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Chapter 1

 Lu

 

Dominic knocked me flat on my ass and the wolves snarled, their teeth flashing like knives.

Instead of backing away, like a smart man who wanted to keep his limbs intact, he offered a hand, his long-lashed hazel eyes burning into me. 

I ignored it and rolled to the side, raising my sword in the guard position when I got to my feet. 

The wolves watching at the edge of the new practice clearing quieted, but their ears were perked up, snouts quivering, icy eyes focused on Dominic Steele, false professor, Justiciar among Wardens, liar extraordinaire, and breaker of hearts.

For the first time in a week, Professor Ivy Bloom, my new coven-sister since I’d been forcibly inducted into Giltglass, was absent. Maybe she thought the noose she’d wrapped around Dominic’s neck was tight enough. Or perhaps my own seething anger with him was obvious. Still, she usually made herself the star of the show whenever Dominic and I were in each other’s vicinity, which was rare enough these days. 

The only time I saw him now was during my mandatory combat training sessions and in his Discipline class, which was more than enough for me.

 With a rare Ivy-free session, he was trying to get me to touch him of my own accord just once.

Luckily, even if my own resolve broke, I had my therianthropes present. The combination of their irritation and protectiveness was an unrelenting hum in my chest, transferred through the half-moon mating bites on my shoulders. 

I was glad they were there. Because even though I wanted to incinerate Dominic where he stood, I also felt a sick throb in my stomach every time I looked at him. 

I still loved him. 

It was fucking infuriating. 

I pushed every ounce of that anger into blocking and parrying his attacks, my mind on my footsteps and staying outside his range. With a practice sword, I had superior reach, but he was fast as hell and a lot larger than me. 

By the end of this morning’s session, he’d only managed to trip me up one time.

“Excellent work, Lucrezia.” He was every woman’s dream professor: tall and heavily-muscled, with tawny skin that set off those green-gold eyes. And that deep, butterscotch-smooth voice with a British accent? Absolutely delectable, really. “I’d love to see you with a real sword.”

A pang hit my heart. I desperately wanted a real rowan sword of my own to replace my dinky wand, a blade made of enspelled wood and inlaid wire that could cut through both revenants and spells.

But rowan swords were expensive, and there was no way I was asking my new covenmistress for anything else. She’d already given me too much I hadn’t asked for.

I caught Dominic’s gaze for a bare second and turned away. It was too easy for me to be tempted by him. Better to pretend there was a wall between us, where I couldn’t see, hear, or smell him. 

He caught my shoulder and I looked up at him, unable to look at his sensuous lips without remembering what they felt like all over me. I knew every plane of that handsome face by touch alone. 

The wolves’ growls were deeper this time, extending into ragged snarls. Dominic’s eyes flashed to them.

“They’ll bite, Justiciar Steele.” I kept my voice quiet, in case anyone might be around. I hated what he was, but I didn’t want him dead at Gilt’s hands. 

Or anyone’s hands, for that matter, except maybe mine.

He released me, his lips tightening. “Are you ever planning on going anywhere without them again?”

They had been glued to my hip for the past few weeks, two enormous beasts sitting in the back of my classes, only shifting back to their human skins to eat and fuck me senseless once the day was over. Not even Gilt had tried to curb them from their behavior after they’d cornered Professor Sweet, who’d tried to separate me from them in the hallway, and almost taken off one of her fingers. 

“Not anywhere you might be,” I said tonelessly, turning towards the mansion. Dawn was breaking, and I had things to do. Being a Gilt was busy work.

Hurt flashed across his face, followed by acceptance and then determination. My heart twisted at the sight of it. That was one of the things I loved about him, even if it pained me to acknowledge it: Dominic was relentless. 

Even to his detriment.

“We’ll see about that, Miss Darke- Gilt,” he said, correcting himself and driving a knife right through my emotions. 

He was the reason I was a Gilt. If he hadn’t shown up…

I shook the thought off. There were no ifs. Only what was. And because he’d gone along with Gilt and his fiancée-by-subterfuge, Ivy, I was the newest member of their fucked-up little coven of horrors.

I shrugged, and the Frost twins surged forward, surrounding me as a living wall of pure muscle and fur. Shane’s scars shone against his black-and-cream fur like rivulets of mercury. My hand found one of those scars and traced it. “I suppose we will, Justiciar.”

Dominic stared at me in frustration. I could picture him wearing the black armor and ouroboros medallion all too clearly now that I knew what he was. “Not all Wardens are cold-hearted bastards.”

He was the only one I’d met who might’ve qualified for that exception. Before that night. “I hope you’re not referring to yourself. The lack of self-awareness would be astounding.”

I hoped my voice was cold and hard enough. Sometimes I felt like he could cut my heart right out of my chest and I’d still find it in me to love him with the bits left behind.

His face hardened. Good. I’d hit my mark.

I slung my practice sword over my shoulder and took off for Cimmerian, flanked by my loyal wolves. 

We passed the first practice clearing I used to use with Dominic, and the sight made my stomach flip. I’d loved our morning sessions together so much… until Ivy became a part of them. 

It was satisfying to see all of it scorched and blackened by wildfire, lumps of carbonized plant matter strewn around from Ivy’s unsuccessful duel against me. 

And that was about the most satisfaction I got from the entire situation. Thanks to my covenmistress’s geas, I couldn’t speak a word about what had transpired in the depths of Cimmerian the night of my initiation into Giltglass. 

I couldn’t even write it out. Every time my thoughts so much as drifted towards those events while a pen was in my hand, my fingers would go haywire and leave nothing but an illegible scrawl across my page.

So, I alone carried the memories of Grandfather, a desiccated but still-living mummy, and his three eerie, albino-pale attendants, Patricia, Annabelle, and Eleanor Gilt. 

Some nights I woke up sweating and shaking, the weight of those memories almost more than I could bear.

Every time I walked down a hall, I went knowing that hundreds of feet below me, they lived and breathed in the darkness, with the titanic metal limbs of an unseen machine looming above them. 

Shane and Roman knew that something terrible had happened the night they’d herded Locke to the forest, keeping him from ripping through me and any other unfortunate human while he was starving and blood-crazed. 

But all they knew was that I’d joined Giltglass. Sometimes I wanted to scream from the frustration of not being able to tell them about the horrific things beneath us. 

And Locke… he was still punishing himself for losing control and attacking Daphne Vega, even if it wasn’t his fault. She was perfectly fine, if a little shaken.

Madness was an invariable side effect of a vampire hive. Once I’d seen what Locke could be like if there were any others of his kind around, I’d accepted that we’d never be able to house more than one vampire in Cimmerian. They spoke mind-to-mind, and in a group, their bloodlust was insatiable. 

Which meant that Cadogan Brand, who was roaming loose in Moira’s Forest, needed to die. Either that or move on and live alone if he wanted to keep his sanity. 

As did the vampires living beneath Cimmerian. I was certain that Gilt was growing a hive down there- I’d passed through it on my way back up to the surface, in the room that stank of fresh blood. 

My four- correction, three- men and I had so much work to do.

Ivy Bloom accosted us in the foyer of the North Entrance. Roman snarled and she blanched, but I wove my fingers into the plush fur at the base of his neck to settle him. 

“Coven-sister.” Her gaze flicked behind me, searching for Dominic, but she relaxed when she saw he wasn’t with us. “Our mistress would like you transferred out of C Wing. You’ll live in one of the coven wings, like a proper Gilt.” 

Ivy handed me a silvery skeleton key with a black ribbon tied around the bow. As nasty as she could be, she knew better than to be a bitch when the Frosts were with me. Their growls shivered through the air when I reached out and took the key. 

“Upstairs, in the master bedroom overlooking the gardens. Your name is on it.” Ivy’s lips twisted in a sour pucker. “You will still be expected to attend class. Don’t let your new status go to your head.” 

I hadn’t expected anything less. I desperately wanted to achieve my mastery and earn my freedom, no matter how unlikely it seemed now. 

We stared at each other for several long seconds, and Ivy broke away first, casting a nervous glance over the wolves.

I couldn’t hold back a smile when she scurried away. 

“Another bribe from my dear covenmistress,” I said, holding up the key. “I wonder if she’ll get me a pony next?”

Shane snorted. He was right. I didn’t need a pony when I had two pony-sized wolves.

We took the stairs up to a wing I’d never ventured into before, the left side lined with windows that looked down over the sprawling gardens, the right lined with several ebony doors. 

Shane and Roman sniffed ahead, tails stiff, and stopped in front of a door halfway down the hall. 

The key fit perfectly in a brand-new lock and I pushed the door open, revealing my reward for going along with Gilt’s plans like an obedient little witch.

If I’d thought the upperclassmen rooms were nice, coven member quarters blew them away. The four-poster bed, dresser, desk, and bookshelves were made of the same ebony as the door. The bed had been made up with crisp white sheets and a rose-colored coverlet, and the room still smelled of the fresh white paint on the walls. A vase of fresh jasmine had been left on a nightstand. 

The twins entered the room first, sniffing for listening charms and other enchantments, while I peeked into the bathroom. It was tiled in jade green, with a clawfoot bathtub and a massive shower. There was also a closet the size of my current bedroom. 

I snorted. What was I going to keep in it, my five sets of school uniforms?

Last month, I might’ve been amazed by all this space to myself, along with the gorgeous view just outside my door. 

Now, I only felt numb. It was a hollow victory. I’d rather have my old name back than walk-in closets or private desks. 

Something glinted on the desk next to a stack of fresh notebooks. I drifted closer and picked up a silver ring, the band imprinted with coins and jewels, set with a smooth amber cabochon.

It was a Giltglass coven ring. 

“You don’t have to wear that, Blondie.” Roman’s husky voice cut through my concentration. 

My heart always skipped a beat when the twins shifted back to their human skins. They were perfectly identical, over six feet of dusky-skinned brawn, with the shadow of pitch-black hair and stubble. Piercing blue eyes looked out from under thick brows, and they both had chiseled faces with full lips. 

The only physical difference between them was Shane’s scars, cutting across his face, abdomen, and arms, and the curl to his hair when he let it grow a bit longer.

I cupped the ring in my palm and leaned into Roman, resting my cheek on his chest. Half-formed ideas shimmered in the back of my mind. “I know. But there might be benefits to this.” Who’d have thought my exile into Cimmerian would lead to coven rings being thrown at me left and right?

Shane shifted, stretching as he shook off the last of the wolf. “What are you planning?”

“Half the teachers are already afraid to chastise me for anything now. And I’m not even trying to pretend I enjoy this.”

“They don’t tell you off because you don’t do anything wrong.” Roman rubbed the half-moon scar he’d left on my shoulder. I raised an eyebrow. “Okay. You don’t do anything wrong where someone in authority might see you.”

“I’ve been treating this like a punishment. Maybe it’s an advantage I can turn against them.”

That echoed a little too close to Dominic’s words the night of my initiation. He’d let them take me because we needed an inside woman. 

I shook off the hint of softness towards him. I would’ve forgiven him for that. I’d forgiven him for everything else, even for acquiescing to Ivy to save my life.

But not for being a Warden- a damn Justiciar, even- who could’ve put a halt to this long before I’d arrived. 

I slipped the ring on my right middle finger, where it fit perfectly, the amber glowing like gold. 

It felt wrong, a lead weight on my hand. 

“I’m going to move my things up here before Discipline.” Part of me wanted to skip Discipline entirely. Every moment I spent in Dominic’s presence just made me more conflicted. 

I needed to hold on to my anger. If he’d just blown the lid on this place when he showed up, how many deaths could’ve been avoided?

But the Tribunal would’ve put Locke down like an animal. Josephine’s spirit, and Simon, and everyone else who died before he came here would never be able to find rest. 

It’d be an empty, razed breeding ground for furious ghosts.

Sometimes my rational inner voice could be such a contrary bitch.

And I knew that I wasn’t going to skip Discipline. If one class made the difference between a mastery or not, then I would be in that class, come hell or high water.

The twins helped me carry up my meager possessions, and Demonseed hitched a ride in my satchel.

I made it down to Discipline just before Dominic shut the doors. Blood suffused my cheeks from the heat in his gaze as I settled cross-legged on the floor across from Daphne, whose eyes were already shut tight.

My hands rested on my knees, palms down, showing off my shiny new coven ring. 

Dominic’s rough-hewn features tightened just a fraction. Did it irritate him that I wore a Giltglass ring despite hating them, but refused to even touch his?

Being back in Discipline felt like the first week I’d arrived, mirrored almost down to the way Dominic made me feel when his eyes ran over me. 

I felt a thousand years older now than I had that day.

I hadn’t believed anyone when they told me this place was so much more than it seemed. And now I couldn’t even tell them how right they were.

He dimmed the lights in the room, and we all closed our eyes and sank into ourselves.

I used to keep my wildfire penned in a box in the back of my mind, where it would crackle furiously, directionless and neglected. Meditation didn’t help much when I was afraid of myself.

These days, sinking into myself was like falling into a whirlpool of welcoming flames. The wildfire liked to be used and channeled, free to flow through me instead of treated like an unwelcome affliction. 

Even in the depths of meditation, I was dimly aware of Dominic pacing the classroom, circling behind me. My stomach filled with butterflies at the memory of my first day in here, the way he’d looked down at me like he wanted to bend me over his desk right then and there, and how gorgeous and intimidating I’d found him.

That much hadn’t changed, at least. My breath shallowed until he walked away to whisper something to Leon Cinder, one of the new firewitches.

I opened my eyes, admiring Dominic’s broad shoulders in his tailored shirt, the hint of a dark tattoo just showing under his rolled-up sleeves. 

Why did he have to be a Warden? Now I understood why he’d been so insistent he could take care of Warden Vega- Dominic probably had a line directly to his superior. 

He turned around and I looked away in a hurry. The door opened. 

Heels clicked, and both Daphne and I opened our eyes in irritation, meeting each other's’ gaze with a sour understanding. 

Ivy closed the door behind her and sashayed over to Dominic, every move perfectly designed to piss me off. Especially the way she leaned on his arm with a smug grin and stood on her toes to whisper in his ear. He turned his head away from her, only a few inches, but enough that a dark shadow crossed her features. 

She knew he hated her, which satisfied me to no end.

The only reason she was here was to show me that she still had a claim on him, whether he accepted it or not. I kept my expression perfectly neutral, closed my eyes, and reached out for my familiar.

Upstairs in my new bedroom, Demonseed stopped his exploration of the massive closet and perked up. It was so easy to slide into his mind now, sinking into the depths of the kitten’s chaotic psyche.

And now I got to urge him to do what he did best: destruction and anarchy.

I’d left the door cracked just for him. He padded down to the lower level, where the pink hallway looked like a gaping mouth from his point of view, and nudged open the Divination door. 

Five minutes later, our work was done. 


Chapter 2

 Lu

 

The joy of a canceled Divination class dimmed a little by the time we went to dinner that night. The twins sat next to me in their human forms, both of them ripping into rare steaks while I picked at a quiche, and when Daphne joined our table, no one commented.

