vipera; a Cannibal. Never in my lifetime—which has been quite long—have I seen it.”

Not even if I had a stronger stomach could I meet his gaze. To settle myself, I forced my eyes to a Venus trap along the edge of the footpath, counting the bright red mouths.

“You have the ring I gifted you, correct?”

I finally looked back at him. He was so sure of himself, so comfortable in his position. I glanced down at my cup, the bits of tea had settled at the bottom. I didn’t have to be a tea reader to see the glittering metallic shimmer.

This had been the plan from the beginning.

Phoebe was always his lamb.

The blood of his daughter, sacrificed for a new Madonna.

“Wear it to trial if you accept the proposal,” he instructed.

“Say I do,” I suggested. “What will you do with the rest?”

“Everyone lives happily, of course!” He looked at me as if my insinuation was asinine. “You and your friends will be well taken care of.”

“What of Silas?”

His carefully adorned mask nearly cracked at the mention. It was like I’d physically hit him. His smile was more tense, so was the dimple in his jaw as he spoke. “That depends on his compliance, which, as you may know about my son . . . isn’t his strong suit.”

“If he complies?”

“Then there is no reason why he shouldn’t live.” He couldn’t hide his obvious distaste. “He won’t have the same privileges as you. I’ve learned my lesson there.”

“Privileges?”

“Oh, yes,” he said, getting excited again, “access to the world’s oldest wealth. You couldn’t possibly imagine it! It’s impossible to spend in ten lifetimes, never mind just one.”

He was right, I couldn’t imagine such a horde. Admittedly, a vision flashed before my eyes. It wasn’t glittering in gold, but it was wealth. A public library that was so well-padded that you could hold the world’s knowledge at the tips of your fingers, free of cost. I saw streets empty because no one had to go without a roof. I saw development, scholarships, medical advancement, technological leaps and bounds.

I saw my father hunched over papers while we shared a space with five other families. I saw how money could free people—all people—within a system that is dead set on bleeding them dry.

“I would have access to it all?” I asked, my eyes flicking to him.

“To mine as well as the others.” He grinned.

My face fell. “Others?”

He pointed to the tiny contract.

I flipped the page; it was the same thing in French. Then Spanish, Russian, German—it kept going.

“Per country,” he said.

“So you’ll bitch me out like a dog?” I scoffed.

“No, dear,” he laughed. “Like a whore.”

He said the former like some sort of joke before he became serious.

“You would be the most powerful woman in the world. The mother of beasts. You could give life to a new apex race of Vipera.”

Suddenly I was thankful my stomach was empty. Blood tingled as it left my limbs. The numbness wasn’t just cold, it punctured through the bone and solidified. The disgust was so rotten, so heinous, that my mind wasn’t able to process how everything led to this moment.

My choices were, in essence, to give my life one way or another.

“Think about it, you have a couple days, at least,” he said gently, then his energy perked up when he eyed the server, beckoning him forward. “I brought your favorite.”

The server presented a bottle with no label, then poured.

The blackness dribbled into the glass, the notes became stronger with the agitation.

Raw, day-old blood.

It smelled of peonies, bitter almond, and baked sugar.
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When returned to the home, I was conveniently allowed to roam the entire floor instead of the confines of my room. No one was allowed on the upper floors but myself and the security detail who kept me. No shackles, as a sign of goodwill.

My task seemed to be invisibility, to not burden anyone while they prepared their duties for the Appraisal.

The parlor had quickly become a favorite place of leisure. Giant houseplants like fig trees and palms, ferns tucked in corners under crystal cloches, hand-painted vases that could fit an entire body or two under the dirt.

I lay on one of the lounge chairs, the cushions gentle on my neck as I stared up at the clouds through the giant oval window in the ceiling, then made my own as I watched the cigarette smoke dance above.

“Would you like coffee and pastries before we take them away?” Amelia asked above me. I shook my head, taking another inhale of tobacco. “You’ve also been requested in the gallery.”

“Gallery?”

“The large room to the left when you come through the front. Both doors on either side of the receiving room’s fireplace open to it.” She stopped speaking when she realized I wasn’t sure. “Would you like me to escort you?”

“Yes.” I handed her my cigarette. “I thought it was being used for another purpose this week.”

“Sometimes we clear it out and use it as a ballroom.” She quickly put the ash out on a used plate. “It’s multipurpose, not often used every day. We just finished putting the furniture back.”

“So we have to house and entertain them too, while they put us on trial?” I shook my head. “Diplomacy is as irritating as it is expensive.”

“Grateful it’s not on my dime, I couldn’t imagine,” she mumbled, gesturing me to follow her.

“Am I allowed down there?” I glanced at the men standing in each corner.

She smiled politely. “Yes.”

We ventured through the halls then down to the ground floor. It was always quite an entrance coming down the wide staircase into the grand foyer.

The maid stopped before the fireplace guarding the gallery, doors closed as always. She gestured toward the door.

“I suppose you’re not coming with me?”

“I don’t think it would be wise, it wasn’t requested.” She nodded politely, leaving me to my business.

I touched the doorknob, unable to bring myself to fully grasp it.

There’s only one more person I could think of who would want to see me.

Could it be that our last encounter had put him off me completely? It was fair for him to be angry, but he knew I had little say in my role here, or the nature of my new body.

There was an urgent matter we needed to discuss anyway.

I shouldn’t assume the worst. This could be a simple request for time, to sit down and truly talk. Though Silas was not a man of words, especially those of reflection, so I wasn’t optimistic.

In turn, I could ignore this request altogether and go back to sleep. But my curiosity was getting the best of me and there was only one way to end the mystery.

I opened the door to grand ceilings, no windows, but art served as more than enough scenery. The art pieces were large, a masterful collection. Somehow they found a way to fill every blank wall space with some kind of scene. Most contained antiquated depictions of monsters and myths, then some were portraits.

Much like the parlors, furniture filled the room in different pockets and styles, except most were positioned to observe the art, as well as whoever may wander the gallery.

In the middle of the room were two sofas, a chaise, and two armchairs gathered squarely around an antique rug, possibly of South Asian design. All the furnishings, now that I looked at them, seemed as old as some of the paintings. A purely eclectic showcase to make the room feel like it was more of a showroom than a place to gather. I suppose his home in London was the same. A man so desperate for memories that he collects them.

Within the center gathering, the back of a blond head.

He looked quite small in a room so grand. Just a man and his things. Will I be one to add to the collection one day? I wondered. Will I be a prisoner or a lover in his home after this?

His head turned slightly when I stepped in.

In a place so large, every small movement was announced by echoes.

“Will you still treat me with silence, even if I am here at your request?” My voice carried through the room, unsure if it would land on the only other ears present.

His fingers tapped against the sofa as his arms draped over the top. Then his arm hinged by the elbow, the gesture beckoning me to join him in the room.

I pulled my robe closer to conceal the sheer nightgown. There was very little desire to ever again wear the dress his father chose for me. Amelia was instructed to burn it.

He didn’t look at me. As I stepped into the clustered sitting area, even as I eyed him, his gaze remained far off, staring at the center of the rug.

I went to sit on the sofa across from him, but he snapped his fingers at me.

He pointed to the center marked by the designs woven into the carpet.

The design included two chimeras, lions with their talons locked, an extra head of a ram and the tails of snakes twisting about.

I stepped forward, my shoes between the lions’ mouths. A chill crawled up my neck, biting at the nape. My limbs felt cold, bare.

My eyes met his reluctantly, but he didn’t speak first.

Even if we were both dressed quite casually, it didn’t keep me from feeling like the one exposed. All black attire, nice shoes, black pants, shirt, he even kept his gloves on. His forearms bare through rolled sleeves in a lax posture.

“What is it?” I turned my chin up. “Do you wish me to beg for you to speak to me again?”

Even when I was standing tall over his seated posture, I did not feel I had any control of the situation. His presence was demanding, more so than it had ever been. The light, cocky posture had turned to something more. He had gone from a stray cat to a loose panther, a predator that had lost the joy in playing with his food.

His eyes wandered, surveying me as if I would dissect myself before him for his own entertainment.

“Take it off,” he said.

I froze. The lack of specificity made me guess what exactly he was referring to. I wouldn’t be generous with my interpretation and assume he meant the robe.