She was as haughty as ever, but there were lavender shadows under her eyes. I wondered if she was worried about Locke again- she’d confessed to me last week in a rare moment of weakness that she’d been having nightmares about his attack- but despite our burgeoning friendship, she was still stoic when it came to her feelings.

Today she slumped in her seat. “Still no sign of Clarimond.”

The night I’d come up from Grandfather’s lair and had my heart cracked by Dominic, Daphne had been outside bawling her eyes out. Clarimond Jewel had disappeared that same evening. She hadn’t left a trace of where she might’ve gone, but Daphne hadn’t given up, loyal in her own strange way.

“I’ve haven’t smelled her,” Shane said, not unsympathetic.

Daphne raised a hand to her mouth and lowered it, but not before I saw that her usually-long nails were bitten down to the quick. “I was hoping… she was okay, if you got on her good side. She doesn’t deserve to die here. Would you mind running again and sniffing for anything? Even one hint would help.”

It was no secret that when someone vanished here, odds were good they weren’t coming back. 

Except for Cad Brand. After seeing Holly’s drawing of him, I’d been sure he was nothing more than a restless spirit, but somehow, he’d become a vampire instead. 

There was a chance Clarimond would be back, but not in the way Daphne wanted. 

Not even Daphne could keep up the tough-girl act indefinitely. Theirs might’ve been a friendship of convenience, but it was hard to accept friends of any kind vanishing into thin air. 

“Of course we will.” Whispers were already starting to spread through the cafeteria as word of Daphne’s weakness- having actual emotions, gods forbid- got around. 

Carmen Flora smirked at Daphne. Lissa Clay was stationed by her side, looking down at her plate rather than catch Daphne’s baleful gaze. I glared at Carmen, daring her to laugh. The greenwitch was smart enough to keep her mouth shut.

Daphne sighed, let out a tired ‘thanks’, and strode off to the Moons, where she even let Garth wrap an arm around her shoulder. Daphne had become fiercely protective of Petra, who was still about as catatonic as Beckwith Tatter, since Clarimond had vanished.

“Let’s go outside,” I whispered to Shane, and we finished eating and slipped out the North Entrance. 

Once we were safely behind the tall hedges, Roman shifted and knelt, and I climbed on his broad back, wrapping my legs around his barrel-like ribcage and gripping his fur. 

The wolves streaked into the forest, Roman taking care not to jump too high or jar me off his back. They ran for ages, ducking away from the well-used tracks and clambering through rougher terrain. 

Cimmerian’s wall extended several miles behind the school, encompassing a good chunk of Moira’s Forest. I’d even caught glimpses of a hidden lake the first time we’d come this way. 

Eventually they slowed outside a halt outside a natural cavern, a small section of the network that flowed under Cimmerian and its grounds, and I slid from Roman’s back. He shifted and came with me, but Shane remained a wolf and broke away to the forest.

The twins had known about this cave and its man-made amenities for two years, but they’d never had a reason to use it until now. Not even they knew how far down the cavern extended, but several hundred yards in, where the blackness was so complete it felt like it was pressing on our eyeballs, there was an alcove the size of a bedroom.

 I used my wand and wildfire to create a light, unable to bring myself to walk into that darkness without one, until Roman flipped on several battery-operated lanterns that revealed the alcove. Dark tunnels- darkness of any kind, really- reminded me of Grandfather’s domain too much these days.

Someone had installed enspelled iron bars and door, turning the alcove into a prison. There was no hint as to who had done it, when, or why. 

But regardless of who it had been intended for, Locke resided in it now.

He waited for me, gripping the bars with white knuckles, head ducked and amber eyes aglow. “Sunlight. I’ve missed you.”

 Locke had been handsome in his portrait, but now he was breathtaking, vampirism sharpening and carving his features out into pure carnal sensualism. His hair was a dark shadow now, much like the twins’, and when he was well-fed his skin was like bronze.

Now he was ashen, but he didn’t show signs of insanity despite his hunger. The twins had suggested this cavern and cage as the best place for him to hide, where he would be just far enough from the influence of the vampires under Cimmerian or Cadogan out in the forest.

There was always a chance Cadogan would come inside the walls, drawn by Locke’s presence, but it hadn’t happened yet. 

I shoved my wand in my jacket and rushed to him, pushing my hands through the metal bars to touch his face, his naked chest and stomach down to the waistband of his stolen jeans. “I missed you just as much,” I said, pressing my face to the bars. He turned his head to kiss my palm like he always did. “Shane will bring something.”

Once Elijah Locke of Lockheart coven, the original owners of the mansion and grounds, my vampire was now the last living member of that family, even though the ‘living’ part was loosely applied. He was frozen forever in this form. Immortal, unchanging, and constantly ravenous for blood. 

Locke was always hungry now. It was too dangerous for him, for all of us, to risk him coming across another vampire and forming a mind-to-mind hive.

He’d told me not that long ago that he wished he could make me like himself, so we could be together forever. That my mortal clock was ticking while his had stopped forever. 

Now we knew that was impossible, not without both of us becoming blood-crazed monsters. 

“The night-creatures have kept me comfortable,” he said, with a slightly-crooked smile. There was a pile of unused and neatly folded blankets in the corner of the cell. Vampires didn’t need to sleep. 

“What have I said about calling us night-creatures?” Roman grumbled from somewhere further down the tunnel.

“I could bring you some books.” The feeling of his lips against my wrist sent shivers down my spine. “Or myself, if Shane would ever give me the key.”

He alone knew where it was. If Locke really wanted to break out, the bars wouldn’t hold him forever, but just long enough for us to get away. Mostly, the bars were an irritating obstruction between us. 

“Dreams, my Lucrezia.” Locke ran his thumb along my jaw. 

I failed to hide my scowl. “Locke, as much as I love our dreams, we’ve already proven that we can be together physically.” 

To prove my point, I slid my hand under my skirt, finding the two perfect, silvery pinpoints scarring my inner thigh, so close to my sex I couldn’t touch the marks without touching myself.

Even though the scars hadn’t been renewed in weeks, Locke still shuddered when I stroked them. He’d claimed me as his thrall when he’d placed that bite on me. It created a connection between us, making my blood far more potent to him, the marks giving him physical pleasure, while his venom gave me a much more intense euphoric high than it would otherwise.

He took a hissing breath that I knew he didn’t need, just to taste my scent. “I was well-fed that night,” he said, but his amber eyes grew darker as his pupils widened. His tongue darted out and ran over his lips, highlighting his sharp ivory fangs. 

“And you’re about to be well-fed tonight.” I raised my wrist next, pressing my lips to the more ragged scars he’d left there. 

All it would take was a mouthful or two of my blood, Locke could vent the subsequent bloodlust on whatever animal Shane dragged back, and he’d be perfectly fine. He had to be; he couldn’t just starve forever. 

For now, the combination of having both thrall-marks stroked and kissed was enough to crumble his resolve. His cock was hard, bulging against the front of his jeans. Locke’s fingers wrapped around the bars again, tightening as he watched my tongue run over the thrall-marks with an intensity that sent a ripple of desire through me.

A powerful hand gripped my wrist and pulled my hand away from my mouth. “Taunting isn’t nice, Blondie.” 

Locke let out a low snarl and I glared at Roman over my shoulder. “I was going to make good on it.” 

“Have you already forgotten the last time he fed from you?” 

“We’re going to have to try again. One way or another, I’m his thrall, and vampires do feed from their thralls for as long as they’re together.” I wrapped my free fingers around Locke’s, holding him tight and gazing into his eyes. “And we’ll be together for as long as I live. We just need to work on your self-control.” 

I leaned my face against the bars, and Locke did the same, only an inch of empty air between us. 

“Anything for you,” he whispered, and angled his face forward to run his tongue over my lower lip. 

“Keep it in your pants or I’m separating you two,” Roman said, but the fact that he was hard, and pressed against my ass, made it a weak threat. “If we’re gonna experiment again, we need Shane here, too.” 

Locke wrapped a hand around the back of my head, keeping me near him. I closed my eyes and melted against his kiss. He was so careful to keep his fangs from piercing my mouth, gently sucking my lips between his teeth and flicking his tongue against me. 

My heart was pounding, both from my vampire’s increasingly rough kisses and Roman’s hands running over my ass. 

“Gods fuck me, I can’t leave you three alone for twenty minutes without coming back to an orgy,” Shane snapped, his deep voice echoing down the tunnel. Locke and I broke apart reluctantly.

“Technically, it isn’t an orgy yet, but now that you’re here…” Roman squeezed my ass and leaned on the bars of Locke’s cage. 

Shane had brought an entire doe, which he’d slung over his shoulder. How strong were these guys?

“I want to try giving him thrall-blood again.” He stared at me and I propped a hand on my hip. “Don’t look at me like that. I just had this conversation with Roman and I’m not repeating it.”

“I can imagine exactly how it went,” Shane said dryly. “I’m assuming she won the debate?”

Locke and Roman nodded. “Pretty much, yeah,” Roman said. 

I smiled triumphantly at Shane. “So, how do you want to do this? I give him mine first, so he can quench the bloodlust on the deer?”

Shane dropped the deer outside the bars of the cell. “The prison will do most of the work for us, and we’re far enough from any other vampires that he won’t lose his mind while he’s drinking.” I managed to keep most of my surprise hidden. I hadn’t expected Shane to be fine with it at all. 

“You don’t have to do this, Lucrezia.” The hint of Locke’s rolling accent always sounded like music to me. Despite his words, his eyes ran over me hungrily. 

“I know I don’t.” I rolled up the sleeve of my shirt, keeping the white fabric as far from my wrist as possible. “But I want to. I get to see little enough of you as it is.” 

He reached through the bars and ran a single finger down my arm. “Whether chains, or bloodlust, or bars, there’s always been an obstacle between us,” Locke said.

“We’ll just keep chipping away at them one by one.” I gripped a bar overhead and held my wrist up, exposing the underside to him. The twins surrounded me, in a position that they could easily pull me away. “And one day there’ll be no barriers at all.”

Locke’s knuckles went white around the bars, and he turned his head and closed his eyes, inhaling deeply. I squeezed my own eyes shut as the first flare of pain shot up my arm and was immediately replaced by a deep, languorous pleasure. 

Vampire venom was like a drug that could go one of two ways: if the vampire wanted his victim to feel good, they would ride a wave of the highest euphoria they’d ever felt. 

If he wanted it to hurt, they’d wish they were dead until it wore off.

Locke paused with his fangs buried in my wrist, and then eased off to take a long, slow gulp of my blood. 

Shane and Roman were as hard as marble statues around me, every muscle in their bodies taut. Locke let out a soft sigh and took another drag that sent a bolt of heat right through me, my knees turning to water as everything seemed to sparkle around me. Even the velvet dark of the tunnels glittered like black rainbows.

He ran his tongue over the holes and pushed me away from the bars. Shane caught me as the wounds healed over, leaving a stronger, deeper thrall-mark behind. 

I barely heard Locke draining the deer as the vampire venom coursed through me. 

“It worked,” Roman whispered. 

“It was easier without the voices of the others,” Locke replied. I opened my eyes to a shimmer of air. 

Locke looked almost human again. He neatly licked the last of the blood from his lips, his amber eyes running over me. 

“I’d like to see my sunlight now.”

I gripped the stone wall, the rough texture under my fingertips a burst of sensation in my mind, and Shane released me to grab the key. 

Roman shook his head when I wobbled to the bars. “If I’m your sunlight, does that make you… my midnight?” I asked, my words a tiny bit slurred at the edges. He must’ve given me a huge dose of venom if touching a rock wall was practically orgasmic.

Locke sparkled around the edges. He tilted his head to the side with a little smile. “I suppose it does.” 

Shane returned with the key. The heavy door squealed open on rusty hinges. 

I stumbled into Locke’s arms with a sigh, breathing in his spicy, almost floral scent. “I hate those bars so much.” 

My fingers found the waistband of his jeans again, but he pulled my hands away and pulled me against him, molding every soft curve of my body to every hard plane of his. 

“Just let me touch you,” he whispered in my ear. “I just want to hold you while I’m myself, sunlight.” 

Even with the venom coursing through my veins, it felt so good just to have Locke’s arms wrapped around me and his lips on my skin that I caved. 

He sat cross-legged on the stack of blankets and pulled me into his lap, running his fingers through my hair and over my face. The sparkles were slowly dimming, but every one of my senses was still heightened. 

“I’ve been thinking while I’ve been here. About my missing memories.” Locke’s full lips turned down at the corners when he touched mine. “I know I’m Elijah Locke, and my sister was Josephine Locke. She married into Giltglass over two hundred years ago. I remember parts of Lockheart where I did my work.”

“Like the wall, and the waystone.” 

“Yes.” He wrapped a lock of blonde hair around his finger. “But it’s what I don’t remember that disturbs me. I don’t remember Josephine’s husband, though I have a terrible feeling he had something to do with the downfall of my coven. I don’t remember my sire.”

My entire body froze up, every muscle as hard as a rock. I knew Josephine’s husband. The night of my initiation, Grandfather had mentioned how much I reminded him of ‘his Josephine’. 

In the panic of the moment, with his cracking, twig-like hand reaching out to touch my face, I’d almost forgotten that completely. 

My teeth ground together. Josephine’s husband, the destroyer of the entire Lockheart line, was Grandfather himself. 

How the hell was he still alive after two hundred years? I wasn’t sure that even necromancy could raise a sentient, self-serving spirit back into its original body, and Grandfather wouldn’t have chosen that mummified shell as his spirit’s vessel. He’d been furious that I had to see him in that state- if it was necromancy, he would’ve taken refuge in a fresh, handsome corpse.

I didn’t try to tell Locke. I already knew from constant effort that the geas remained in full effect. Locke heard my teeth grinding, though, and brushed a strand of hair from my forehead. “It’ll come back with time, sunlight. I just wish I had something more useful.”

“You’re already useful.” I touched his chin. “Without you, we would have no way down. I would’ve walked down there blindly and been killed.”

“Now that you’re a Gilt, maybe you can pass the guardians,” Shane said, but Locke shook his head. 

“Even Mallory would not be that foolish. She’s blinded by her own pride, but she doesn’t trust easily.”

She didn’t, but now I knew Grandfather was the one who really called the shots, and for whatever reason, he wanted me alive. Would he have a blind spot for me that I could exploit?

But first I needed to be able to reach him.

I spun the ring on my finger, the amber cabochon catching the lantern-light like liquid gold, and sighed. “I’m going to have to talk to Dominic. We need to steal the book of Cimmerian’s history back from Gilt. He said he may have found a way.”

Shane leaned his head back against the bars and huffed. “Let us do it for you, Bambi.” 

Even Locke’s hands had tightened around me. 

“No. He said he did what he did for me. He’s not going to spill what he knows to one of you. He’d lose his only bargaining chip.”

The twins didn’t look happy, but they knew I was right. Dominic was stubborn as hell. He’d lasted a year in Cimmerian while he searched for just one spirit.

For now, though, I was going to enjoy every moment of my time in Locke’s arms. I’d worry about my traitorous lover later.


Chapter 3

 Lu

 

Several days later, I borrowed a pair of Daphne’s six-inch-high Louboutins, pulled on the shortest of my mangled skirts, and undid an extra button on my shirt. 

The more time I spent in Cimmerian, the pettier I found I was capable of being. The Giltglass ring still gleamed on my finger. 

I scratched Demonseed’s head, where he was sandwiched between the Frosts. The twins were flopped on my massive new bed. Shane’s brow was creased, lips set, but Roman had acquiesced to me going to Dominic alone with relative ease.

Maybe he had a little more empathy for the other man, having fucked up himself not so long ago.

“That’s just cold, Blondie.” 

I smoothed down the short skirt. “Or is it well-deserved punishment?” 

Every day that passed, I came to terms a little more with what Dominic was. But he still deserved some torment of his own, and nobody, not even a Justiciar of the Tribunal, could fake the deep lust (and love, my traitorous brain reminded me) he felt for me.

If he’d really kissed Ivy and driven knives through my heart for my benefit, then what he’d gotten out of her had better be worth its weight in gold. 

And the time had come to pay up.

“Definitely a punishment,” Shane said. 

Roman licked his lips. “Can you bend over just one time before you go?” 

Oh, why the hell not? “One time. But you’re not touching till after we get what we need.”

The twins groaned and Roman crawled across the bed. “Wait, no, come back…”

I bit my lip, already wet from the heat in Shane’s eyes, but I had a mission first.

Walking down the corridor, I had a sudden epiphany as to why Daphne liked her crazy-high shoes so much. The snap of the heels on tile were satisfying as hell. 

They were thin enough to stick through someone’s eye.

And they made my ass look great. I had the twins’ word for it.

I stopped in front of Discipline’s door, my hand shaking a little when I knocked. Only two months had passed here, but it felt like it’d been years since my first Discipline session. 

My heart jumped when Dominic answered the door, but I braced myself against the flare of hope in his eyes. “Are you alone? We need to talk.”

He opened the door and let me in, locking it behind me. 

“To what do I owe the pleasure, Lucrezia?” His sleeves were rolled up, shirt unbuttoned, and his hair looked like he’d repeatedly run his hands through it. 

His rumpled state was much more appealing than it had any right to be, and the heels lifted me so my head reached his chin, bringing me that much closer to his lips. He’d also clearly noticed the clothes, or lack thereof; the way his hazel eyes darkened had been irresistible to me from the day I’d met him.

Maybe I’d screwed up by not bringing the twins with me. 

“I need to steal something from Gilt’s office. When you said I had access, did you mean I can get into her personal safe now?”

Aradia, I should’ve kept it professional. The clothes were just to piss him off and let him know what he was missing out on, not to actually seduce him, but I’m underestimated what he did to me. I crossed my arms over my chest and lifted my chin. 

Dominic gave me a crooked smile. “In a manner of speaking. Sit.” 

He pointed at the couch in the back of his classroom. I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not here to sit and chat with you. All I want to know is how to use this-” I waved the Giltglass ring in the air- “-to get what I need.”

“And if you want to know that, you’ll sit.” 

Dominic strode to a bookshelf, and I held back a sigh. I knew him too well; if I didn’t bend to his commands, I wasn’t getting anything out of him. 

The worst part was that he couldn’t issue me an order without my brain flipping to the single glorious weekend I’d spent in his house, following his every whim. 

I swallowed my pride and sat on the couch. 

He brought over a book bound in black leather, with silver engravings stamped on the cover and spine. “Cruciatibus Librum. The Book of Agony.” I had simultaneous urges to both melt against him and fling myself away when he sat next to me, only inches between us. 

I compromised by becoming a statue. 

Dominic opened the book, flipping to pages marked with bits of paper. 

“Astrictus. A curse to bind the victim in place, locking their bones together.” He turned to the next marked page. “Delirium. Self-explanatory, but this curse endures long enough to drive the victim to madness. Excruciatus, the curse of pain and torment. Far, far worse than vampire venom, Lucrezia.”

Dominic found the last page, his eyes flicking up to my face. “Lethaeus, a curse created in Death. The victim irreversibly forgets who they are. The person who set off this chain of curses in conjunction would be bound and driven mad, their sense of self erased completely and leaving them with only endless torment.”

I’d come in here expecting to keep the upper hand, but instead I found myself speechless. 

“This is what I traded my time to that insufferable bitch for.” Dominic tapped the page that had a gruesome image of an Excruciatus victim. “These are the curses that Gilt’s set over her private locks, and they’re keyed so they can only be opened by a member of Giltglass. But even being part of her coven won’t make breaking them easy. These are high level Malefica- the deadly curses.”

These curses were the reason he’d let her induct me into her coven. The Rites of the Cage and its answers would’ve been permanently out of my reach without my new status.

“Ivy told you all this?” 

His jaw tightened. “It wasn’t free.” 

An anchor dropped into my stomach. “What did you have to give her for that information? Why would she sell out her own aunt?”

“Because she’s under the impression I’m going to help her murder Mallory.” He let out a short, sharp laugh. “If it wasn’t for your induction into Giltglass, she might’ve made an attempt herself by now. With you in line to inherit first, you threw all her plans into turmoil.”

The anchor was still in my stomach, even though I felt a twisted satisfaction at how deeply I’d ruined my coven-sister’s plans. “You didn’t answer my first question, Dominic.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I mentally kicked myself. I’d been so good at rebuilding the wall between us… but his eyes lit up when I said his name. All it had taken was a few minutes of being alone with him again. 

“I gave her a fake coven ring and I let her kiss me.” He gripped my hand, pulling it off my lap and resisting me when I tried to pull away. “That’s all I ever did, Lucrezia. If there’s any way to get down to the cornerstone, it’ll be in Gilt’s files, and I needed to know those curses first. I wouldn’t be any help to you if I was a mindless, screaming invalid… and if you’d tried on your own, you or the twins would have died without a prayer of surviving. This humiliation was worth it. I’d rather you be alive and well to hate me, than dead with your feelings intact.” 

My throat tightened and I looked away from the Book of Agony’s pages. “I know you hate her. too. It’s impossible for you to hide, no matter how good an actor you are.”

“Being under her thumb is hell, and it’s my own stupidity that landed me here.” Dominic’s tone was bitter and cutting. “If she hadn’t found my medallion, I might’ve had some leverage against her. But I’d let her sell me to Gilt before I’d handfast or fuck her.” 

It was galling how quickly my heart fluttered to forgive him. I clung to the last shreds of my anger. 

“I know why you agreed to her terms.” I wanted to pull my hand away, but his fingers were wound through mine. They felt so terribly good there. “I know you did it for us. But… you’ve been here for a year. You could’ve done so much in that time.” 

Dominic’s lips pressed flat. “I could’ve brought a modicum of evidence to the Tribunal, where Mallory would’ve contested the evidence, and the whole case would’ve been swept under the rug. That’s why the covenmasters fight tooth and nail to keep the Covenstead Sovereignty Pacts intact, Lucrezia. We can’t just walk in and do what we please. Covensteads are sacred grounds.”

“Even when people are dying?” My anger grew a little hotter.

“Imagine this was yours.” He held out a hand to encompass Cimmerian. “Your home, your family, the wards bound to your mind. Would you be fine with the Tribunal walking in and telling you how to manage your coven?” 

Irritation bubbled in my stomach. He had a point. “I suppose not.” I would fight to my last breath to keep the Tribunal from walking through my front door. 

And if Cimmerian was truly mine, the mansion itself would be like another sentient being tied to me. Allowing someone else power over it would be unfathomable, like allowing them to control me by extension.

“You’d be surprised at how little power Wardens really hold. Short of committing murder right in front of my eyes, it would take much more evidence than what I have to remove Gilt as the covenmistress.” He shook his head. “I’ve never witnessed a student die. In the Tribunal’s eyes, I have next to nothing worth storming a covenstead for. And if we did attempt it here, the most powerful covens in the world would riot. It goes against the sacred right to a coven’s secrets.”

I bit my lip. It was an annoying dichotomy to consider, and I’d never imagined that the Wardens were anything less than all-powerful. It was difficult to accept. 

“But most importantly, Simon Wicke died on these grounds. I refuse to turn this over to the Tribunal before I’ve ensured he’s at peace. So, you see my conundrum, Lucrezia.”

“I do.” 

His face softened a touch as relief crossed his features. The Book of Agony fell to the side as he drew closer, and my heart thumped. 

“I’m truly sorry for lying to you.” It seemed harder to breathe when he cupped my face, his forehead touching mine. It felt right to be so close again, no matter how angry I was. “I’ve worked alone for years, Lucrezia. It’s taken everything I have just to allow myself to get this close to another person.”

I ran my fingers along his jaw, the stubble of dark, copper-tinted hair tickling them. Aradia, I loved the feel of him. “I understand, Dominic. We have to endure hateful things to win in the end.” 

Long lashes brushed my cheek when he closed his eyes, and a storm of butterflies came to life in my stomach.

His lips had just barely touched mine when I pressed my hand against his chest and pushed him back. 

“But I won’t do this as long as you’re promised to Ivy, and you’ve given me no reason to fully trust you again.” 

Dominic gazed at me in disbelief, but his expression slowly shifted into resignation. “I had no choice in that, Lucrezia. Ivy threatened your life, and I fully believe she’d destroy you if she could. I’d endure any amount of humiliation before I’d let her touch you. She might not be a Gilt, but she has the cunning to make your death look accidental.”

I wanted nothing more than to fall into his embrace, destroy the Gilts, and lay Simon to rest together.

But I couldn’t stomach the idea of touching him, knowing Ivy would have every right to come along and erase any traces of me on his lips. She held the noose with a tight, jealous grip.

“Then Ivy needs to go.”

His green-gold eyes narrowed. “What are you asking of me, Lucrezia? I’d kill her in a heartbeat, but that would ruin whatever cover I have left.” 

I smiled coldly. “Gilt wanted us to be together, Dominic. You’re useful to her. She’s been planning to induct me into Giltglass from the start, and if she has me, she has you. Now that I’m the heir, Ivy’s nothing more than a footnote in Gilt’s plans.”

Why she wanted me was a mystery than remained to be solved, but I had a horrible feeling it was all part of Grandfather’s plan. 

“The fact remains that I am a Justiciar,” he said. “Ivy won’t leave without dropping that tidbit.” 

I searched for something I could hint at that the geas wouldn’t choke back into my lungs. “The head of Giltglass has other things to worry about,” I said carefully. 

Dominic examined my face so intently I blushed. “I understand.” I wasn’t entirely sure he did, but it was better than nothing. “You forgive me, Lu?” 

“Possibly. If you get rid of Ivy and help me break into Gilt’s safe.” He didn’t need to know I’d already forgiven him just yet, even if I couldn’t stand to touch him, or make myself any more vulnerable, while Ivy remained his official fiancée. 

If any one of the men I loved had died on Cimmerian’s grounds, I would’ve done the same as Dominic. I would’ve lied, stolen, and broken every rule in the book to make sure their spirits were laid to rest the right way. 

Simon was lucky to have had Dominic for a brother.

“We’ll need time to go over these curses. They’re far more delicate and volatile than most cantrips, and needless to say, the damage to your mind would be irreversible if we failed.” 

The longer I stayed with my hands entwined in his, the more my resolve weakened. I broke away from him and stood up, annoyed at how gratifying it was to see his eyes trace the line of my legs from the high heels to the scandalously short hem of my skirt.

 “It has to be soon, Dominic.” I took a deep breath as Grandfather’s desiccated face and marble-like eyes popped into my head. “I don’t know how much time we have before it’s too late.”

To both my relief and disappointment, he didn’t reach for me. Dominic put the Book of Agony aside and walked me to the door, ever the gentleman. 

“Perhaps you should wear this to class more often, Lucrezia.” 

I gave him an incredulous look. Perhaps not such a gentleman. 

When Dominic’s stern façade broke and he smirked like a Frost, I practically felt my knees become jelly. “You wore this just to get under my skin.” 

I raised my chin. “You deserve a little torment of your own.” 

When he took a step closer, I realized how neatly he’d penned me in the corner between the door and the bookshelves. 

“Living under Ivy’s thumb isn’t enough torment?” He braced his hands on either side of my head and pushed his thigh between my knees, forcing them apart. “Being so close and having you turn away isn’t enough? I did all of this for the people I love, Lucrezia. Because they- you- needed this. Not because I wanted to hurt you.” 

“I know you did,” I whispered, every inch of my skin covered in pleasurable goosebumps. Was I being too harsh on him?

“And now I get to be tormented knowing that you’ll go upstairs to the twins and they’ll be the ones fucking you senseless.” His breath was warm against my ear. 

I shivered when his tongue flicked my earlobe. It’d been a mistake to think he’d let me walk out of here without at least a little torture of my own. “Neither of them are engaged to someone else.” 

On the other hand, he was engaged to someone who’d threatened to sell him out to a murderous bitch and have me tortured…

“I gave my family ring to you.” His lips found the trembling pulse in my neck. “Before I was blackmailed into a sham.” 

Okay, yes, so it’d been blackmail…

I was rationalizing. I’d drawn some pretty hard lines on the sand of this battlefield, and by Aradia I was going to stand by them. 

“When. Ivy. Is. Gone,” I hissed, pushing his shoulders and trying not to notice how firm he was under my hands. I could sink my nails right in-

Nope. No way. 

But he wasn’t going to let me get away that easily now that he’d made headway back into my good graces. 

Warm, soft lips captured mine. I gasped against his mouth and his tongue slid between my lips. He sucked my lower lip into his mouth and nibbled gently, sending a jolt of desire right through my abdomen.

He pushed my legs further apart and his hard cock pressed against my inner thigh, already throbbing, and just far enough from my aching pussy to torture me.

I was panting by the time he released me. “You don’t get to do that again until it’s done,” I said, but he just licked his lips with a sly grin. 

“No, but you’ll be thinking of me while they’re riding you.” 

There was no way I was dignifying that with a response. 

He was also right, and he knew it.

Dominic was still smiling in satisfaction when I yanked the Discipline door shut behind me and stalked down the hall. 

It was strange to think of how much things had changed since the first day I’d walked in. If I could have told my past self on my first day in Cimmerian that I’d end up in love with a Warden, a vampire, two therianthropes, and spent a significant amount of my time plotting murder, I would’ve laughed in my own face.

So many people had turned out to be something else, and I was no exception. 

But was I turning into my best self… or my worst?

 


Chapter 4

 Roman

 

I scratched Demonseed’s ears. The little beast had just started purring when Blondie stormed in, looking disheveled, flushed, and incredibly irritated. 

She shut the door quietly, but from the look on her face she wanted to slam it. 

“I take the mission was successful?” I asked. Were those wobbly knees I spotted? “Maybe a little too successful?”

“I didn’t sleep with him,” Lu snapped, stepping out of the high heels. I held back a sigh of regret. I’d been entertaining some pretty vivid mental images of bending her over the bed in those.