The knot tied in front loosened as I pulled the tails, the silk slipping from my shoulders as I tossed it to one of the other seats.

The gallery chandelier above acted as a stage light, shining down on me. Every ripple of the gown, the shadow of my body, everything on display yet still veiled to the eye. The phantom shadows only appear to tease the imagination.

As he rose from his seat, his eyes never left me, which made it hard to keep contact in the first place. I didn’t have to be naked to feel exposed, his level of scrutiny was enough. With my eyes to the ground, he stepped around me, polished shoes stark against the rich woven patterns on the floor.

He lifted a piece of hair, letting it fall from his gentle grasp as he moved. Behind me, he brushed his knuckles against my tailbone, then dragged them upward. Each vertebrae straightened further into place as he touched. Silas didn’t resurface in my peripheral vision.

His fingers traced the back of my shoulders, pushing the neckline of the chemise nightgown wider. It fell past my shoulders, then to the floor.

Somehow in a closed room with no windows, I felt a chill. The eyes of the paintings looked to follow me, and I couldn’t see the unforgiving glare of the Creature who kept me company.

“I’ll leave if this visit is pointless.” I turned my head over my shoulder to speak.

His fingers dragged through my hair before brushing over the backs of my arms. Say something. I stared straight ahead.

“You look good,” a smugness to his tone, “nourished.”

My heart was struggling.

His hands touched my waist, palms pressed flush to the skin as he smoothed down my hips, then to the front. His fingers brushed against the vertical scar of my abdomen. His fingers twitched, then I felt an exhale beside my neck.

Silas’s body pressed to mine, his touches so gentle, so restrained.

“Are you angry with me?” I asked.

His hands left my waist to gather my hair over my shoulder. He brushed his lips against my ear, then kissed behind it. “That is far too weak a word.”

“Then say it plainly for me,” I mocked.

He wrapped some of my hair around his palm. It triggered the most delightful shiver, tickling my scalp, as if even my hair could anticipate the sensation.

“Wroth,” he said against my neck. “Ireful,” his voice strained. “Despitous.”

“Quite archaic,” I breathed, and his grip tightened in my hair. “Go on, pull the thread until my will is undone. It won’t make it better.”

He pulled my head back so he could look me in the eye. “I could kill you,” his violent words against my lips, “you know it, I know it.”

He jolted me, the sting of his fingers against my scalp making my eyes water.

“Do you hear me? I could kill you now, and I can’t decide if I would be relieved or broken.” His teeth clenched together so hard as he spoke, as if the manifestation were an animal clawing at the cage just behind the fangs barring it in.

I was shaken, truly, because I believed him.

I always did.

The problem was that I never cared if I lived.

He let me go but did not move away.

When I turned to him, it looked as if he was deciding whether it would be better to cut me down or cut me loose.

“You have caused me enough pain to span lifetimes,” he said, so slow and pointed.

My heart broke for him as much as for myself. We loved her. There would be nothing that would allow me to bring her back or close the wound. I had hoped we could stitch ourselves together, to make it right.

“And yet I still love you,” he continued. “I will love you and hate you in a cycle of guilt and longing until it eats me from the inside out.”

I stared silently, no further words to add. There was nothing to do but let him say his piece or else he would never hear mine.

“I do not know if you deserve such power over me, woman. You have ruined me. Entirely,” he laughed, “and I will forgive you in every lifetime because I just can’t help myself. I am weak to you.”

“I hear you,” I said slowly. “I see you, Silas.”

For the first time, genuine disgust. But it didn’t seem to be for me; it was pointed within.

“Will you hear me now?” I asked gently.

He puffed, opening his hands wide as if he expected me to hit him.

I knelt down on a knee, which only confused him further. I slipped off my shoe and picked it up. I stood before him without fear of consequence, because I had what we both needed.

The mirrored glass cast a metallic shimmer as it was presented between my fingers. I held it between our faces, and I made sure I held his gaze in mine.

He looked unsure of whether he should be looking at my eyes or the glass.

“It was arsenic,” I said, “and I know who did it. You do too.”

His eyes narrowed on me, silent.

“She was poisoned, weakened and vulnerable to injury just as a person would be. My bite should not have killed her.” I shook my head. “Chronic exposure right under our noses.”

Even without a single word from him, I heard his heart pick up.

“I have a plan. But do you trust me?” I tilted my head at him, placing the glass in his hand. “We know what’s about to happen. We can get justice for Phoebe, for us, and for everyone who came before and all those who will come after.”

He turned his gaze down to the glass, hand brushing against the metallic mirror.

“What do you want from me, then?” He didn’t look up from the glass.

“Talk to Amelia.” I tucked a piece of folded scrap paper into his pocket. “Secret recipe.”
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For the first time, things were falling together.

I lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. Instead of dreadful sleeplessness, I was blessed with a rather delightful mania.

There was so much energy pent up in my body from lack of action that I might have been able to scale the bricks of the exterior. Instead of a sweltering heat tonight, it was rather cool, a damp smell to the air, a tempestuous premonition.

A card slipped under my door with a light sweep across the floor.

The little white piece came like some mystical invitation. The shadow of someone behind the door disappeared quickly.

I tiptoed quickly as I pulled on my robe, fastening it before picking up the card.

As I crouched, the right uppermost corner of the calling card folded, indicating a personal delivery.

Luka Novikov

Specialist

On the other side was a handwritten message:

3:00 AM—front entrance. New evidence

If the clock beside my bed was correct, that was three minutes from now.

I shoved my feet into some house shoes, but there wasn’t much time to change. With the card tucked into the pocket of my robe, I used the ribbon that had been tied on my arm to secure the plait of my hair.

Sidney stood outside as usual, nodding as I passed. Much of the security had been localized to the stairwell entrance during my wandering hours.

Tonight, there was only one, and he was asleep against the wall.

You would think a lot more care would go into keeping a criminal confined, but I suppose whether or not I was considered one was subjective depending on who you asked. It was my home, after all. And so far I was as cooperative as I could be.

The home was undisturbed in the early hours of the morning. Everyone was enjoying the new apartments next door during their stay and the main household on curfew. I could hear the soft steps of my house shoes as I swiftly crossed the grand foyer.

The rig was set outside waiting for me, my beautiful draft tacked up and ready. Mary sat in the driver’s seat dressed in men’s clothing, complete with hair tucked into a hat.

“What is the news?” I whispered, climbing into the seat beside her. “Where’s Luka?”

“We can’t talk here.” She held her finger to her lip, urging the horse to walk the minute I stepped up.

The Nest towered over us, not a single light coming from within as we turned the corner, disappearing as it was replaced with the view of other homes facing the green space.

Once you frequent the city, especially on foot, you start to remember your way around. A map burns into your brain for when you, eventually, misplace yourself. Being this was my third time visiting the North Star Guild, I suspected it had been our destination the minute we cut through the scenic path of the park.

Mary’s breathing was shallow, a wet smell to her as her little heart pounded. She hurried me, pointing to the door as she tethered the horse.

There wasn’t much activity when I stepped inside. As I approached the stairs to the guild, I turned back.

“Are others meeting us?” I whispered, the lights dim in the empty entrance. Mary wasn’t far behind, checking the outside before securing the lock.

I stepped up the short flight of stairs to the upper floor. Shadows cast over the taxidermy trophies, their eyes a small glitch as they looked down upon us. It was much more ominous without company.

But even with only the light from the street, the specimens of the room were still marvelous.

Without so many people crowded in, you could see the worn dips in the well-loved seats. The cleaned fireplace awaiting the season’s end, but for now, a dark cave in the wall. The windows stretched tall, not as ornate, but just as efficient so that the electric chandelier need not be used until well into the night if guests were present.

No lights today, I was either unexpected or they didn’t want it to be known they had a visitor.

I looked down at the street. Small drops of rain patterned the glass, soon obscuring the image of my horse, the street, and even the streetlamps that turned to glittering starbursts.

My fingers ran along the pelt of the polar bear poised in the corner. The marble of the mantel beside it was so weathered it became a statement of its own. Antiquity embraced.

A pair of footsteps padded on the carpet behind me.

“Mary?” I turned.

A bitter pinch in my side.

Then a blossoming sear of pain.

“Rebecca.” The name was sibilated as I said it, my lungs struggling to keep a blemishless voice.

Her eyes were as resilient as basalt. The deep amber that cured and hardened with experience, holding on to whatever let itself fall into her. Those things became a part of her and without mistake, in her mind, I was to blame.

Even so, I smiled at her.

My hands cupped her face, her cheeks wet with rage and all that it made of her. Even with such a forgiving touch, she did not let herself fall into it.

She twisted the knife in my side, grating against the rib.

I nearly didn’t notice we had company.

Another blow, in the back between shoulder blades.

Golden eyes caught mine as I whistled an exhale—Pierce Soros.

Around me, the very people who’d put me on this pedestal, made me their bargaining chip, and now, happily discarding me.

Mary was huddled in the corner, clutching an imperial period dagger. I had never seen a person shake like that. Not since my last subject.

My head sloped to the side.

Her eyes were wild and wide, I could smell the bile rising in her throat, the sweat that soaked the pits of her men’s shirt. In the breast pocket, calling cards.

Fear was more than just an expression worn on the face. It was something that takes you over entirely, disguising every one of your senses and birthing a new animal. It smelled so sickly sweet. That is all I saw, an animal, cowering from her grave mistake.

The gentle touch on Rebecca’s face turned harsh, skin collecting under my nails.

A rope wrapped around my neck, the fraying manila scratching my skin as it pulled tight.

But not tight enough.

I pulled forward, not caring that it was crushing my trachea.

Rebecca’s eyes widened, as did my parted lips. My fangs flexed forward, overextended as the gap between tooth and skin closed.

My fangs sank through her cheek, biting down enough to feel the blood on my tongue despite my inability to swallow.

She screamed against my lips even as her vocal control numbed.

Rebecca fell back with a shaking grip on her face.

I forced my fingers around the rope, shoving my hips back before throwing the man over me and into her.

Pierce stumbled over her to get away, his feet kicking at the floor before I straddled his body, turning him over. His perfectly trimmed hair now scuffed and wild, his face no longer smug, and he was powerless to what would follow.

I pulled the blade from my rib but couldn’t reach the one in my back.

My blood glistened on the ancient blade.

“Foolish man.” I caught my breath. “Simple creatures, no matter your species.” My voice crackled like a fire.

“Please,” he begged, “you would have done the same in the name of protecting what’s yours.”

“You’re right,” I breathed, “and I will take what is mine.”

I lunged, and my teeth were in his neck faster than he could spit another plea. He could have been braver. And if he had been in Rebecca’s place, he at least would have gotten the venom. He thrashed and choked as my teeth buried in the throat, crushing his larynx from the force of my jaw.

Blood flowed from my wounds, but only for a short time before the cuts closed. The one on my back was agitating me, but the pain had washed away like every natural swallow was morphine.

Rebecca pushed the blade deeper into my back, but I was already sucking on wrung-out flesh.

My body was vibrating as if powered by pure coal. I pushed back on the pressure of her hand on the blade. An angry scream is all she could manage with the paralysis in her face.

I reached back, grabbing her by the throat.

Her nails scratched and scraped against my arm as I held her away, the blood from my lips still dripping onto Pierce below me.

She couldn’t fight me.

Not now.

Her cheek was torn to her lip, the flesh open and her back teeth exposed.

“I will remember you for all you were,” I said softly, “but everyone else will only know you for this moment.”

Her breathing was so hard that the blood from her mouth sprayed in my face.

My fangs were in her neck so fast that everything else faded away.

After, I was blind to the carnage. Each tear of skin made me crave more, each swallow of blood swelled within me like new life, and the ecstasy could have healed every part of my soul.

I wouldn’t call it carnage, there was no blood left.

The only drops I did not consume had soaked into my own clothes, dying my attire as black as the day I’d embraced myself.

The day I became a poisoner was the first day I put trust in my nature; the day I became the cannibal was the last day I ever doubted it.

It was a shame. The Guild’s collection of arms and artifacts could impress even the most avid collectors. Notably, the Assyrian sickle sword displayed proudly on top of the mantel.

Carefully, I placed my fingers under the hilt and blade, lifting it from the confines of its display. So perfectly balanced and light.

I tapped it on my finger. It took my body a second to realize it had even been cut, the smallest pain didn’t register until several seconds after the blood appeared.

In the corner, a shaking ball gripping her head. I almost forgot she was there at all.

“Mary,” I spoke, my voice clear of any imperfections in the previously crushed chords.

She looked up at me and withered like a leaf.

I tilted my head toward the exit.

It took a moment for her body to recover from the shock, but she scrambled for the door. If she was wise, she would go home. If she was smart, she wouldn’t take my horse.

Pierce and Rebecca lay shoulder to shoulder for efficiency.

One whack each and the job was done.

I couldn’t risk them coming back from their injuries. Vipera were tricky things, you always should take the head for good measure.

Respect for the dead was important, so I wasn’t going to leave them like that, even if it took all night.

The rain and thunder served as my symphony during the process, nearly as good as playing whatever cylinder was already on the phonograph.

I placed their bodies in chairs, positioning their limbs casually before the rigor mortis set in. They could relax and watch themselves do so.

Their heads were placed atop the mantel, looking down at their own bodies. They matched the rest of the mounts; hopefully they wouldn’t be camouflage for long. It would start to smell rancid.
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Mary did take my horse, but she was lucky I was in such a remarkable mood.

By the time I reached the house, the birds had begun to sing, rejoicing in the banishment of the night’s rain. The heat of the day was already beginning to rise despite the pale blue of the early-morning sky.

Six in the morning.

The household should be gathering for breakfast.

If they were at all sluggish, my presence should wake them up properly.

The door opened before I even set foot on the front steps. The poor doorman was too tired to see who approached.

The chiming came from the dining room. Conversations about the weather and compliments about the color of napkins provided. All so happy, so blithe, so meaningless.

My bare feet tapped against the cool marble floor.

Stray guests fluttered past me, having to look again to check if they saw me correctly.

There was no more room to care.

I lost my shoes on the walk across the park. My hair was coming undone from my braid, the blood stuck to the strands was barely noticeable, but the blood on my face and down my chest was the fashion statement of the morning.

Not too many noticed me when I stepped under the room archway. Representatives passed scones and grapefruit, poured coffee between their Hosts and wives, even arranging their napkins across their laps before the voices stopped, and all eyes were on me.

I grasped my blackened hands in front of me, beaming when they settled down.

At the end of the table, Mr. Astor.

A collection of gasps, some looked away, others dared to stare. Soon the cutlery no longer chimed, the chatter stopped like dampening a wick. Not even the security detail knew what to do.

“Pierce Soros and Rebecca Aldritch have broken the trust of the trial and tried to take matters into their own hands. Their debt was settled on a feast of traitors. You may collect them at the West Side Guild.” My voice carried indisputably. “I would like to have free roam of the entirety of my own home for the remainder of the trial. I can’t be confined to just a single floor.” My eyes landed on Mary, her gaze down on her plate at the table, dressed and cleaned for her Host duties.

“I trust my actions will be forgiven, as I am sure the same fate would befall any of us who dared tamper with the covenant we have made between ourselves and the pursuit of justice.” I made sure each word was careful and clear. “If there are no objections, I wish to retire. May I see all your lovely faces intact when we resume the trial and Appraisal tomorrow.”

When I turned to leave them, the whispers erupted into dispute.

The knife still lodged in my back, all they needed to see.

As I went up the stairs, my posture was relaxed and my steps slower. My legs and feet hurt from walking bare across the park. I wasn’t sure if anyone saw me, but who would believe them if they did? An indecent, ghostly woman covered in blood with a knife lodged deep in her back? The authorities would assume they were describing something from a penny dreadful.

Much like a phantom, I found my body tracing a path in search of what she knew.

The scent of tobacco and bay leaves wafted from the parlor, the small tang of blackberry elevating the senses.

The room was empty except for one.

The furniture had been moved back to the way it was before, in anticipation of the end of our guests’ stay.

Silas flipped through a paper, the light casting his silhouette through the pages and producing a dancing smoke as he breathed, the cherry of the tip pulsing to life with every inhale.

It may have been that he sensed my presence. A bond so strong that his soul knew mine, that no matter where I was, we would always be able to find each other.

But it was likely the scent of blood.

And then my tears that came after.