I peeled Demonseed off his perch on my chest and flopped the limp kitten on a pillow. He glared at me with disdain. “But you wanted to,” I teased. “Did you get what you needed out of him?”

Before Lu had even looked up, I was in front of her, undoing each button to reveal her creamy skin. My cock was already stiffening just from seeing the soft swell of her breasts under the shirt. 

“There are four nearly-unbreakable curses on Gilt’s safe.” She shivered when I ran my thumb over the half-moon scar on her shoulder. I felt her essence, like her emotions and consciousness had somehow twined into me through it, anchoring us together. “And you have to be a Gilt to break them without dying. Luckily for us…”

I slid her shirt over her arms and dropped it on the floor. “You’re a Gilt. He was just a few steps ahead of us, Lu. Steele’s been trying to make headway here for a lot longer than you have.” I reached around her to unclasp her bra, revealing her heavy breasts tipped with hard, pink peaks. 

She scowled, yanking my shirt up. “I’m not thinking about him right now.”

Unlike Shane, who still vibrated with fury whenever Steele was in Blondie’s vicinity, I found it much harder to hold a grudge. Part of me- the overprotective wolf- hated him too, wanted to rip into him for causing my mate any distress at all. The human in me understood. 

I’d fucked up once, too. And my reasons were way more selfish than altruistic.

When I wore the wolfskin, the bitterness of Steele’s hatred towards Bloom was pungent. The rest of his emotions were laid bare to me: his longing, his anger, even his lust and protectiveness towards Lu. 

Fact was, much as any of us hated to admit it, we needed someone on Team Evil. I’d spied on enough of Gilt’s little tea parties to know we weren’t going to brute-force our way in. 

Unfortunately, it was Lu, and not Steele, who had to be our snake in the grass.

“Yes, you are, but I’m about to take your mind off him entirely,” I said, nipping her earlobe before I tossed her on the bed. 

Demonseed fled, probably taking refuge in the closet, or anywhere that wasn’t here. 

I stripped off my jeans and climbed over Lu on all fours, running my tongue over the velvety skin of her stomach to the globes of her breasts. She arched under me with a gasp when I caught one of her nipples in my mouth, gently grazing my teeth over the sensitive skin. 

My cock was so hard it almost hurt, the mate-mark urging me to plunge into her, but it’d been a while since I’d had Lu all to myself. Shane was running the forest, tracking Cadogan, and I intended to make the most of every minute before he got back. 

She ran her fingers over my shoulders, eyes darkening with lust as I suckled each nipple until the skin was swollen, her legs opening to wrap around me…

I almost pushed forward, driven by atavistic urges, but the little gasps she made held me back. There was no rush, just me and my Blondie. 

I moved back down, running my thumb along the curve of a breast as she wriggled under me. With both of her legs pinned apart, she was completely open to me, her pink, wet folds begging to be licked. 

A low growl tore out of me. I ran my tongue over her, making her hips jump against my mouth, appreciating the way she gripped the iron rails of the headboard with bloodless fingers. Circling her clit with my tongue made her writhe in a way that had my balls aching for release. 

She whimpered, her legs quivering uncontrollably when I sucked her clit between my lips and gently flicked my tongue against it. My cock throbbed, but there was no fucking way I was sliding into her before I’d made her come at least once… maybe twice. 

But holy hell, it was hard to hold back. I slipped two fingers inside her and stroked in and out, groaning when she started to spasm around me. Within seconds her gasps became cries, her back arched as she came for me. I sucked her clit under the aftershocks of her orgasm had calmed a little, with every intention of going in for round two, but she hooked her ankles under my arms and pulled me up over her. 

There were few things in this world I loved more than the sight of all that pale hair spread over her pillow, her mouth just parted as she gasped for breath. 

I slid my cock over her, my balls heavy and tight, and she arched her hips towards me. Besides the wet warmth of her pussy drawing me in, it was the look on her face, pure hunger than matched the lust my wolf felt for her. 

“Turn over, Blondie,” I said, my voice as rough as I felt, palming her hips to turn her over and raising her ass in the air. I nudged her knees apart, taking a hissing breath when the head of my cock pushed against her wet, swollen center. 

The animalistic part of me liked it like this, how hard I could pound into her from behind. The human part of me wanted to take his time, but Lu pushed herself back, sinking onto my cock with a drawn-out moan. 

All bets were off then. All I was aware of was the softness of her skin, the tight, wet heat squeezing around me, the sweet smell of her perfume filling my nose. 

I thrust into her, building up into a hard rhythm, my fingers dimpling her ass and pulling her back onto me, snarling every time I heard one of her gasps and moans. 

My skin prickled all over as the pressure in my abdomen increased, tiny guard hairs sprouting over my skin. I felt my teeth lengthen, incisors cutting into my lower lip with a sharp pain. 

She undulated against me and I fell forward, covering her entire body with mine and snaking a hand around her hip. 

Lu let out a sharp cry when my fingers circled her clit. I pumped into her, matching the speed of my hips with kneading her sensitive skin, until she clamped down on me with a scream. 

Her pussy tightened, growing even wetter as she rode out her second orgasm, and the pressure finally exploded. My hips jerked forward and waves of pleasure crashed over me as I filled her.

I grazed her shoulder with my teeth, aligning with the half-moon marks. She shivered under me as her emotions poured through the bond between us, strengthening the mate bond even further: lust, love, safety, and protection. 

I swallowed back the rest of the transformation, forcing my claws back into nails, the fangs back into human teeth. Those were all the things I was to her, and the confirmation of her feelings through the bond satisfied me on a primal level. 

When I felt the last of her tremors subside, I slid out of Lu and carried her to the shower, where I took my time in washing her hair and gliding my hands over her body. Her eyes were still heavy-lidded, but she did the same for me, touching every part of me she could get her hands on. 

I kissed her the entire time, ignoring the water beading on our faces and dripping from my hair. 

She curled up on me when we were back in bed, her still-damp hair chilly against my shoulder, but the cold didn’t bother me. The rest of her was still glowing with warmth from the hot water. 

Lu nestled her head on my chest as I ran my fingers over her back. 

There were very few moments of genuine peace in this hellhole, even for people like Shane and I, who didn’t normally give a single fuck what Gilt or anyone else thought. Who cared what the teachers wanted? And who cared if everyone else hated therianthropes?

We were motherfucking wolves. No one else’s magic came close to touching how awesome it was to become an apex predator with no more than a thought. 

True, there was the constant stress of watching over our shoulders, waiting for the next shitty thing to happen while we’d waited for Shane’s visions to come true. It may have taken a while, but I’d made my peace with destiny. Now that I was in Blondie’s arms, filled with the knowledge that she looked to me as her guardian, one of the few she trusted the most, I felt like I’d found true serenity. Now I understood why Shane was the way he was, so calm and certain that everything would turn out the way it was meant to. 

Lu’s eyelashes brushed my chest when she blinked, tickling me the tiniest bit. 

“What do you want when it’s over, Blondie? When we’ve won?” 

She shifted against me. “I want my mastery,” Lu whispered. “I want to be free from anyone else’s control. I want to set everything here as right as I can possibly make it. What about you?”

All completely understandable things. I could cheerlead for those goals. I held back a snicker picturing myself in a tiny skirt, waving pom-poms, and Lu’s tiny schoolgirl get-up becoming a cheerleader uniform. Just the thought of her in the little skirt had my cock threatening to stiffen again, and I forced myself to be serious.

“I want a place where we can be ourselves,” I said, staring up at the smooth plaster of the ceiling. “That’s what I’ve always wanted. Before you got here, I was planning on making our own coven full of therianthropes.” 

Before Lu, that had been the closest desire of my heart. A place for all beast-kind, where we wouldn’t be sneered at for what we’d been born as. 

“It is a school of misfits,” she said, tracing a little circle on my chest. “I’ve been considering… what if Cimmerian stayed a school? These are all witches and warlocks who were kicked out by their own families for whatever reason. I bet there are others like us, therianthropes without homes, other forces of nature… they’ve got to be out there. You could still have your coven.”

“And you could have your school.” I rolled over and pulled her close, almost nose-to-nose. The moonlight through the window bleached her coloring to silver instead of gold. “Did you ever want your own kids?”

Her eyes widened fractionally, and I felt a sudden stab of embarrassment at the question. Kids had always been off the table for me. The dominant genes for therianthropy were a little too strong for my comfort. Even though I’d come to terms with myself, it’d taken many long, hard years to get to that point. 

“I never really thought I’d be in a position to have kids, or handfast, or any of that normal witch stuff,” she said thoughtfully. “There was Jonathan Arrow… but I didn’t want to be used. I couldn’t even control myself then. But even though this is the darkest place I’ve ever been, it suddenly feels like there’s so much more hope for all those things.”

I tried to ignore the little flutter in my chest. Nope. I’d already decided I’d never condemn a child to a shunned existence as a therianthrope. 

And yet…

“Then you do want them someday.” 

Lu gnawed her lower lip. “Maybe. Yeah. I guess I do.” A wry smile touched her lips. “I mean, I never loved anyone enough to consider it before. Things are different now. But I’d want a few years of you guys to myself, I think. What about you?”

She turned the question around before I’d finished sorting my thoughts out. Hell, I might never finish sorting those thoughts out. Gambling on a child’s future wasn’t a snap decision.

“I… uh…”

Lu laughed quietly. “I wouldn’t ask you to do that if you didn’t want to.”

But there was the problem. After years of being good with my genetic material dying out, I was suddenly entertaining the notion that just maybe, a few years down the road…

“It’s not that I don’t want to,” I said, brushing her cheek. “I’ve told myself I was a monster for years. There’s every chance a child of ours would be like me.”

“And what’s wrong with you, Roman?” she asked. “You just get big and hairy. There are worse things to be.”

“Yeah. I could get small and scaly.” 

She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t have a problem with what you are, and if this is our home and coven, no one else will either. Besides, there’s an equal chance they’d have my wildfire instead.”

I mulled it over. The desire to do more than just fuck her was starting to burrow into my mind, the animal side taking over. Besides, it’d be a damn good reason to stay in bed all day…

“Oh, and there’s another thing: when it’s done, if I’ve got my mastery and I’m safe from the Tribunal, I think… I think I want to learn therianthropy.” 

My body went from humming with the desire to mate her to stone-cold. “What? You- what?”

She nodded, snuggling just a little closer. “I don’t care what everyone else thinks. Being here made me realize how much it doesn’t matter. I’ve already got wildfire- I might as well go wild and do it all.”

If she became a therianthrope, people would talk shit in front of her face for the rest of her life, calling her an animal, asking if she wanted to sleep in the doghouse instead of the covenstead, treating her like dirt beneath their shoe. Just the thought sent rage boiling through my veins. 

At the same time, I found myself considering what her beast-form might be; what would bookish, sweet-tempered Blondie become if she joined with the primal magic? 

My bet was on a cat, all curiosity and zero sense of self-preservation. 

“You wouldn’t necessarily become a wolf,” I told her. “It’s what resonates with your soul the most.”

She winced. “So I’d become a salamander, or an armadillo, or something weird like that.”

I couldn’t resist the urge to tweak her a little. “God, no. I was thinking an axolotl.”

“You’ll teach me, then?” she asked, pouncing on my momentary weakness. Definitely a cat. “And seriously, an axolotl?”

“I did not say I’d teach you,” I said, ignoring that my cock was stirring again when she moved against me. “It’s a hard life, for wolves and axolotls.”

“You didn’t say you wouldn’t, either,” she pointed out, ignoring how ridiculous I sounded. “I’m fine if you don’t want kids, Roman. But I would like to make the choice to become a therianthrope for myself.”

“I didn’t say no to kids either.” The words fell out of my mouth, catching me by surprise. Who the fuck was I becoming? Did finding a mate just fundamentally change people without their permission?

“No rush,” she said. Her lids were starting to droop for real now. “We have our whole lives ahead of us to figure this out.”

The doorknob jiggled and Shane stepped in, shutting it quietly behind him. I patiently waited for Lu to rearrange herself as Shane slipped into bed on her other side. 

“Good night, Bambi,” he whispered, kissing her all over face as she curled between us. 

She was out minutes later. I met Shane’s eyes over her head. 

“No sign,” he said, his voice still a low whisper. 

Another night, then. I hoped Cadogan would show up when Lu was nowhere near us, so she wouldn’t have to witness his death. I knew she had a soft spot for vampires, but there was no other choice. 

I didn’t sleep well, churning through unfamiliar considerations. Having kids someday, half me and half Lu, teaching her to become like us… what it would be like to run together in beast-forms…

An hour later she twitched in her sleep, her fingers curling tight. Her back arched and she made a soft noise in her throat. 

I made up my mind. I wanted a full life with Lu and everything that came with it: handfasting, children, the works. Just because I was a therianthrope didn’t mean I wasn’t allowed to have the things other witches and warlocks had. 

And I’d teach her to become one of us. It would take a long time, but someday we’d see the world together through different eyes. 

Shane wrapped his arm around Lu’s waist in his sleep, pulling her closer. I wondered if he’d Seen anything like that in our future, or if everything was still too nebulous. 

I stretched out and felt soft paws on my head: Demonseed, taking his usual spot. I fell asleep with the little creature purring against my ear, dreaming of Lu shifting into creatures, taking her place with me in the forest.


Chapter 5

 Lu

 

“There are no charms here.” Shane watched Carmen Flora stride into the cafeteria, with David and Lissa on her heels. From afar, someone might’ve thought he was admiring the trio, but his eyes were slightly unfocused as he felt for listening charms planted around the school. 

“Okay. There are two things we need to know: how to break the curses, and when Gilt won’t be in her office.” I piled bacon on the guys’ plates. “Seriously, eat. You can’t spend all day as wolves and not eat anything.” 

Roman absently shoved three slices of bacon in his mouth. “Gilt’s the easiest part. We’ll just whip up a little distraction she can’t ignore.”

I sorted through my yogurt and granola with a spoon. “Last time you messed with her garden the entire school got Corrective Counseling.”

“Because she had no one to blame it on.” Shane’s smile was blinding, even more so with the silver scar cutting across his lips. “This time she’ll have one of us.” 

The yogurt didn’t taste so good anymore. “Shane. She doesn’t screw around with that sort of thing. You’ll end up getting fed to her Helping Hands.”

“Nah. Only escapees get sent to them.” 

“Seriously, Shane. She’s mentally unstable. What are you going to do, live out in the mines with Locke until we’ve won? That could be months from now.”

“Of course not. I’m going to take my punishment, she’ll feel vindicated, and we’ll all move on with her none the wiser.” He shoved his plate aside and took the entire platter of bacon. “What I’m concerned about is the curses. They could kill you, Bambi.”

“And how often she checks the safe. If she finds out the book’s been stolen, we’re screwed,” I said, sighing and eating the last of the yogurt. 

“No, we’re not. But a certain asshole niece is,” Roman interjected quietly.

I gave Roman a narrow look. “You want us to frame Ivy?”

He shrugged, a smooth, rolling motion that belied how much thought he’d apparently put into this. “Gilt already distrusts her so much, she named you heir to the covenstead over Bloom. It’d just be another nail in the coffin of suspicion.” 

I stared down at my empty bowl. Gilt knew Ivy Bloom wanted Cimmerian for herself. Making me the heir was just putting up another blockade between herself and her niece. 

A rush of relief coursed through me. Grandfather might not want me at all; I could just be a convenient pawn for Gilt to play against Ivy in the meantime, ensuring all her successors were occupied with sniping at each other. 

That light feeling was quickly usurped by irritation. Ivy would wrap herself around Dominic like a barnacle as long as she thought she stood to inherit nothing from her own family. Marrying into Steelblood was the only gambit she had left.

“Well.” I took a deep breath. “That part’s settled, then. But I don’t like the idea of either of you taking the heat from Gilt.”

“I’m sure it’ll be terrible.” Roman wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “For her.”

I rolled my eyes. Leave it to Roman to be utterly confident that any Counseling session involving him and his brother would be worse for the punisher than the victims.

Honestly, he might be right.

“We’re going to need Dominic in on this. He’s the only one of us with the necessary experience in curse-breaking. He’ll teach me how to unravel them, since I’m the only one who can do it. Hopefully he’ll agree to it.” 

“If he doesn’t agree because you asked him to, just use pussy magic to coerce him,” Roman murmured. “Fuck, I’d agree to whatever you wanted.”

“Pussy magic?” I spluttered.

I was sure Dominic would press his advantage with me every chance he got, and I had no idea how I was going to resist him. 

I didn’t even want to resist him anymore, and only the phantom sensation of the ouroboros medallion digging into my fingers kept me from seeking him out now.

Well, that, and the fact that my bitch of a coven-sister had coerced a claim on him, banking that he’d do anything to keep me safe, to keep Gilt from finding out what he was...

I practically felt a light bulb flicker on over my head. A mean, very ill-tempered light bulb.

Shane sighed. “Seriously, Roman? When you’re ready to take on the curses, we’ll-”

“No, I have our distraction,” I said. “I’m going to do exactly what my covenmistress wants.”

Shane raised an eyebrow as we got up from the table. “Please tell me it isn’t extraordinarily reckless.”

“No.” I looped my arm through his and Roman as they walked me to Discipline. “I’m just going to play along and be the perfect little Gilt.”

“So… a greedy, psychotic, grasping bitch?” 

I smiled. “Basically.”

 

***

 

After Discipline, I strode to Dominic, who sat at his desk with a stack of essays from his evening Conjuration classes. He gave me the heavy-lidded look he always got when he was thinking dirty things. 

We’d have all the time in the world for that later, after I’d shoved Ivy’s plans down a few flights of stairs. For now…

“Assign me a Counseling session. We need to practice curse-breaking tonight.”

His hazel eyes sharpened as he yanked his gaze back up to my face. “Curse-breaking isn’t the sort of thing you learn overnight, Lucrezia. It takes years for some witches to master it.”

I sat on his desk, shifting a few papers aside to reveal the Book of Agony. “In this case we’ll have to make an exception. My clock is ticking, Dominic.”

He scowled, his dark brows knitting together, then snapped his fingers. The door clicked as his locking charm activated.

 His frustration stemmed almost entirely from the fact that the Headmistress’s geas prevented me from telling him a single detail about Cimmerian’s inner workings, and any truth spell he used to crack open my mind would probably drive me into irreparable madness. 

All I could do was give them vague and obnoxious hints about exactly how fucked up it was down there.

“If you fail to break a single curse in that chain, you could set the entire thing off. These aren’t jokes or silly schoolyard charms.” 

I inched closer, my knees almost bumping his arm. “I know. But you’re going to have to trust me for once. Going insane or forgetting myself would be much more pleasant than the alternative if I don’t get my hands on this book.” 

He touched my ankle and slid his hand up to my knee. I tried my hardest to hold back a shiver. 

“And there remains the problem of breaking into Mallory’s office long enough to break them.” 

“I have that under control,” I said, my heels planted on either side of his thighs as I leaned back. 

At least, I hoped so. 

If not, our plans were going to take a drastic turn into utter insanity.

“A month of practice, at the absolute minimum.” He pushed my knees apart. 

“One night.” Warm lips met the inside of my thigh and his fingers dug into the backs of my knees, pulling my ass to the edge of his desk.

My stomach flipped when his tongue ran further up my leg. One hand slid up and found the edge of my panties, which were already soaked. “That’s utterly insane, Lucrezia. Two weeks.” His warm breath on my inner thigh raised goosebumps on my skin.

I stopped him, his lips only inches from my panties, bracing my hand on his shoulder. “Two nights, or you go no further.” 

This close, every gold fleck in Dominic’s green eyes was as bright as the sun when he looked up at me. Thick black lashes framed those beautiful eyes, and I thought of just how enraged they’d be when I set my plans into action. 

I pushed him back another inch. 

“Two nights,” he agreed, his voice husky. He hooked a finger through the panties and yanked them aside. 

Making an articulate reply was beyond me. All I could do was grip his dark hair, every nerve ending in my body lit up in bliss. His tongue slid between my pussy lips and found my clit. 

Breath hissed between my teeth when he wrapped his lips around my clit and sucked gently, my knees quaking every time his tongue flicked the sensitive flesh. 

He slid a finger into my slick wetness and curled it back towards himself. My hips almost bucked off the table as stars flared to life behind my eyelids. 

Holy. Fuck. 

Dominic didn’t let me go, bringing me close to the brink of orgasm and backing off every time he felt me tense up. I groaned with unfulfilled desire, a complete need that had blacked out most of the room around me. 

The bell rang, barely registering in my fevered mind. 

He slid another finger in and I gasped, straining against him. My fingers clenched in his hair and he made a noise, drawing his tongue over my clit in a long, slow motion. 

My climax was like every star in my head going off at once while my body shivered apart, pussy clamped around his fingers. His groan vibrated against my clit, drawing out the orgasm until I was shaking on his desk, biting my lip against hoarse cries.

“You owe me two Counseling sessions for being a stubborn tease,” he said when I’d stopped shaking and gone languid, kissing the two small scars Locke had left next to my pussy. 

So much for my lines in the sand. 

“No, you owe me two Counseling sessions for not telling me sooner.” I leaned forward and gripped him by the collar, tugging him almost close enough to kiss. His lips were full, eyes dark with desire. “You knew how much I hated Wardens, Dominic, but you were fine with letting me believe you were something else.” 

He wound a lock of blonde hair around his finger, keeping me tethered close to him. “By the time I realized how deeply you hated us, I was already so far into the deception I didn’t know how to tell you. I know how weak that sounds, but… I’ve never had a reason to let anyone else in. This is the first time since my brother died that I’ve wanted to trust anyone at all.” 

The crack in my heart split open a little wider. 

Everything he’d done was to save a dead boy’s soul. He hadn’t set out to hurt anyone.

“I know.” An ember of hope flared to life in his features. “I didn’t stop loving you just because of who you are. If anyone could prove that Wardens could be good people at heart, it was you.” 

He released my hair and pulled me down for a kiss, but I pressed a finger to his lips. 

“But. You’re still engaged to Ivy.” 

Dominic kissed my finger, then my palm. “Hmm. So I can kiss every part of you but your mouth.”

“Give me two days and perhaps I’ll let you kiss what you like.” 

He let out a low sound that made me clench up again. Just a little. “What are you planning now?” 

I was late as hell to Divination and couldn’t have cared less. One of Dominic’s evening-class students tapped on the door, their muffled voice just coming through. “Professor?”

With a quick grin, I slid off his desk, just managing to hide how wobbly my knees were, and ran my fingers over his chest. “Just a little something. See you tonight, sir.”

Better to keep him at arm’s length until I’d enacted my plan. He was going to pissed. Maybe even furious. 

But hopefully he’d end up happy, too. 

Ivy glared at me when I strolled into Divination late and sat next to Daphne. 

“Now that is a post-coital flush if I’ve ever seen one,” Daphne said dryly. 

I was really starting to like her. I could almost look back on our cataclysmic conservatory fight with fondness now.

I twinkled my fingers at my coven-sister and got to work divining Daphne’s inner self from her palms with a hidden grin. 

Roman and Shane waited for me outside the conservatory, their massive forms nearly blending into the lengthening shadows of the forest. They surrounded me like an honor guard and walked me to the cafeteria, shifting into their human forms in the North Entrance.

I pulled two pairs of clothes from my overstuffed satchel and waited for them to dress.

“He’s going to teach me tonight and tomorrow, then we can make our move,” I muttered, ever-aware of the threat of listening charms. 

“See what pussy magic gets you?” Roman yanked his shirt on and pinned me to the wall, capturing me in a rough kiss. 

“Pussy magic,” Shane scoffed, but then he was kissing me too, right in plain sight of everyone. 

He could make fun of it, but pussy magic was definitely a real phenomenon.

“I have Counseling tonight,” I gasped. 

Shane cocked an eyebrow and Roman licked his lips. “I hope we’re invited.” They both looked at me like predators, huge, muscular, overprotective predators whose mating bites were throbbing on my shoulders right now…

“Do you want to spend two hours watching me cram on how to break curses?” I gave him an incredulous look. “It’s not going to be sexy.”

Roman opened his mouth to speak, probably to tell me he’d like to watch me cram something else, but Shane shut his twin up. “Roman, for once in your life, keep the sarcasm to yourself. Bambi’s gotta be able to do this.”

Roman rested his elbow on the wall over my head, leaning over me while he cupped my chin in one huge hand. “I know, I know.” Despite his light, joking tone, his eyes were dead serious. “Blondie, you sure you can get this down in two days?”

I wasn’t. Not one bit.

But it was better than sitting around and waiting to be brought down to Grandfather again.

“Dominic’s an excellent instructor. If anyone can teach me how to break a curse-chain in two days, it’s him.”

I had complete faith that he alone could help me do this. 

We ate quietly, the twins both lost in their thoughts, and I kissed both of them in the North Entrance. “Tell Locke I love him, and to come to my dreams tonight.” 

Shane nodded and shifted, landing on massive paws. 

I made my way to Discipline alone and tapped on the door. 

Dom pulled me in and locked it behind me, establishing an entire series of locking wards over the door, and tugged me to the back of the classroom. “Dominic, where-?”

My mouth dropped open when he pushed open a door hidden in the wall, revealing a narrow corridor. 

“The only rooms I’m absolutely sure are safe against intrusion are these,” he said, gesturing for me to go through. 

I followed the narrow hall to another door, and opened it onto Dominic’s other private quarters, the ones given to him for teaching here. 

Like his house, it was like walking into a private sanctum that made me feel intensely out of place. 

He shut the door and warded that one as well. “You can sit over there.” 

The bedroom was divided into two halves. Another antique four-poster took up most of the far end, while a desk and couch were set up near a brick fireplace. 

Unlike my bedroom, there wasn’t a single window, and the walls were covered in a wallpaper so deep a red it was almost black. The effect was suffocating and comforting at the same time. 

I sat on the couch he’d pointed to, nervously picking at the hem of my skirt. Would curse-breaking hurt? I knew only a few cantrips: the destruction charm and a few wards, but anything besides those tended to go a little haywire for me.

Dominic brought me a little box. It fit neatly in my palm, made of polished ashwood and set with a tiny silver lock. 

“This box is cursed, isn’t it?” 

He nodded and leaned back on his side of the couch, resting his chin in his hand. “I placed a curse-chain on it: Astrictus, Cachinnatio, and Cantus. You’re going to let down your wards, find the end of the chain before it latches onto you, and unravel it.”

I stared at the box. “How?”

“Every curse has a loose end, or they’d be unstoppable. It’s like a built-in failsafe.” Dominic tapped the side of his head. “You need to feel for it. A curse should feel like a sigil in your mind. You need to find that weakness hidden in there and pull it apart.”

“You make it sound deceptively easy.”

He only smiled and waited.

I held back a sigh and closed my eyes. My wards slowly peeled away, leaving me as exposed to the curse-chain as it was to me. 

It felt like a jagged branch of energy growing around the box, each curse snapping at me when I reached for it. They looked like sigils in my mind’s eye, glowing circles that filled my head, bursting and whirling. 

I examined the first curse in the chain: Astrictus, which would lock up every bone in my body. The sigil moved too fast to make out clearly, but one line seemed to be loose, not quite as quick as the rest of the whirling curse. 

When I reached for it, the rest of the sigil snapped. 

Every fiber in my body locked up tight. I sat frozen in place, not even capable of straining, nothing but a panicking brain trapped in a statue of a body. 

The next curse went off as soon as Astrictus had done its work, and my mouth was wrenched open against my will. 

I started laughing so hard my lungs started seizing in my chest, not able to move so much as a finger to save myself or draw a deeper breath.

The last curse snapped, entangling itself in my mind. The next thing I knew, I was singing Pour Some Sugar On Me between guffaws, tears squeezing between my lashes and rolling down my cheeks. 

I was going to fucking suffocate from singing Def Leppard. It just wasn’t right. 

Dominic pulled the box out of my hands and touched my forehead. The curses vanished, leaving me gasping for ragged breaths and wiping my streaming eyes on my sleeves. 

“You see how quick they can be,” he said, his fingers lingering on my face. “You found the failsafe, but it felt you coming first.”

If I tried to break into Gilt’s safe, I was dead. There just no way to evade a curse that quick.

“How am I supposed to be that fast? It’s not possible!”

Dominic muttered something at the box, renewing the curses on it. I took it back with trembling fingers. 

“You don’t run at it with brute force. You lull it into complacency.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me that before you let me run in headfirst?” I asked, but I already knew why. Now that I’d had a curse-chain go off on me, I knew what to expect. The worst was over.

I closed my eyes and tried again. 

Two hours later, I was trembling, lungs sore from laughing, eyes gritty from crying, and I’d run through almost every eighties power ballad I knew.

I’d broken Astrictus, but Cachinnatio and Cantus were slippery and didn’t want to be fooled.

Dominic touched the box and reset the curses. His face was drawn tight with worry and regret. 

“I’ve got more than half a mind to go back on my word. Curse-breaking usually takes a year to learn.” 

I found the loose end of Astrictus, feinting my conscious thoughts to the side and unraveling the loose end of the sigil. Its thorny glow vanished and died. 

Cachinnatio’s tail was far more obvious, but no amount of lulling, feinting, or brute force seemed to work. This time I tried to slip under, redirecting the majority of my attention elsewhere, but it snatched me up with a gale of laughter, Cantus snapped, and the next thing I knew…

“The question is will you please us all tonight? Tonight, tonight, tonight! We need a lover tonight!”

Dominic touched my forehead and released his curses. I gasped for breath, the box tumbling to the couch between us. 

“I have to do this.” I drained the glass of water he’d brought me. “I don’t have a year, Dominic. Hell, I don’t even know if I have two days! They could come at any time!”

He scowled and refilled my glass. “When Mallory’s curse-chain goes off, you won’t be laughing and belting Mötley Crüe! You’ll be in mindless torment, or dead.” His glare heated me to the core despite my exhaustion. “Neither one of those outcomes is something I can live with.”