Silas dropped everything. The paper, the cigarette from his lips. The legs of the chair scraped as he stood.

I almost made it to him, steps away before I collapsed in his arms. But he did too.

Silas fell to his knees the minute his arms had me, like catching me was more important than remaining upright.

“Where were you?” He was so angry, but his embrace was desperate. “Luka went to look on foot when we realized you weren’t here. Sidney said Mary slipped you a note before you left.”

“Enough questions,” I breathed. “Tell Luka to take better care of where he keeps his calling cards.”

I felt him touch the blade in my back, yanking it out quickly when he realized it was there.

A groan melted into a sigh, rolling my shoulders to celebrate their newfound freedom.

“My God.” He sank fully to the floor as he held me. “We should have run when we had the chance,” he whispered, his grip tightening. “We can go now. Leave everything behind.”

I shook my head. “It’s already in motion, be patient.” I looked up at him. There was no concealing the smile with such bliss in my soul. “There’s no escape now.”
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The trial started early.

I wore black, selfishly. A red ribbon tied around my arm. They said it was for the safety of others, but in reality it was akin to sewing a scarlet letter to my clothing.

Most of the trial was tuned out in my mind. It didn’t matter anymore.

Character statements, eugenic arguments, laws not bound by civilization—it was whatever benefited the representatives. It wasn’t intended to be fair; it never was.

“If the Nest was fit, it never would have been able to be killed so easily. Not only is this a natural succession from Sire to spawn, but it only strengthens the value of why bloodline-structured Nests are outdated and a danger to the species,” Luka argued.

“It’s unreasonable because no typical Vipera would have seen a necrotic poison as a threat—they didn’t even know it existed!” Levi replied.

“Which may be a better argument for why thinking you are untouchable is not only flawed, but a degeneration of instinct,” Luka retorted sharply.

He stood at the end of the table, Silas stood in the middle, and I remained seated.

At this point, we’d had glowing testimonies as well as scathing ones. There was a vote to be had on the crime of kin-killing, next would be my arguments. Levi stared as the representatives deliberated, quite loudly. Nothing they said would matter. This was a decision reserved for me.

From where I observed, it was evenly split. It was harder to argue since they valued evolution, and Silas and Luka made convincing arguments for our Nest’s fitness as well as their own, the significant evidence for and against them being the fact that they’d gathered one hundred and twenty-five deaths with only four vials of my poison in the bloodwine decanters.

I let it go on because I wanted to hear it for my own ego.

But it was time.

“We will be moving on to the case of Alina Lis, the Cannibal.” The judge slapped the table to dampen the deliberation.

The representatives switched to writing down their grievances or endorsements instead of yelling them.

All eyes turned to me.

Mr. Astor’s hadn’t looked away during the forced display.

“What say you to the crime of kin-killing?”

“Not guilty,” I said.

“Such a bold statement when the evidence is clear.” One of the representatives pointed to the jars of evidence.

“Is it a crime to eat flesh?” I asked.

They all stared.

The judge shifting as he stood. “No. But you are on trial for the killing⁠—”

“I did not kill her.”

More groans from the gallery.

“Miss Lis, the evidence is clear. You may want to make another argument,” he suggested. Somehow it seemed empathetic.

All eyes on me.

The representatives shot glances to one another. Their faces communicating something like irritants and haste. Did they want this trial over so soon? Supposedly they all agreed to entertain Levi’s contract. All of them were rats, corrupted puppets pretending to uphold civility and justice.

“May I make a character statement?” I asked.

They looked to one another before nodding.

“If you must,” the judge droned.

I clasped my hands in my lap, leaning forward against the table all three of us sat behind.

“Years ago I was lucky enough to make something special,” I began, glancing at the witnesses crowding behind the representatives. Mary chewed her nail as she held John’s wheelchair. He looked like he was able to move his head and arms now. The face of distress was no match for his paralysis, it was all in his eyes. “I formed my own Nest, not unlike this one. A self-sustaining collection of brilliant women, Hosts and Vipera. During that time, I learned much about leadership, diplomacy, and most importantly, sacrifice.”

While the representatives did not appreciate the stalling, there was a softening of the other curious faces. One of which I spotted was Elijah Johnson standing by. Even when he was most critical of me when we met, clearly he did not see eye to eye with Soros’s plan—or else he would have met the same fate. Something brought him to observe. Even if it was a small gesture, it gave me hope that people would hear me, even if they were repulsed by me.

“We lost good people.” I swallowed, glancing at Mary. “We lost a bright girl named Adeline. And it was my fault. I waited too long to accept help from others, something that would not only isolate myself, but others.” I looked back to the judge. “Edith Friedman was a member of our Nest exhibiting concerning behaviors. I thought she was bright, very curious. But just like I failed Adeline who had been eaten by the feral cases of the area, Edith was failed too. If I had caught on earlier, they both would still be here.”

“What is the point of this?” A representative raised his hand, arguing with the judge.

“Edith is the reason I was reborn as I am now,” I stated plainly, “after I took a knife in my stomach that was meant for Phoebe.”

Levi’s eyes snapped to me.

“I tell you this to appeal to the claim that I am some mindless, uncontrollable monster.” I made an effort to make eye contact with all who dared. “I would never intentionally hurt someone. Phoebe meant a great deal to me, more than anyone in this world. We have been nearly inseparable since birth.”

I lifted my hands from my lap, resting them on the table.

The gold posey band was stacked on my finger, next to the engagement ring.

“Thank you for your statement.” The tall, dark man nodded. “Sir Astor?”

“I think we all have good intentions. We are very few, the Vipera as a species. So I must emphasize that everything I do is to benefit us all, as a whole.” Levi stood from his seat, buttoning his jacket as he affixed a smile to his face. “I’m happy to announce that a deal has been struck outside of the current litigation.”

The judge seemed caught by surprise, but not because it seemed uncommon. Probably due to such easy forgiveness of such a crime.

The chatter among the witnesses erupted, the representatives easing back their commentary. Filthy, crooked bastards.

“Silence!” the tall man yelled amid the chaos, turning back to Levi. “Are you sure of this?”

“Of course! All of this has been so strenuous.” He gestured around the room. “It would please me if we all could come to an agreement. We are very few as a species, is it not better to preserve what we have?”

“It is up to you as the prosecuting party,” he said carefully.

“Then I say we end this arduous process and celebrate.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “The deal has been accepted.”

“No, it hasn’t,” Silas hissed.

I placed the small stack of papers on the table and pushed it forward.

Silas stared down at them.

One of the assistants collected them. Silas’s eyes followed them until they landed in his father’s hands. Levi flipped through the pages, checking that each one was signed. He held them up for all to see. “This is how you do diplomacy. A selfless sacrifice that benefits all of us, not just a few.”

The representatives looked pleased, a small applause as they stood one by one. A growingly confused crowd of witnesses joined slowly.

The way they looked at me was nothing short of concern. The expressions of the crowd compared to the representatives were like day and night. Then I realized they were just coming to the same conclusion I did—that this race was fixed. The trial wasn’t about justice, it was about bending to their will.

“As a token of gratitude for your sacrifice, my son,” Levi grinned, “all is forgiven.”

Everyone stood from their seats, shaking each other’s hands and patting backs. I stayed seated, watching it all unfold. Men were simple, painfully so. Their greed and egos put blinders on them, like carriage horses.

I finally looked to Silas, his eyes trained on me.

Something so helpless in him.

I shook my head slowly before taking my leave, Mr. Astor’s security tailing my heel, protecting the acquisition. Levi’s new property is all they saw.

All my Creature could do was as I said—do not engage. The longing could only follow with a look as he watched me go.

Soon the celebratory garble faded as I retired.

They were too obsessed with the anticipation of the slaughter to notice the lamb had wandered off.
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There would be no sleep tonight, only more time to prepare.

I sat in the sill of the open window, braiding half of my hair up and pinning it into a comfortable position. A couple loose curls framing my face. I took breaks in between pinning. Even with a new, dangerous body, my arms still grew weary from doing my hair.

I wove pieces of dried wolfsbane into the braids, a laurel of sharp violet blooms upon my head. Even my dear toxic blooms smelled different to me now. Sweeter than ever, they’d lost quite a bit of their bite.