“What am I doing wrong? It seems impossible to fool them!” 

Dominic shook his head and rubbed his temples. “You’re not doing anything wrong, Lucrezia. You just haven’t had months of intensive practice. Nobody manages this in two nights.” 

I glared at the little box. “Do all Wardens learn curse-breaking?”

He glanced up at me warily. “It’s a mandatory two-year-long class for us, the one that disqualifies most potential Wardens. We lose over sixty percent of first-time potentials each year to that course alone.”

“Lose as in- they die?”

Dominic laughed softly. “No. Most fail out long before we get to the Malefica. Once we do…” He shrugged. “There’s a death toll. But all potentials know what they’re getting into. Nobody is forced to finish Warden training.”

I finished off my third glass of water, but my throat still hurt from constant singing. “What does a Warden have to do to become a Justiciar?”

“Have a mastery.” My eyes dropped to his sleeve, under which there was a black sigil emblazoned on his arm marking him as a Master of Mirrors. “I already had mine when I became a potential, so I was promoted straight into the role. Next step up is Inquisitor.”

“But you found yourself here. Looking for Simon.” 

Dominic’s features had smoothed out as he talked. The hope that grew on his face as I asked him more about his life was almost painful. 

I still hated Warden Vega and others of his kind, but Dominic had proven over and over that he wasn’t like them. 

“I worked for the witch-prison Carnelian first.” He met my gaze squarely. “That was another lie I told you. I’ve seen Obsidian many times before, when my duties brought me there. I was on track to be promoted to Obsidian’s Inquisitor task force when I heard about the job opening here and took it.” 

I nodded, taking it all in. I couldn’t imagine going through five years of Warden training, let alone working in a prison, nor could I imagine how much harder the Inquisitors must be than the Wardens I’d seen before.

He’d told me he was glad they sent me here instead of there… how much worse was Obsidian if he considered Cimmerian under Gilt’s rule better?

 “And they know you’re here.” 

The faintest smile touched his mouth. “They do. A lesser cousin from a Great Coven was sent here some ten years ago. The case never went anywhere, but my superiors weren’t averse to having feet on the ground for a year or so.”

“Why didn’t they care about Simon?” I met his gaze squarely. “What did he do that was worth sending him here?”

Dominic’s face hardened, but his eyes were sad. I remembered the picture in his house, the two teenage boys who had no idea what waited for them, Simon only months from death. “He did nothing at all. That was the injustice of it. Simon Wicke was just one of the warlocks unfortunate enough to be born without magic.”

I felt like I’d swallowed an ice cube. He’d done nothing to earn his death but be born a human. 

“It’s a rare phenomenon, but magic-less witches and warlocks usually stay with their families as servitors or coven liaisons. But the Wickes… they couldn’t stand to have a human son.” Seething anger simmered just under Dominic’s clipped tones. “Fenwicke spent years intermarrying in the hopes of producing more mirrorwalkers. Henrietta Wicke, the current matriarch, took Simon’s lack of magic as a personal affront. She sent him away while I was matriculating in Bellhallow under Lord Bell. When I came back… the deed was done. She didn’t care if she ever heard from him again.”

“All because he was human.” The injustice of it seemed monstrous. Who would give away their own son just because of a lack of magic? 

“Yes. His crime was being born flawed. Henrietta didn’t want to send him to the human world either, afraid that word of his provenance would come back to bite her.”

I didn’t have any words. I would’ve said it was impossible to believe anyone could be so callous, but I had experience with a cold and uncaring matriarch myself. Alicia Darke and Henrietta Wicke were two of a kind. 

Suddenly my feelings towards Simon were much more than distant sympathy and pity. Like him, I’d been tossed aside like trash. 

Without magic, the boy hadn’t stood a chance. 

“I think it’s admirable that you’ve spent so long trying to do right by him,” I said, reaching out to take his hands without thinking. His fingers closed around mine, warm and calloused, sending electric zings through my veins. “If… if any of us died here, I’d hope you would send us on, too.” 

Dominic’s eyes darkened. “Don’t talk like that. I would die before I’d let them hurt you.”

Electricity seemed to crackle in the air between us. 

I couldn’t hold back a yawn, even though I had a thousand more questions. The curses had worn me out more than I thought. 

“You need to sleep. This won’t be any easier tomorrow.” 

“Right,” I said, my mouth suddenly dry. “So… you should probably let go of my hands.”

He hesitated, then released me as abruptly as if I’d burned him. “Good night, Lucrezia.”

I wavered internally, wanting to stay and talk to him, let down the walls a little more, but I needed to have patience. I’d already decided he was mine… but first I needed to take Ivy down a few pegs. Then I’d be able to open back up to him without regret.

“Good night, Dom.” 

Two days. It felt more like an eternity.


Chapter 6

 Locke

 

Memory was like a broken mirror. It came back in bits and pieces, some larger than others, some so small they didn’t seem to fit anywhere at all. 

Names. Faces. Smells.

 I blinked, and Josephine was creeping down the tunnel with a torch, a gangly eight-year-old with black hair down to her knees. She peered through the bars of my cage, then laughed and called over her shoulder. “Come, Elijah! Or I’ll call you a chicken all your days!”

I blinked again, and she was gone. 

Only a memory.

The phantom scent of lavender and roses blew in on the wind. My waistcoat was sweltering in the midsummer heat, but Josephine was glowing, an angel in white, spinning in the arms of the groom…

He looked up at me with a wide grin, auburn hair like embers in the evening sun. My sister had chosen a handsome husband, the Lord of Giltglass, and today they both looked radiant…

“This is the happiest day of my life, old friend,” he said. “We’re truly brothers now.” 

A pang of sadness plunged through my heart like an arrow. Jo had grown up for good, now.

“Take care of her, Albrecht.” 

A name. I sighed, and the waistcoat was gone, the scent of lavender became dust, and Jo and Albrecht faded away. 

I wasn’t at a wedding but locked in a cage. 

The moon rose and tiny wisps of consciousness winked to life, brushing the edge of my mind. Dreams and nightmares. I knew hers the moment it came alive.

 It was tentative at first, no more than a faint spiral of mist, but it steadily resolved until it winked in my own mind like a glimmering jewel: a dream. 

I invited myself in. 

Lucrezia’s dreaming self was a bright point of light, as always, but tonight was different. We stood on a mountain peak, looking down over a sea of swirling, sea-blue clouds. Snow fell around us, piling in drifts, but it wasn’t cold. 

I caught a flake on a fingertip and pinched it between forefinger and thumb. White smeared across my skin. It wasn’t snow, but ash. 

Lucrezia wasn’t wearing the sheer, fantastical dresses I’d grown accustomed to ripping from her in a haze. Thick, spiky armor covered her from head to toe, as black as pitch and sharper than thorns. 

“Sunlight.” 

She tore her eyes from the endless sea of clouds and looked at me. “Locke. I hoped you’d come.” 

Lucrezia raised her arms and reached out for me, the spiked armor melting away into a white gown. She stopped when I tensed, the thick scent of copper caressing my senses. Several drops of red spread over the white fabric, staining the entire dress scarlet. 

She looked down at herself, her face twisting. The sea of clouds darkened, becoming a roiling sea of ink. “No,” she whispered. “I don’t want to dream this.”

The landscape shifted, no longer a mountaintop but a cavern lit with fire. 

I pulled Lucrezia into my arms. She shook like a leaf, wavering in and out of solidity. “Do you see it, Locke?”

My gaze followed hers. Silver glinted in the darkness above, the legs of something enormous overhead. “I see it, sunlight.”

Her mouth dropped open and she closed it with a snap. “Locke. You can see!” Her ash-gray eyes were wide with fear and exhilaration. “The geas doesn’t apply to my dreams!”

I couldn’t stop myself from gazing upwards again. It all looked so familiar, like this was a dream of my own. 

Lucrezia’s breath shortened as smoky figures prowled through the shadows, resolving into people: Mallory Gilt, beaming at Lucrezia and me, and a hunched creature in one of the old asylum wheelchairs that had wheeled past me so many times.

Recognition scraped its claws through the back of my mind.

A trio of squat, grub-pale witches surrounded the figure in the wheelchair, like a perversion of the Three Graces, pulling layers of stiff, worn cloth from their subject.

Lucrezia let out a low whimper as the petrified creature in the chair was revealed, his bulging blue eyes focused on her as saliva dripped down his chin. 

I slid in front of her, a low snarl ripping from my throat. 

“Are you a man, Grandfather?” Mallory touched his shrunken shoulder. 

“This isn’t how it happened,” Lucrezia said, her nails digging into my arm. 

“You are my jewel. Mother of many.” The thing they called Grandfather leaned forward, his dried skin crackling. “Am I a man?”

I peered begins me to see my sunlight frozen in place, staring at him in horror and disgust. 

“Wake up, Lucrezia.” I cupped her face, turning her away from Grandfather. “This is a nightmare. It’s not real.”

“But it is real,” she whispered, her lower lip trembling. 

The shadows shifted. The bonfire crackled. 

“This is the happiest day of my life, old friend.” 

If I’d had a heartbeat, it might have stopped in that instant. Lucrezia’s brow creased, and we both looked back at Grandfather. 

A handsome, auburn-haired man lounged in the wheelchair and bit his lip with a wink at Lucrezia. He still wore his wedding suit, a spray of lavender pinned on his lapel. “Am I man? Shall I feed on you?”

“Who-?” she breathed, drawing closer to me. 

“Albrecht,” I whispered. 

He stood up, holding a gloved hand out to Lucrezia. I felt like I was watching both a dream and history. Albrecht had held his hand out to his new bride in exactly the same way, so many lifetimes ago. 

“Not our first dance, not our last.” Josephine took his hand, an apparition that appeared in a swirl of mist, the lace of her wedding dress blinding and glittering with tiny beads.

I kept my arms wrapped around Lucrezia as she watched Josephine and Albrecht dance for the first time as a married couple. 

“This is your nightmare, Locke,” she whispered, her breath warm on my chest. “Your history. It’s merging into my memories.” 

Then she screamed, the nightmare shivering at the edges and collapsing. 

The desiccated corpse of Grandfather crawled across the floor, his grasping fingers reaching for the hem of Lucrezia’s bloodstained gown. 

Albrecht stepped on his back as he danced past, whirling Josephine in a circle and laughing as bones crunched underfoot. The metal limbs overhead creaked.

The nightmare vanished, nothing more than wisps of fear now. Lucrezia was awake in the real world, safe in her own bed away from the night-terrors. 

My body, trapped in the cave, drew in an automatic breath and tasted nothing but dust. I was still alone. Albrecht was dead.

Other dreams shimmered. The night-creatures’ dreams had vanished into mist when Lucrezia woke. I was glad that she had someone awake to comfort her.

The flavor of one of those dreams had grown more familiar: the Warden. His dream was a gem too, but harder at the edges than Lucrezia’s. 

It took a little more finesse, but I managed to wriggle in. He kept so many secrets locked in his head I couldn’t resist the urge to see what he kept hidden in there.

My lungs instinctively drew a breath when I stepped into a classroom. It smelled like paper, wood polish, and my sunlight’s perfume. 

For once, I saw her in a dream but it wasn’t the real her. Lucrezia sat on the Warden’s desk, her clothes askew, hair tousled. One heeled foot was planted squarely in the middle of his chest, keeping him seated in the chair.

“Why do you always have to be in control? You don’t own me.” Steele’s Dream-Lucrezia slid her unbuttoned shirt off her shoulders, running her hands over the half-moon mating scars. “You didn’t leave a mark.” 

Her hand slid up her thigh. Even though she was only a figment of Steele’s subconscious, I still shivered just from watching her stroke the thrall-mark by her sex. 

“Not for lack of trying.” Steele watched her with hooded eyes, every line of his body tense, expression starved. “I gave you my ring.”

“You gave my sister a ring, too.”

The Warden gripped her ankle, pulled it from his chest and stood over her. “Don’t be childish, Lucrezia.” 

“What’s childish about wanting to know I’m loved? I gave you all my trust and you gave me… what? Sex?” She laughed. The sound echoed unnaturally off the walls. “Shane and Roman gave me their eternal commitment. Locke gave me his humanity. I trust them with my life, but now it’s in the hands of the man who lied.”

“I lied to keep us all alive,” he said quietly, his hand sliding around her throat, thumbing her pulse. “To keep you alive.”

Dream-Lucrezia held up a palm-sized wooden box between them. “You can’t even teach me how to break a curse. Do you want me to die?”

“I would do anything to keep you safe!”

“Why?” The box vanished. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer with a lascivious smile. “You can get pussy anywhere, can’t you?” 

“Is that what you think I want you for?” He pulled her to the edge of the desk, his grip on her throat not quite hard enough to bruise. She licked her lips. “I love you because you care. You’ve done more in weeks than I’ve done in a year just by caring. You try so hard, even when everything seems impossible. I’d let Ivy destroy me if it meant you got to stay alive and keep trying.” He stared at her in desperation, begging this cold doppelgänger of our lover to understand. 

Then dream-Lucrezia cupped his face gently, and Steele’s eyes closed in relief. 

“I love you, Dominic,” she breathed. 

He feared being out of control. He feared he wouldn’t be able to give her what the rest of us did. 

He feared he would be the death of her. 

“Tell her,” I said, and Steele’s eyes flashed up to me. 

“Bloody fucking hell, not you,” he said, releasing her. “You weren’t invited into my mind, vampire.”

I shrugged. Dream-Lucrezia slid off the desk and strolled along the bookshelves, reshelving them and occasionally making a small noise of interest. “Is anything you said real?” she asked, completely unaware that I was standing in the dream with them.

“It’s all real,” he assured her, but his gaze remained on me. 

“She loves you,” I said. The classroom was slowly shifting, the ceiling disappearing and becoming a slate-gray sky, the desks transmuting into flawlessly-manicured hedges, the wooden floor shifting into white flagstones. “Your fears are unfounded.”

“Did you invade my subconscious to give me a pep talk?” he asked. 

What was a pep talk? “You don’t have to scar her to show your love. She’s already forgiven you.”

“She holds me at arm’s length. Rightfully so, after what I’ve done.” Steele ran a hand through his hair. He wore black leather armor, protective sigils glistening just below the surface. An ouroboros medallion gleamed on his chest. “I just want to bring her home.” 

Was that what this was, his family covenstead? The white manor ahead of us was as spare and clean as his coven namesake. “She’s already home.”

“It’s not home yet.” He crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at me. “We have so much work to do-”

A shrill cry cut him off. A lanky teenage boy with sandy hair was being swallowed by the earth, sunk up to his waist and swirling downwards. “Dom, help me! It hurts!” He screamed again, an animalistic sound of torment as the oozing earth ate him.

Steele blanched, his fists clenching. Once again, a dream shivered at the edges, mutating into its converse. 

“Dominic, help me,” Dream-Lucrezia gasped. She pointed a sword upwards at Ivy, who stood twenty feet tall, a wide red grin splitting her face nearly in half. The giant witch loomed over a hedge, reaching down for Lucrezia. 