The doors to my room burst open, slapping against the walls as they were flung, the noise alarming at such a late hour. Silas stormed through, his breathing was hard, with clenched fists.

Sidney reached in to pull the doors closed. “Be quick, and be quiet,” he scolded Silas.

The light curtains billowed. I clutched the frame of the window, waiting.

He lunged, a hand placed on either side of me on the sill. Then his lips met mine, and I did not care if I fell off our home again. I’d fall for him as many times as I could.

I wrapped my arms around his neck as I leaned back, the breeze combing through my hair and sweeping us in the scent of Aconitum flowers.

“I can’t do this,” he said between kisses. “Goddamn you, I can’t!”

“You know it’s the only way.” I tipped my head back, feeling the cool breeze on my lashes and the moonlight on my skin. “Freedom is on the tips of our tongues. I can taste it now.”

His strong arm scooped under my back, the other hand reaching up to brush his fingertip over my left brow and lashes, like he was taking into account every curve of my face, every pore of skin, every piece of me stored away deep in an archive if all goes wrong.

He pulled me forward, kneeling before me as I sat in the window.

The brush of fingers by my ankles, then up my leg. As the fabric uncovered my knee, he laid a kiss on the skin, then another as he gathered the skirts.

“You remember what I told you?” I brushed my fingers through his hair.

He nodded against my skin, tipping his head to look up to me from my lap. “And if it doesn’t work?”

With a tilted head, I touched his cheek, smiling as I held his face. I leaned forward to kiss him. He reached up to hold the back of my head in place as he captured my lips.

“You were supposed to be my bride,” he whispered, cupping my cheek. Some petals from the flowers brushed against his face as they fell.

I brushed my bottom lip against his. “Then make me yours for tonight.”

“I wish to have you always, not just tonight.” With all the possessiveness of his words, he could not hide the pain in his voice.

He tipped his head to kiss my palm, then across my wrist and to my shoulder.

As he nipped at my neck, I gasped, holding him close against my skin.

“Do you know your vows?” I whispered.

He nodded as he sucked on the skin, rising to press his hips between my legs.

Every breath across my skin sent chills up my spine, every touch made me crave more of them, every heartbeat made me hurt the longer they beat together.

“To love,” he spoke against my jaw, his arms wrapping around my waist as he leaned forward.

“To cherish.” I looked up at the night sky as he peppered kisses up my neck.

“To obey.” His chin touched mine as he dipped me farther.

My arms spread wide on either side. My hair blew in the wind as the city’s lungs exhaled. I was caressed in the promise of freedom once more, it would only take a second of bravery and a single leap.

My arm hooked around his neck and I touched his face, my thumb pulling his bottom lip down, as if to prepare him to fully consume the words.

“Until death.”

“May he never find us apart.”

He lifted me, cupping under my thighs as he carried me from the window.

He swayed with each step. His mind was too busy on me and not enough on the path ahead. Our lips locked together, a fervor like we were running out of time. That somehow the wound would close if we felt enough, touched enough, loved enough of each other this night.

I fell back into the bed, caressed by the pillows and sheet before adding Silas’s hands and mouth brushing against every piece of skin he could.

My mind went back to the garden, where we made love in the grass. There was no helping ourselves when we gave in to our greater urges, into ourselves.

He lifted my chemise, kissing along my leg, then down my thigh. His forked tongue flicked out as his head went under the fabric of the gown.

The only thing keeping me quiet was the grip on the sheets and the bite on my knuckle.

The form between my legs lowered, and I felt the heat of his tongue swipe my inner thigh. His hand placed firmly on my abdomen, reaching upward to cup my breast.

Just the tickle of the noises in my ear made me close my eyes, my legs unable to still as they twitched.

The split tongue twisted along my clit before he sucked, swiping back and forth over the sensitive nerve. He then would slip it between the folds, his free hand keeping stimulation at the apex.

“Silas.” I pulled the fabric off his head.

He peered at me through his lashes, taking one slow drag of the tongue before kissing up the pelvic bone, then up the middle of my abdomen.

I pulled him up by the hair, pushing him down on his back to take my place.

While straddling his hips I pulled at his trousers. I tipped forward to kiss him, his hands placed on my hips.

When I finished undoing his pants, he bucked his hips up to jolt me forward.

“He’s going to kill you,” I whispered.

“Let him.”

“Silas.”

“A single moment with you is worth it,” he panted, his forehead touching mine. It was like he marveled in every touch, no matter how gentle, “even if it may be the last.”

“Don’t forget me,” I cupped his face as I captured his lips, “if it comes to it.”

“That’s like asking my lungs to forget to breathe,” he laughed at me.

“I love you, Silas,” I cried. “It hurts to let go.”

“Then never release me from your claws.” He smirked. “I will wait as long as I need to.”

“If it fails, swear to me we will make good on that promise to jump,” I whispered. “We could go back to the cliffs.”

He took both my hands and held them to his chest. Our heads did not part, our lips so close only God could hear our promise. “Until death,” he said again.

“Let him never find us apart,” I repeated.

My palms balled in his shirt, pulling it open as I lifted myself up. He helped position me, his lips never leaving my skin. He kissed my shoulder as I lowered myself onto his cock. There was a twitch as I settled on it, and my thighs were already shaking.

The deranged part of me hoped someone would see and we would both be executed right there. Defiling property, the contract said, is punishable by death.

The nightgown was pulled over my head and he tossed it away. Once done, he lay back into the pillows. His eyes followed his hands as they smoothed up my hips then down the middle, tracing the scar.

I rocked my hips, the girth of his cock pressing into me, unable to push the rest of it farther in my tense state. I leaned back, hands resting on his thighs as I lifted my hips.

Silas gasped, his grip on my thighs helping to push and pull.

My movements became rough, desperate—and then I sat up.

I couldn’t do it.

My hands covered my face as I shook my head.

Silas sat up, taking my wrists gently and removing them.

“Look at me,” he whispered, “speak to me.”

I couldn’t slow my breathing. It was spiking up faster and deeper until it was so disordered, I wasn’t properly breathing at all.

“Alina, shh.” He pulled me in, resting my head on his shoulder as he breathed deep, then a prolonged exhale. His chest against mine served as a mirror. His breathing guided mine, his pulse drumming against my ear.

I slipped my arms over his shoulders, my face buried in his neck.

He moved my hips on his lap, rolling his own and letting me go limp. One by one, my muscles let go, melting into his warmth as our bodies clung together.

There were more lubricated conditions now that came with the soothing rocking of the hips. I let him move me freely, just happy to feel him and not have to do anything but be comforted.

A soft moan left my lips, accompanied by the sound of chittering from my chest. His own purr matched mine as he pressed my hips down roughly.

I spread my legs to sit fully onto him, as much as I could as I kissed his shoulder, then neck.

He leaned me back and dragged his tongue between my breasts, his fangs exposed before biting down above one of them.

A flinch accompanied by a gasp. When I tilted my head back, I thought I could float. The flowers had fallen from my hair by now, our warm bodies pressing them into the sheets. He unlatched from my chest and licked the wounds clean, capturing another kiss from me.

I bit his lip, enough to bleed, and I sucked on it.

There was no getting enough of him, my most toxic addiction, and I was his.

“Mate with me,” I begged in between kisses, “take me now or forever hold your peace.”

“You are my peace,” he breathed, “a poison to die for.”

“Give me your venom, Creature,” I teased.

He turned us to lay me down. His body cast over me, lifting my leg as his thrusts suddenly became full of fervor. Every pound into me sent a shock through my body, another dose of whatever it is that made my heart go.

I didn’t want it to end. I didn’t want him to let go of me. Ever.

He bent over me as he thrust, his forearms resting on either side of my head as he kissed my neck.

It was so hard not to bite him while he was so close, so hot to the pulse.

His breathing became ragged and so did mine. He bit into my neck suddenly, and I cried out. He put his hand over my mouth, and I bit it on impulse.

He groaned into my neck.

I swallowed as the pain spread through my muscles but lightened with a taste of his blood.

Even as I tasted him, I refrained from biting down fully to avoid the secondary fangs. The paralysis venom was nearly as inconvenient as the⁠—

A sharp pain between my legs.

“Silas!” I gasped, clawing his chest with my nails.

He bit down on my neck harder to keep me there. The predatory chittering sound rose and fell, vibrating against my body as he finished.

I could feel every pulse, everywhere. Blood rushing, heartbeats matching, his cock flexing. The pain didn’t ease, but it didn’t matter.

We were such violent people, with fierce natures. The way we loved would always be vicious. As long as we vowed to take care of each other, knowing this about ourselves, we would always come together in the end. It was the gentle touches after bites, the sweet words after playful banter, even the way we knew our own depraved nature, to know we would always be each other’s strongest vices.

I could accept that.

I could accept him.

Us.

One more night before our games would end.

One more night basking in each other’s warmth, trading sweet words and blood.

One more night before we defined the rest of our lives.

Whether we lived or died rode on our will.

God forbid those who would come between us.
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Most guests were setting off, packing their carriages, and leaving us with congratulatory goodbyes. Our narrow street was flocked with harbor-bound carriages. The only ones who remained were the representatives, most of their staff leaving ahead of them and would await their arrivals after.

Mr. Astor requested something lavish. On the rooftop with more flowers, something proper, he’d said to the staff. He acted as if our Nest was his, and what was mine was ours.

The contracts were signed, their account managers back home were telegraphed that small advances were to be transferred to a new account, a joint one with mine and Levi’s names on it.

I was to be addressed as part of the Astor household, and whatever household I resided in thereafter, but always to return to him.

A broodmare paid for in blood and gold.

The banquet table was meticulously furnished on the rooftop garden. Florals of wolfbane, larkspur, and lilacs made up deadly arrangements of pale blues and violets. The silverware was polished so thoroughly they were practically mirrors, reflecting any light it could as it waited to be plated.

The trays uncovered to reveal steak, thinly sliced. The pink myoglobin dripped across the silver, giving a rosy-colored film to my reflection.

“No, not for her,” one of the staff scolded the other, taking it away as soon as it was uncovered.

“Don’t worry, I saved something else for you,” Levi assured me, before a glass of black wine was placed in front of me. “She wouldn’t have wanted you to waste it.”

I stared into it, not willing to even breathe around it if it meant it would invoke a memory of her. It was blasphemous, wrong, to think of her now. Reduced to a glass. To food. As I once was.

Levi took up one end of the table. The Russian representative, Ilya, was to my right, one of Luka’s acquaintances, as I understood. We shared a glance. At the very least, he looked a bit stung by the callous gesture before he continued to eat.

They were feeling generous, a bit cocky. I could tell, because they invited Elijah to the meal as well, despite his less than enthusiastic presence.

Such light conversations seemed so morbid in such a situation. But I supposed it was only that way to me; this was a great deal for everyone else.

As my eyes skimmed along the illustrious table, there was only a single thing present that I wanted.

Opposite his father, Silas was positioned at the other end of the table.

Two men of the same blood in unmovable positions.

Those cold dead eyes did not leave his father. The plate in front of him would sooner catch flies before he tore his gaze from him. Yet his breathing was calm, even. Waiting.

“I’m so grateful that Alina was so receptive to the idea. That’s the trick, working with what you have.” Levi took my hand, the grip tight to pull me from looking at Silas too long.

“Should we call the species something new?” the Italian Sire suggested.

“Vipera astora.” The German Sire pointed his fork before slicing back into the steak.

“After me?” Levi pretended to be flattered.

“It is your design, after all.” The sickly words could give them cavities with the way they were sweetening him up.

“What do you think?” Levi turned to me.

I didn’t answer.

“Come now, you like these things, don’t you?” He pressed. His expression smug enough to know I shouldn’t answer honestly or plainly.

“She will learn to be grateful,” one of the others said, though I did not recognize him or remember which country he was serving for.

They were all just men to me.

“Is she always like this?” Levi called across the table to Silas. “I thought she came fully trained?”

Hearty laughs erupted like a wave as they heard his japes.

Silas’s jaw was so tight I thought a tooth may crack, or several.

Even Luka, who stood on the perimeter behind him, looked about as worn with the conversation as Silas. A small bit of blood dripped from his blinded eye, the only outward expression he could make without it being obvious how he felt.

Patience.

The wine cart arrived with Amelia, a dazzling bronze frame with glass shelves. The bottles were chilled in a tub, as it was no ordinary wine.

Bloodwine. A celebratory nonnegotiable.

And I was expected to toast to my misery as well.

Amelia began to pour, lining the glasses on the serving table.

“Luka!” Levi called out. “You should do the honors.”

I could feel eyes on me.

“As a precaution,” he said, “I hope you can understand.”

Luka broke his broody expression to smile. “Of course,” he said tensely, moving over to the table.

Amelia poured straight from the bottle, handing him the glass.

Everyone watched as he inspected the wine, tipping it to his nose to read the notes before he glanced at me over the rim of the glass.

I only stared.

He took a gulp, then another, and finished it there.

He wiped a bit from the corner of his lip, the last of it wiped on his tongue before he raised the empty glass in a faux toast, placing it back in Amelia’s hands. Luka walked back to his spot on the perimeter, placing himself with his hands clasped in front of him.

With the poisoning speculation extinguished, it was like they were relieved they could celebrate again.

They passed out the wine, and Levi continued as if he never stopped talking in the first place. “I hope you’ll be more appreciative of the luxuries afforded to you.” Levi sawed into his steak, closing his eyes when it met his tongue. He nodded his head as he chewed, as if tasting some culinary marvel. “But I suppose you are your mother’s daughter.”

“You didn’t know my mother.” I twisted the stem of my glass. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t speak of her.”

He only laughed at me.

“Is that what you think?” he chuckled, wiping his mouth with the napkin before tucking it back on his lap. “You wear the same ring she did, and you think I didn’t know her enough to speak of her?”

His expression did not seem joking. I stared down at the posey band on my finger.

My mother’s, and all those who came after.

“She died during childbirth,” I said sternly.

“She did.” He smiled wide, glancing at the others as if to say watch this. “Toxemia of pregnancy. Twice.”

“Twice?” I asked sharply, all preplanned responses leaving my brain as it raced.

“I want to be clear, your father was truly quite sweet.” He seemed amused with himself. “But he was far too naive. Just like the rest of them. Pathetically easy, if you ask me. All you have to do is dangle a new species before their eyes and they give in to your every word.”

“What did you do?” I raised my voice.

“Collect yourself, woman, all I did was make a suggestion.” He leaned forward as if speaking to a child. “Your father was much like you. Thinking the Vipera could be a key resource for many advancements. Including those with your mother’s condition. We used each other fabulously. He got to play with his little cures, and he helped bless me with the gift of children.”

His voice was beginning to go in and out.

Wine was placed before all of them. He took a moment to raise his glass. “A toast to Alina. And a special tribute to my son, for his sacrifice, and for being so understanding.” If Levi’s smirk grew any wider, his gold fangs would blind me from the light reflections.

They all drank. So easily, so happily. These deranged men were so desensitized to getting what they wanted that they couldn’t be bothered with correcting such distasteful jabs.

“Your mother being the last one to wear that ring makes this arrangement quite romantic,” he laughed.

My face fell.

The last one.

My eyes fell to my own untouched glass.

“I was quite happy you and Phoebe got along so well, even without knowing. I suppose blood recognizes blood. Sharing the same mother is such a special bond, isn’t it?”

He addressed the rest of them as if he was on a stage running jokes. “I think they call them Irish twins, you would think the mother would have been luckier.”

“Bastard!” I lunged at him, my hands on his throat.

The table clattered, the wine spilling and flatware chiming.

He pulled me onto his lap instead of pushing me away. He hissed at me, baring his fangs, and I did so back. I couldn’t stop it.

“You killed her,” I screamed. “You killed my mother!”

“I killed her neither time,” he choked. “You did. I suggested we ease her pain with venom, but there was no stopping it.”

“And yet you used her after.” I forced the words through my teeth. “You let my father believe she was dead! Only to force her into something worse, you devil!”

“It wasn’t my fault he assumed Vipera could only be born, not turned,” he laughed. “Short-sighted, you people.”

Everything was falling together.

The way Levi used us. All of us.

My mother’s suffering prolonged for selfish desires for kin and expected to be my burden next. Both my father and I falling victim to the ignorance of how deep these monsters were rooted in our society, our lives. They could do all they pleased with no recourse, because nobody knows better than them—as long as they had money, they would never taste even a lick of consequence.