He was stuck between them, unable to run for one without sacrificing the other. 

The earth sucked the boy down. Ivy picked up a struggling dream-Lucrezia with a massive hand, crushing her in her fist. 

Steele made a strangled sound of pure agony and the nightmare shattered. 

I was ejected from the remains and opened my eyes to darkness. The cave was silent. 

Any desire to touch more dreams tonight was gone.

Instead, I paced my prison and entertained the fragments of memory, wishing I could reach out to Lu again, but the call of her dreams remained silent.

An hour later, the wolves spilled down the tunnel. Lucrezia rode on Shane’s back, wearing a thin, short nightgown that made her look more delectable than ever. It would be so easy to grab her and yank an artery-rich limb through the bars of this cage…

That is not you, Elijah Locke.

I shook the thought away, even though my throat roared with thirst. 

“Locke.” She reached through without a thought for my potential bloodthirst, the scent of fear bitter under her warm skin and floral perfume. “Did you really see? Who was that?”

I laced my fingers through hers, drinking in her smell. Just being this close to her was almost physically painful. I wanted to be buried in her as badly as I wanted to drink from her. 

When she touched the thrall-marks, it was like she was stroking my mind, sending a shiver through my entire body. She did it often enough it was an almost-constant torment, my cock throbbing and throat aching. 

“My sister’s husband, Albrecht Gilt.” 

Lucrezia’s eyes widened. “The one who inherited Lockheart. Josephine was married…” She trailed off, her eyes widening, and opened her mouth. 

Nothing came out, no matter how hard she tried. Shane touched her shoulder. “Bambi. You can’t force through a geas.”
Breathing hard, she squeezed the bars of the prison until her knuckles went white and bloodless. “Can you tell them about our dream, Locke?” 

The twins looked at her like she was mad. “Our dream?” Roman asked. 

“It was strange- like his memories started to become part of my dream. Or nightmare, I should say. But they were merged together. That’s never happened before,” she said, her brow furrowed, and both night-creatures gave me suspicious looks. 

“I saw Albrecht and the Cage beneath Cimmerian,” I started to say, but no words left my lips. Lucrezia groaned. 

“This geas is like a goddamn virus!” she spat. 

“Mallory is a skilled witch, however little we think of her. She wasn’t named the coven heir for nothing.” 

“I was hoping we could find a way around having to break the curses.” Lucrezia let out a rough sigh. 

My sunlight’s features were drawn and wan, her voice a tough raspier than usual. A flicker of disquiet ran through me.

For once, I didn’t feel steadfast confidence when I looked at her. I saw a young woman, one who’d been sorely tried beyond her years already, but this time if she failed the consequence was death. 

“We don’t have to do this.” I squeezed her fingers and touched a stray lock of blonde hair. “There’s a way out, Lucrezia. I know you feel Cimmerian calling out to you, but you don’t have to heed it. We can go tonight and find somewhere safe to make our own coven.”

Her lips were set, dark shadows staining the skin under her eyes. “And leave Dominic and the others without a word? No. I’m not afraid to admit I’m scared. Sometimes I feel like I’m terrified to open my eyes at all after what I’ve seen here.” She lifted her chin, her eyes flashing to the night-creatures. “I wish I could tell you, but maybe it’s for the best that I can’t. Locke knows now.” 

I nodded, every fiber in my body screaming to break out of the prison between us. Her dream had horrified me on a visceral level. My lost memories seemed to call out to me from behind a distant wall, but I couldn’t breach that wall no matter how hard I tried. 

What I could feel disturbed me immensely. The mummified creature of Lucrezia’s dreams was sickening… and he wanted her. 

I even considered taking her against her will, knowing she would possibly hate me for it. 

But I wouldn’t be able to watch her and keep her in place during the day, and the night-creatures might not feel the same. Even if Lucrezia was in danger, they would follow her to the ends of the earth. 

For once I wished my sunlight wasn’t here. I couldn’t ask them to help me in her presence, where she could sway them. 

Shane shifted in place and exchanged a glance with his twin. “Lu… we were ready to help you with the curse-breaking, but if Locke thinks it’s bad enough that we should run, then maybe we should take that advice. Steele might come with us.”

Lucrezia gazed at him mutinously, then turned that glare on Roman. He only crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll go where you go,” he said quietly. “But if the danger to you is too much, I won’t hesitate to drag you out of there.”

“Is it possible that your feelings towards Cimmerian might be a little more possessive now that you’re a Gilt?” Shane asked, clearly trying to keep his tone delicate. 

Lucrezia exhaled. “I’ve been feeling this for weeks now. Long before she made me one of them. Being a Gilt has nothing to do with it. Look, all three of you- since the geas affects Locke too, let Dominic give me one more lesson in curse-breaking. If we get that book and it gives us any answers on… things, we’ll decide from there if it’s worth fighting or not.”

Roman nodded, but the look of determination on Shane’s face wasn’t necessarily in support of Lucrezia’s idea. If I had to approach one of the night-creatures to get her out of here, he would be the one I’d rely on. 

“We’ll get the book,” Roman said decisively. “I’m with you, Lu.”

I gazed into the ash-gray depths of her eyes. What did it mean, that my memories of Albrecht were merging with her nightmares of Cimmerian? 

There was one thing I could imagine, but the rational part of my mind pushed it aside as total insanity. It wasn’t possible. 

Except for vampirism, immortality wasn’t possible. And yet...

“I’m so tired,” she whispered, resting her forehead on the bars of the prison. “It never seems to stop, and I have to figure out these curses.”

 I stroked the velvet skin of her face. “Go to sleep. I’ll watch your dreams.” 

She nodded, a faint light of hope coming back into her eyes, and I kissed her through the prison. 

Tonight, I would keep watch over the glittering jewel of her dreams, and if it darkened into a nightmare, I would crush it out. Albrecht wouldn’t haunt her under my watch… not if he wanted to continue to live his stolen life.


Chapter 7

 Lu

 

My head pounded as Ivy droned about haruspicy at the head of Divination class. I barely batted an eye when she laid out a headless chicken on a plastic-covered table and began to sort through its guts. 

“If you’ll all take a closer look at the liver…”

I had one more night to figure out how to unravel a curse-chain, and I had no idea what I was going to do if I couldn’t figure it out. Lay down and die? The idea of leaving everyone else here to fend for themselves was as tempting as it was appalling. 

“As you can see from the discoloration and fleshy appendages…”

After Locke’s dream had twined through my nightmare, warping Grandfather into his memory of Albrecht Gilt, I felt like I’d been knocked off balance completely. Even knowing that Josephine Locke had once been a beautiful young woman, one whom Locke had deeply loved, it hadn’t occurred to me that the Gilt family had once had such a handsome, charming covenmaster. 

Watching the phantom of Josephine dance in her husband’s arms had been disconcerting at best. Knowing that he’d somehow directly contributed to her death had been worse. She’d been so happy, completely unaware that her life was about to come to an end shortly after that dance. 

Am I a man?

I shivered in my seat as Grandfather’s wispy voice echoed in the back of my skull. 

He’d said I reminded him of Josephine. It was impossible, but at the same time… was it really? My brain kept superimposing the image of Grandfather’s shriveled skull over the handsome man with thick auburn hair and sparkling blue eyes, and my gut instinct told me that was right. 

So how the fuck was he still alive?

Breaking the curses was my only option. The definitive answer would be in the Rites of the Cage, and I was going to find a way to steal that book by tomorrow or die trying. 

Ivy held up a string of blotched purplish intestine and Daphne looked a little green around the edges. I frowned, propped my chin on my hand, and considered what I hadn’t done to fool the curses. 

 

***

 

The curse-chain felt smug today, like it knew who I was and that I was back for round two of getting my ass whipped. It’d learned, too. 

Dominic’s face was drawn, brows furrowed and eyes dark. “You do understand that I won’t just stand back and let you attempt a suicide mission?” he asked. He sat on the other end of the couch, one arm draped over the back, watching me with intense concentration. 

“I wouldn’t try if I thought I didn’t stand a chance,” I lied, focusing on the little wooden box in my hands. “Now be quiet, I need to concentrate.”

I already knew the trick to unraveling Astrictus’s loose end, and the first curse dissolved into sparks of light in my mind. Cachinnatio and Cantus continued to whirl, winding around the box like vines. 

I’d tried brute force, feinting, sneaking in from every side, snatching quickly, sliding in slowly. Every approach had failed. 

But the thing about curses was that they were unique to their owners. It’d finally clicked with me while I watched my coven-sister’s teaching method, how different she was from someone like Dominic or the scatter-minded Gray. They all did the same thing, but each was different.

Dominic had set these curses, so they would be keyed to his mind and magic on some level. And his mind responded to me. 

I hadn’t tried seducing the curses. 

If they’d been set by someone like Ivy, feinting might’ve worked. Brute force might smash through a curse set by Gray. 

But Dominic liked to be the one in control. Force or fakery wouldn’t work on his curses, but a loving touch might. 

I focused on Cachinnatio first, shielding my mind with feelings of warm love and affection, overlaid with the brighter, more heated sensations of lust and desire. Then I pushed that whirlwind of emotion at the curse. 

It held back at first, but when the love twined through it the curse slowed down, melting into Cantus as the curse-chain responded to those emotions. 

I mentally grabbed for the weak thread in the chain and pulled as hard as I could, unraveling the entire thing before it could snap. 

When I opened my eyes, the wooden box lay inert in my hands. I flipped the silver latch and opened it. “Done.” 

Dominic stared at me incredulously and took the empty box from my hands. “That’s… stunning progress, to put it bluntly. How did you manage this?” 

I frowned. Wasn’t he happy that I’d picked it up so fast? “It just occurred to me that since curses are linked to their casters, I hadn’t tried approaching it the way I would approach you. I was looking at it wrong.”

He put the little cursed box aside. The incredulity hadn’t left his face. “So, you still plan to go through with this.”

“Well, I wasn’t sitting here cursing myself for fun.”

Dominic gave me a flat look. Even when irritated he was so handsome, his need for control over his own emotions almost irresistible to me. I loved to see him break those walls. 

“Maybe we should try this again with harder curses and see how easy you find it. I’m surprised none of the others have thrown you over their shoulder and walked out.” He hadn’t released my hand. My heart was picking up speed, thudding in my chest. “I’d do it myself if I knew the wolves would allow me to take you.”

I was glad he didn’t know just how much Shane wanted to do exactly that, and that Locke was on his side. I saw their trepidation in their eyes. Only Roman was fully onboard with remaining here and taking out the Gilts. 

“I’m here for a reason, Dominic. This is all a part of it.” 

I wasn’t sure if I really believed in fate. I didn’t know if I even wanted to believe in it. 

But I felt deep down that none of this was a coincidence. It was meant to happen this way. 

“Lucrezia… has Locke ever walked into your dreams?”

I narrowed my eyes, thrown off by the sudden change in subject. “All the time.” What was Locke doing in Dominic’s dreams?

“Ah. I thought as much. And how much does he see in yours?” 

Locke must’ve walked in on a dream that Dominic really hadn’t wanted him to see. I found myself wondering intently what Dominic dreamed about- was it something he’d be ashamed of? Afraid of?

“Everything. I can only control them to a certain extent.” Which meant he experienced my nightmares right along with me. 

Dominic fell silent, his eyes fixed on the couch between us. 

Tonight was the last night he might want to talk to me for a while. I was going to set everything on fire tomorrow. 

I hoped he’d forgive me, but I only had tonight to let him know how much I cared, and how much I was willing to do to keep them all. 

“Dom… what did you see?” I reached out across the distance between us and ran my fingers over his face. He had the barest touch of stubble on his skin that send a pleasurable shiver down my spine. 

“I’ll confess that I don’t appreciate Locke knowing my fears,” he said, and a dry smile cut through the tension in his features. “But he was right. I should tell you myself.”

“Tell me what?” I felt ultra-aware both of the slight distance remaining between us, and of the vow I’d made not to touch him again until Ivy was no longer between us. 

This time tomorrow, he’d be mine, anyways. So what if I touched him now?

He nudged my collar aside and touched the silver moons on my shoulders, holding my thrall-marked wrist in the other hand. “They’ve all marked you. All I’ve done is give you a ring you refuse to wear.”

“Can’t wear,” I reminded him, but my breath had left my lungs. 

“I feared that I wouldn’t measure up to the others in your eyes.” The twins must’ve sensed my emotional state, because low, pleasant pulses of affection came through the mating bonds as Dominic touched them. “And I feared I wouldn’t be able to keep you alive. I only played along with Ivy-”

I touched his mouth, silencing him. “Dominic. I’m not upset about Ivy. She’s a cunning bitch who plays everyone around her. Honestly, I’m glad you got the curses out of her, or we’d still be sitting here with no idea of where to go next. And I can’t imagine why you’d think you don’t measure up to them. You took me into the deadside. You’ve saved Holly from dying here. And now you’ve taught me how to break curses. If we win against them, it’s because you were part of us.”

“But you were right, Lucrezia. I’m a Justiciar, and I’ve had over a year in which I could’ve saved lives.” 

“And blown your cover? Last time I checked, you weren’t clairvoyant. You had no way of knowing who was next.”

My anger had cooled completely. I’d been furious, but what would I have asked him to do? Smuggle students out the front gate past the wall guardians? They all would’ve been caught, and it would’ve been Dom against a hundred enemies. I’d let my own self-righteous anger get the better of me. 

“I could’ve done something besides watching and waiting,” he said. His dark lashes obscured his brilliant eyes completely as he looked down. 

“If you had, you wouldn’t be here now.” I forced his chin up. “I’m sorry I accused you of not caring. I know it’s hard to see this happen and know there’s no way to stop it.” 

We were so close, I could almost taste the sweetness of victory. 

Please don’t be furious at me forever, Dominic. 

“Please don’t attempt to break those curses, Lucrezia. It’s a death wish.” He gripped my hands and stared back at me. “I would help you in any other way.” 

I couldn’t help but smile at him. “But you taught me how to break them perfectly.” 

“If you fail one, you die.” Dom’s full lips were pressed tight, his grip almost painful. “It’s not a joke.” 

“Never said it was, Dom.” 

Just on the off chance that he was right, and I would die tomorrow unraveling Gilt’s curse-chain, I wanted to kiss him one last time and let him know how I really felt. I didn’t care if he was a Warden or from a greater coven. 

He was mine, and I was going to prove that to Ivy tomorrow. 

I leaned forward and pressed a deep kiss to his lips, forcing him to open for me this time. He froze for a second but recovered almost instantly, burying his hands in my hair and gliding his tongue against mine. 

For a moment I forgot the world around us and everything that had happened. I forgot that I’d ever been angry at all. 

I broke away before I let myself get carried away. “From now on, you have to trust me,” I said, my breath ragged. “That means no secrets. You’re not operating alone here anymore.”

Dominic nodded, running his tongue over his lower lip where I’d nipped at him. “No more secrets,” he said. 