And finally, a half-sister. The last piece of my family . . . only to have consumed her.

“It takes longer if consumed rather than injected,” I said quietly.

Levi’s brows furrowed.

“The venom,” I said, my eyes unblinking, making sure I saw every reaction, “it takes slightly longer to metabolize.”

His neck moved stiffly as he looked around the table.

Everyone was limp, eyes open, slouched or tipped back in their chairs. Their chests moved up and down.

Luka slumped against the banister of the roof. He would be fine.

I couldn’t say the same for the others.

Silas lit his cigarette, taking his time inhaling half of it before tapping the ash in his full wineglass. Then he pushed his seat back, reaching down.

He used the chair to step up onto the table, pulling the rifle from a half to full-cocked position.

They couldn’t do anything.

Nothing at all.

Amelia locked the bolt on the exit in case anyone regained their movement.

The Russian representative sighed, standing from his seat. “I’ll move him,” he said, as he walked back to Luka, dragging him away from the edge and up into a patio seat.

Elijah stood from the table and joined Amelia off to the side.

Silas stepped on the plates, tipping wineglasses as he jaunted. The cigarette hung loose on his lips as he pointed the rifle down at one of the representatives slumped onto the table. You could see eyes moving in panic.

Bang!

He didn’t have to step much farther to do the next one.

Bang!

The shots were harsh, especially when the sound slapped against the neighboring buildings and back at our own ears.

One by one, Silas took care to blow each head like a carnival game.

Levi’s nostrils flared in anger. “You freak,” he hissed, “do you know what you’re doing?”

Amelia collected their cards from the bodies, tucking each one in her apron as shots continued to go off.

I touched his cheek gently, but he reached up, tensely, to grab my hair. His movements were stiff, his position frozen in place. Even as he reached up to grab me, his elbow didn’t change its angle. Even as he spoke, his jaw stiffened his words.

“You can’t kill me,” he hissed. “My bones are so thick not even a shot to the head will kill me.”

“I know,” I said softly, pulling a syringe from my sleeve.

“The paralysis won’t last.”

“I know,” I repeated sweetly, gripping the cylinder of the syringe with both hands. “I have another plan for you.” I finished, stabbing the needle into his chest, injecting my own concentrated venom into his chest.

He tried pulling my hair again, and I sank my fangs into his arm.

Within moments, his grip could no longer hold. All he could do was hiss and spit in anger.

Amelia, Elijah, and Ilya began dragging the chairs with their respective bodies toward the edge of the building. Together, they hoisted them over.

I couldn’t be more proud of the coordination, even if some of the players were late in joining the plan.

“You’ll join them, since it’s only fair for such esteemed partners to get fair treatment.” I smiled, slipping from his lap and placing a hand on each arm of the chair.

The legs of the seat scraped across the tiles. All he could do was watch.

Finally, the back of the chair hit the banister.

There was shouting down below.

John hobbled on a crutch, directing the construction workers spinning the concrete mixer and pouring into place. The entire flat area had the initial pour down with more on the way.

Sidney walked across the packed gravel, dragging the fallen bodies to neat spots for an even pour. Mary staked each body for good measure at the abdomen and neck.

“I knew killing you was far too ambitious of a solution,” I explained, leaning down to eye level. “This will surely be more painful.”

He tried to bare his fangs, but his face was barely able to move.

“The concrete will harden around you and leech every bit of water from your body and bones, and we will pour extra thick, since we don’t have much use for a particularly tall cellar,” I said.

His breathing was deep to make up for the lack of mobility in all parts of his body. He didn’t seem very hurt. But that was because I saved the best for last.

“My name is now tied to all your accounts. The money you tried to throw at me became my way in. Now all your money, across all the offending Nests, will be redistributed.”

His eyes widened.

“My advances will go to the Hosts. Your names? Wiped from the ledger. Your homes? Used freely by the public or however the Hosts see fit. The rest? The hoard? Donated freely to the public—and not one thing will be in your name.”

I thought his eyes would pop from his head. The anger was strong enough to make him squirm.

“You will forever be walked upon, the literal pavement under our shoes, for as long as you are still conscious under there,” I whispered. “Your legacy will die with you.”

Silas placed his hand over mine, taking a grip on one side of the chair.

“Anything to say?” I looked at him.

Silas took the cigarette from his mouth, placing it in his father’s before slapping his cheek. “Lift on three?”

With two pulses and a lift, the chair tipped over the edge and the body fell. A dull thud as the grave absorbed the impact.

Levi didn’t stop his stare. The bodies were arranged around him neatly. They stripped them of their clothes, their shoes, their finery—forcing such unnatural things to return to the ground in the most man-made way we could.

Mary staked him right there, one extra in the chest for good measure.

The last we saw of him was as the concrete poured, caressing the bodies until engulfing the face. One last view of a piercing blue eye, then nothing but gray as it went from luster to dull in the coming hours.
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Two Months Later.

Manhattan, New York City.

The walls were closing in.

I thought this would be easier, but I fear it may be the scariest thing I’ve ever done.

I leaned against the wall, taking deep breaths.

“I don’t do well with criers,” the thick accent came from beside me.

Luka wore nice tailoring rather than his typical style. He bothered to shave and trim those curls, now that they nearly touched his shoulders. A white bloom of wolfsbane was pinned to his lapel.

“You are terrible at this.” I stared up at the ceiling before glaring at him.

He rolled his eyes. “Every time I’ve come to check on you today, you’re crying.”

“Could you just offer your congratulations and go join the rest?”

“I came to offer condolences,” he said sarcastically, “but I wanted to wish you luck and say goodbye.”

“You’re leaving?”

“For a time.” He shrugged. “A recruitment trip, is all.”

“But you will return?”

“Careful, you sound hopeful.”

“Just like keeping track of my pawns,” I assured him. I took his hand, squeezing it.

He glanced down, rubbing his thumb over my knuckle. “You did all right, Dorogaya.”

“You were awful, every step of the way,” I said fondly. I leaned in, kissing his cheek. But we couldn’t help it. He wrapped his arms around me tightly. I squeezed him around the neck. “Safe travels, until we meet again.”

“That sounds like a threat when you say it,” he mumbled into my shoulder.

“Ready?” John’s throat cleared.

He pulled his bow tie, fussing with his hair as he mumbled his grievances. He pretended nothing was fitting right, but it was perfectly tailored. He looked so handsome when he wasn’t adhering to a strict blue-collar uniform. It was only for today, at least.

We stood in the grand foyer, the entire home smelled of the strongest florals. I was quite happy with them, as most would be atypical for a wedding. The main flower was the white Aconitum, also known as queen of poison.

Luka let go and retreated, back to join the others.

If you listened closely, you could hear the anxious mumbling of the intimate crowd.

I helped John with his tie, tucking and pulling it tight.

There was a glassy sheen over his eyes, even though he was trying to appear strong.

“I don’t know, maybe Luka should do it,” he mumbled, with his chin tipped up, trying to urge the tears back into his head.

“It’s customary for it to be the father,” I laughed, taking his arm in mine. I turned him to the mirror in the hallway.

He stood tall, tailored, and strong.

My dress was crimson, a pearl demi parure in my ears and on my neck. The veil had yet to be pulled over my face for ease of fixing myself if I cried again. The silk of the dress looked nearly liquid as it moved, sweeping and gathering ornately around my body until it spilled into a train behind me.

“Are you ready?” I squeezed his arm.

“No,” he admitted, “but I can be.”

“That’s it, Pops.” I smiled, wiping a stray tear from his cheek. “I wouldn’t have chosen anyone else for the honor,” I said, pecking his cheek.

“We should make our way to the parlor before my face gets any wetter,” he grumbled.

I tipped my head to his as we began the walk. We stood outside the doors, waiting for the music to reach a particular trill as all quieted down.

John adjusted the red veil over my face, a coronet of wolfsbane and pearl pins keeping it in place.

Amelia handed me the bouquet, a dazzling collection of white larkspur, lily of the valley, hemlock, and calla lilies.

The doors cracked open, and the music swelled in our ears.

The yearning of a violin welcomed us among turning heads. The morning light laid a halo over the middle of the floor. Luka stood in the center with Silas to his side.

John walked me down the middle of the seats, eyes following as I crossed the floor. Soon I was stopped before the Fixer, John’s hand replaced by Silas’s.

The red veil filtered the light in my view, everything painted a lovely vermillion.

Bright blue eyes met mine, a twitch in the corner of his lips the moment he saw me through lowered lashes.

There were three rings on my hand this day.

One for my first friend, one for my first love, and one once belonging to our mothers.

Luka held a chalice between us, his mouth moving as he recited a homily.

I was handed the chalice first.

“This is now bone of my bones . . .” Silas lifted the veil from my face.

Our reflections danced in the chalice, filled with both of our blood. I took the first drink.

“ . . . and flesh of my flesh,” I recited, passing the cup to him.

“She shall be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of man . . .” Silas continued, taking his communion.

“ . . . he shall be called ‘man,’ for he was gifted life by woman,” I finished, as our hands joined together again.

“May you bear fruits from the flesh and an eternal love that is timeless,” Luka said, stepping back.

Silas’s fingers brushed against my face before fully holding my cheeks. The light shone down on us giving him such an angelic halo, I could be swayed to forget my Creature’s nature. Our nature.

I lifted on my toes, he smiled before his lips met mine.

Suddenly, petals littered the air, dancing over our faces as we kissed. Shrouded in a veil of pollen that glittered in the light.

“My formidable Creature,” I breathed against his lips.

“My venomous wife.” He smirked back.

I closed my eyes as our lips met again, and again, until Luka had to pull us apart and nudge us down the aisle.
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The new connecting wing was beautiful, convenient, and built on a rather strong foundation.

An arched door opened into the connection, allowing guests movement to and from the main home and into the apartments. We would be adding more recruits soon, Hosts and Vipera alike. Hopefully Luka returned with promising protégés.

“It shouldn’t be a problem for now, but it’s something we may want to make adjustments to, if you plan to do flooring,” John said, as we stepped from the spectacular hallway down to the basement.

The room’s ceiling was low enough that I could touch it.

John walked me over to the middle of the floor.

His shoe tapped the faintest hairline crack in the concrete. You could mistake it for a loose string.

“Tile over it.” I shrugged. “We won’t be using the basement for anything practical. Storage, at most.”

John wrote something down on a small pad of paper. “Will do.”

As we ascended the stairs, I looked back at the floor.

A dark, lonely room. No furniture, no equipment, and no one could tell it encased the worst evils of this world.

We made it to the top of the stairs, I locked the door and handed the key to John. “No copies of this one,” I instructed.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with great humor, then pulled me into a hug. “Safe travels, Crow. May the wind take you far.”

“I’ll be back in no time,” I laughed. “Make sure it doesn’t fall apart in our absence.”

As I reentered the grand foyer, my trunks were stacked as footmen brought them out to the carriage one by one.

I lifted the sleeve to my walking suit to check the time, which we had plenty of before we had to catch the boat. It would be a long trip, but worth it.

A blue walking suit turned the corner. Mary stopped when she caught my gaze, then relaxed when she saw it was only me.

I walked up to her, my hands clasped in front of me as I looked down at the brunette.

“Finally making your way back to Buffalo?” I tipped my head.

“I’ve overstayed to begin with.” She pulled her white gloves tight, the rim of her hat hiding her eyes.

“You’re always welcome back,” I said gently. “There will always be a room for you.”

“Are you sure?” Her eyes were reluctant to meet mine.

“Why not?”

“I just figured⁠—”

“I understand,” I said, “but let bygones be bygones. You have important work to do, anyway. Those girls need you back at home.”

She nodded, shrugging her shoulders before letting them relax. “Thank you.”

“I will see you again.” I brought her into a hug. She tensed before her arms wrapped around me to return it.

“I’m sorry.”

“Hush,” I teased her. “Take care of my horse.”

“I will.” It earned a small smile from her before she picked up her trunk, stepping out into the quickly cooling air.

“Alina!” Silas called from out the door. He was already in a rig, waving me over.

“The luggage!” I pointed to the pile.

“Leave it!” He slid over in his seat, patting the spot beside him.

I stared at the pile and then back at him, eventually giving in and abandoning it on my way out.
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I tripped over a cobblestone.

“Please do better at guiding me.” I pulled at his hands, covering my eyes as he walked me forward.

His hands fell from my face, my vision taking several hard blinks to focus.

Two men were installing lettering on a small storefront.

LIS & CO. PHARMACEUTICALS

I pushed out a breath of air, turning to him in disbelief.

“You hate it?” He pouted.

There was no hiding my smile, even when I grabbed his face to kiss him, our teeth clicking together because I just simply couldn’t hide my excitement.

“It’ll be waiting for you, cleaned and primed, when we get back.” He wrapped his arms around my neck as I hugged his waist.

“It’s perfect.” I glanced back at it over my shoulder.

“Are your bags packed?” He kissed my head.

“In a neat pile by the door.” I tipped my head up. “And yours?”

“A single trunk is more than enough for me,” he mumbled.

“Did you hear from the other Nests?”

“Spend-thrifting away,” he laughed.

“So we are ready, then?”

“Only if you are.”

“Let us go.” I tugged at his jacket and moved back toward the rig. “We have a boat to catch.”
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The moss-ridden trees moaned as they crossed each other above. The stone pathway wove through a city of statues and pedestals. Small candles dotted the ground before the graves, much like fireflies surfacing from spring foliage.

I dusted the leaves from the ground, placing a bundle of peonies and violets upon the grave.

The travel to Warsaw was long, but worth the trouble. I wouldn’t let her rest by a family who did not care for her.

Phoebe Aston-Lis

1867–1892

Katarzyna Lis

1841–1867

Silas placed a hand on my back as we bowed our heads before the stones.

“She’ll be in good company,” I said softly.

“Do we know if your mother’s body is actually down there?” he asked.

“I’d hope so.” I scraped my shoe against the stone pathway. “I have all the time in the world to find out where, if not here.”

He nodded somberly in response.

“Do you think she forgives me?” I asked him.

“I couldn’t say,” he admitted, “but under the circumstances, I think she would understand.”

“Why do the worst people survive?”

“I will try not to take that as an insult.” He cleared his throat, patting my back.

“Even I can’t help but feel it should have been me.” I stared at the petals that escaped the blooms, rolling over the grass. “I don’t know why I’m here.”

“Because by nature, something wanted us here, to feel for the things we have done.” He pulled out a cigarette. “Hell isn’t real because we make it for ourselves. Our ends were made with us in mind, but sometimes there are things worse than dying, like letting our sins haunt us for good.”

“How do you live with it?” I looked up at him.

A drop of water landed on my cheek, more dotting the gray pathway.

He lifted his shoulder before it fell, flicking the wheel of his lighter. “I don’t.”

“Are you sure you can bear with me for⁠—”

“An eternity is enough.”

The rain dampened his cigarette, he let it hang on his lip in defeat.

“What if I don’t even want to bear with myself for that long?” I was hesitant to ask the question at all. “What if I don’t want to do this forever?”

He stepped out in front of me. As he hovered, the leather scent of his gloves tickled my nose as he held my face. “Then when you want to go, I will go with you. But I will not let you go alone from this world. Ever.” His eyes flicked between mine, his jaw tense. “I swear my last breath will be your name.”

“Silas.” His name was barely audible, mouthing the word as if it would make the wish come true.

Just his touch brought me such ease, as if lifting a great, deep pain.

“Twenty-seven or two thousand and seven, I will love you in all those days, all those minutes in between until the last second. That will be the last moment that the world is anything more than a piece of earth, it will become my paradise lost.”

The rain was sparse at first, then a tremble against our faces. Our clothing soaked, the wool of our jackets beading the water before repelling.

His hands fell to my waist, then he held my hand, a gentle sway as the rumble of the oncoming tempest bellowed.

Suddenly, I could close my eyes and see it so clearly.

Back on an especially bitter London night. The loneliest man and the loneliest woman, dancing under the quiet moon, nothing but the stars and barren rosebushes to bear witness to their budding beginning.

Only the two of them could have determined where they were, where they had been, and where they will be.

There comes a time when two people are so dire that they bring out the worst, but also the best in each other, all at the very same time.

A love as steadfast as arsenic, a pair as deadly as so.

Dreadfully, indisputably, made for each other.
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