His gaze was all iron promise. I believed him. 

But he shouldn’t have believed me.


Chapter 8

 Lu

 

Every hair was perfectly in place, my uniform perfectly ironed and straight. Daphne’s heels lifted me six inches higher than usual, and the Giltglass ring gleamed on my finger. My nails were freshly manicured in a delicate blush pink. 

I could’ve gone up against Ivy Bloom in a cover model contest and stood a good chance against her. 

The Lu in the mirror was a perfect facsimile of a Gilt, all smug superiority and entitlement.

I rapped on the Headmistress’s door. Anthony answered, looking me up and down before announcing me to the Headmistress. 

“Come in, dear. Have a seat.” Gilt gestured to the chintzy pink chair. I restrained a smirk when I saw Ivy behind her- this would be both terrifying and satisfying. 

As long as all went well. 

Last time I’d been in this office, I’d felt like I was losing my mind and self as I signed her family grimoire. 

It was strange that I’d be in her office again as a Gilt, but feeling more like myself than ever. I settled on the chair and crossed my legs, imitating the sort of poise Ivy had. 

“What can I do for you, coven-daughter?” 

Gilt had a stack of files out on her desk. She used a fountain pen and deep blue ink to scrawl notes in a ledger, barely looking up. Ivy gave me a filthy look over her aunt’s head as she slid a book on a shelf. 

“Matriarch, I’ve had some time to think over the last few weeks. You know that Ashdarke was a very small coven- I never had much education in the way of manners.” 

Gilt nodded and dipped her pen in the inkwell again, a faint frown on her lips as she listened. 

Locke’s assessment of Mallory Gilt formed the basis for the first step of my plan: bank on her blind pride.

“I never properly expressed my joy at finding myself a part of a greater coven. When I came to Cimmerian, I expected to master myself, and that was all. I never expected the honor of joining Giltglass.”

That got her attention. She lowered the pen with a thin smile. “Why, of course, dear. Grandfather was so pleased to learn we had a force of nature entering the academy. You measured up beyond his wildest dreams.”

It took every last drop of effort to school my expression into happiness. “I’m so glad to hear it,” I gushed. “But… there’s one thing that I would like permission for, Headmistress. It’s not just a matter of selfishness- I truly believe this would benefit us.”

Step two: give her what she wants.

Her smile had become colder and more calculating as I spoke. “And what might that be?”

Ivy had frozen in the corner, glaring at me with a mixture of rage and panic.

“I wish to handfast to Dominic Steele,” I said, clasping my hands in my lap. “You must know by now that we’ve been seeing each other.” 

Gilt nodded as Ivy’s mouth fell open. 

She could ruin everything… but that would burn herself down as well. 

“Dom simply is a treat, isn’t he?” Gilt mused. “A mirrorwalker from Steelblood. Really, we could do far worse…” She glanced at Ivy, who’d managed to wipe the shock off her face. 

I’d already banked on the fact that Gilt didn’t know about Ivy’s blackmailed handfasting. Ivy wasn’t in line to inherit Cimmerian. If I was reading the situation right, Gilt wouldn’t want to waste her on a good handfasting match. Ivy could just cut and run. 

The heir of Giltglass, on the other hand…

“He’s already spoken for me,” I said, leaning forward in my seat. “He’s devoted, Matriarch.” 

Or he was, until he found out what I’d done here today. 

Ivy’s face had gone from an alarming purplish-red to stark white. She just needed one last push to send her over the edge.

Step three: what motivated Gilt more than anything else?

I held up my hand, the Steelblood ruby glittering like blood. “It would make us so happy to join him to Giltglass,” I said, with the most self-satisfied smile I could muster. “Steelblood would make an excellent financier to expand the academy and the coven’s efforts.”

Gilt’s eyes lingered on the ruby, greed coming alive in her face. 

Three, two, one…

“You can’t do this, Aunt Mal,” Ivy said, dropping a book on the shelf. Her face was contorted, no longer quite so pretty. 

“And why not, Ivy?” 

I glanced up at my coven-sister. “Yes, why not?” 

She was ghostly pale under her blush. “I… he… he’s a Warden, Aunt Mal!”

The silence was a fist pressing down on us. 

“Of course he is.” I smiled at her, but my heart was pounding in my throat. “So is Warden Vega. Funny how easily they can be bought, isn’t it? Better to have a Justiciar- perhaps an Inquisitor one day- as part of the family. A line straight to the Tribunal’s ear.”

The look of disbelief on Ivy’s face was so fucking satisfying. She had no idea why he was really here, motivated by personal vengeance rather than orders from the Tribunal. 

But Gilt seemed completely unsurprised by the admission, which was more than a little nerve-wracking. Had she suspected? A bead of cold sweat ran down my back. Maybe banking on his status had been a mistake.

Gilt was usually so collected it was impossible to tell what she was thinking. 

It quickly became obvious. She gnawed her lower lip, glaring down at her ledger. Running an academy took a lot of money.

Running an academy with secret machines in the basement and constant bribes to pay took an obscene amount of money.

“It’s a tempting offer,” she said. “I’m not surprised at his provenance, skilled as he is. If he’s willing to join our inner circle, though…”

Relief swelled under the fear. 

Step four: lay the gratitude on thick.

“It’s not just an offer, Matriarch,” I said. “It’s a promise. You raised me up into something I might never have achieved on my own. Let me repay you and Grandfather for this kindness. Dominic would join the inner circle for me- and for us. He knows how much this means to me.” 

Ivy was practically hyperventilating. I resisted the urge to smirk at her. 

She was backed into a corner, and taking me down would mean admitting she was here for one thing only: taking the covenstead from under its current mistress.

“It is my duty to find the best matches for my coven-daughters,” Gilt said. She tapped the fountain pen on the ledger, and let it roll to the table. “I’ll speak to him. If his matriarch’s agreed to a Giltglass match, you may have just made us a very rich coven, Lucrezia dear.” 

I beamed at her. “Of course, Matriarch.” 

If she didn’t leave immediately, I was going to be sick from sheer nerves.

Gilt strode from the office and Ivy paused in the doorway, torn between following her and defending her position, and tearing me down. 

I finally let coldness creep into my voice. “Try your best, sister.” 

With a last burning glance at me, she fled on our matriarch’s heels. Her attempt to salvage the situation would be a complete failure. 

I stood up and adjusted my jacket, glancing at Anthony. “You might want to take care of the gardens before our matriarch gets back, Anthony.” 

He jerked, a hint of alarm coming into his stony little eyes. “Of course, Miss Gilt.”

He’d find a few uprooted hedges in the Headmistress’s favorite corner of the garden, courtesy of two highly destructive wolves. 

As soon as he was gone, I ran my hand over the pink wallpaper, remaining out of reach of the Helping Hands’ stain. 

The wall shimmered, and the workroom door appeared as the twins slipped into the office and shut the main door behind them. 

“Did it work?” 

“It did, otherwise the Helping Hands would be eating me right now.” Now that the most nerve-wracking part was over, my heart had decided to start hammering again with belated relief. I pushed into Gilt’s private work room. 

The pentacle remained on the floor, and everything was still lit with the eerie green light overhead. The ashy remainder of the ghoul I’d burned to death had been swept away. 

It was hard to believe I’d stood in the pentacle, shaky and unsure, only two months ago. 

Two walls of the work room were lined with bookshelves, but the east wall only had abstract black-and-white paintings hung on them, depicting rough, writhing figures. 

“You two stay back,” I whispered. “I don’t know how far the curses reach.” 

Roman and Shane were both tense, their bodies thrumming like they were just holding back the wolves inside them. “Lu…”

I touched Shane’s cheek, and rose up on my tiptoes to kiss each one. “This will work. You Saw us, Shane.”

I met his fierce gaze, knowing exactly what he was thinking. 

If we’d changed Holly’s fate, then any number of things could’ve happened to change his Sight. 

I might not walk out of this room alive. 

My stomach felt like it was full of acid as I circled the pentacle, every sense quivering as I felt for the curse-chain. 

As soon as I lowered my mental wards, it became obvious. I felt the twins behind me, the creeping frost of Roman’s signature, the mist-like tendrils of Shane’s, and the curse-chain’s malevolent watchfulness in front of me. 

It was twined around the painting in the middle, which was nearly as tall as I was, like a briar of glowing roses. Astrictus, Delirium, Excruciatus, and Lethaeus were all woven into a chain that felt an intruder, twining like an agitated snake that longed to bite. 

I kept my distance as I pondered the chain, beads of sweat running down my back. The loose end of Astrictus was easy enough to find… but Delirium spun in a confusing whirl, knocking me off-balance, and Excruciatus’ malice was palpable enough to churn my stomach. Lethaeus hid behind them all, a watchful fog that frightened me almost more than the others. 

The key was in how Gilt expected someone to approach, and the right way to get through to her. She was too coy for force, and she expected a feint. Seduction wouldn’t work; her feelings were cold, and she responded to what served her best, whatever catered to her greedier desires.

Persuasion.

I reached out to Astrictus. It wanted to bind, and I had something for it right here- take a twin, I had two, after all. 

When it reached out for Roman, the closest of the two, I tugged the loose end and unraveled the first curse before the chain could go off. 

My hands started shaking. If I’d been a second too late… 

Delirium whirled a little faster now. I whispered to it, if it would just unbind itself from the chain, it would be free to wreak all the mayhem in the world, a whole school to cast into turmoil…

It was lulled by the tempting offer, pulling just far enough from Excruciatus to leave its vulnerable thread open to me. I pulled it and felt the hypnotic whirlwind of a curse dissipate. 

My knees felt like water. Sweat covered my back now.

“Bambi.” Shane’s voice was strained, and Roman made a noise to quiet him. 

I needed all my concentration for the last two, the ones that frightened me the most. 

Excruciatus just wanted to hurt someone, anyone, and Lethaeus wanted to turn everything to Death, the gray fog of forgetfulness.

I shivered, remembering how easy it was for my essential self to vanish on the deadside of the mirror. 

With my wards down, I tentatively reached out to Excruciatus. I would tempt it into coming after me, and pull the thread-

The curse snapped, and Roman hit the floor with a thud, his heels drumming the floor as an animalistic sound tore out of him. Every muscle and vein stood out under his skin as he seized in agony. 

“Roman!” Shane lunged for his twin, and Lethaeus reached out to scoop him into its fog. 

My panic almost swamped me. I reached out blindly, grasping for the remainder of Excruciatus. It wasn’t too late to stop it from latching on.

The curse unraveled, its agony fading into mere pain, and I tugged the loose end of Lethaeus while it reached for Shane. 

The last curse vanished with a sigh, leaving behind a patch of ice-cold air. 

I stumbled to Roman, who gasped for air, lying flat on his back. His dusky skin had gone ghost-white, fingers clenching and unclenching, and a sheen of sweat glittered on his face.

Shane crouched over his twin, yanking one of Roman’s arms over his shoulder. “I’ll take care of him. Get what we need, Lu.”

With a last horrified glance at Roman, I turned back to the painting. 

It came off the wall easily, revealing a door lacquered a glossy black. I felt for any secondary curses, just in case Ivy had lied to Dominic, but felt nothing. 

Gilt had been sure her curse-chain would destroy anyone who came too close, and she’d almost been right. 

Almost. 

I took a deep breath and opened the door. 

Several books lined the bottom of the safe. A thick parchment scroll laid on top of them, and a gleaming rowan sword leaned in the corner, the wood dusty with lack of use. 

My mouth went dry. The plain leather binding of the Rites of the Cage was there. 

I slid the book out and peeked into the scroll. The blueprints of Cimmerian’s grounds were just visible on the first page, touched with gold and silver ink here and there.

I almost shut the safe then, but the sword caught my eye again, lonely and unused. A seal was embossed on the hilt, a coven-seal that made me gasp.

I grabbed the sheath and tilted the sword to look at the tiny cameo. 

The sword came with me, the book, and the blueprints.

 

***

 

I pressed a cold cloth to Roman’s head and made him take a handful of pain pills. There was almost nothing I wouldn’t have traded for a witch with healing magic to be sent to Cimmerian right now. 

He’d escaped the full effects of Excruciatus, but it would be hours before the pain would fully fade. 

“Just let me run it off, Blondie,” he grumbled, but he was still pale and drawn. Every movement seemed to hurt him. 

“Shut up and let me baby you.” I kissed him carefully, barely touching him just in case the pressure of my lips set off a fresh wave of pain. “I should’ve known Gilt’s curse would be strong enough to reach that far.” 

“You couldn’t have anticipated that, Lu.” Shane paced the room, glancing out the window as the sun set. 

“I could’ve,” I said bitterly. “I made the mistake of being as blind as she was.”

Someone knocked on the door. My heart jumped into my throat. 

Demonseed twisted around the door, which meant it wasn’t Gilt or Ivy. I answered it with less fear, but a greater trepidation. 

Dominic looked pissed.

No, worse.

He looked furious, hot anger snapping in his eyes and written in every tense line of his body.

But as soon as I answered the door, relief pushed through his rage. His eyes ran over me from head to toe, looking for any sign that I was injured or insane. 

“You can’t yell in here,” I said quietly. “Roman took a hit from Excruciatus.”

Dominic’s face softened a touch, but anger still smoldered beneath it. “I wasn’t planning on yelling at you, Lucrezia.” 

I held up a finger and poked my head back in my room. “I need to settle things with Dom. I’ll be right back.” 

As soon as Roman was recovered, we were heading straight to Locke with our goods.

Dominic gripped my wrist, and I let him lead me down the stairs to the hall of entomology. 

The frosted glass window of Discipline was cracked in several places. “What happened here?” 

“Ivy,” he said shortly. 

He set what seemed like a thousand charms on every door we passed, until he thrust me onto the couch. 

We stared at each other, me looking up, him looking down. 

I held out my hand, showing the Steelblood ring with its ruby sparkling next to Giltglass’s amber. 

“Now I can wear it openly.”

Dominic exhaled harshly, even as a look of triumph flashed across his face. “At what expense? Mallory is well aware of my status now, thanks to this scheme of yours.”

“You think she didn’t have some inkling before today? You’re not that naïve, Dominic, and she’s not that stupid. Besides, she desperately wants both a mirrorwalker and a Warden on her side.” 

“You seem to believe she is,” he purred, stalking closer. I repressed a shiver; if he’d agreed with the false proposal I’d framed for Gilt, he was my fiancé now. 

Ivy had no hold over him any more. I’d finally gotten the upper hand on her.

“I don’t think she’s stupid at all. As Locke said, I think she’s blinded by her own pride. Turns out he was right.” 

“You were willing to bet all of us on that.” He was in front of me in an instant, gripping my arms with iron-hard fingers. “Our lives.”

I gazed into the green-gold depths of his eyes. 

He was my fiancé. It didn’t seem real.

“If I’d gambled wrong, we’d all just be dying a little sooner. That eventuality was already coming.” I wound my fingers into his collar, and he pulled me upright, every muscle in him still locked up tight. “We have the book and the blueprints now. We finally stand a real chance to win, Dom.”

“Simon,” he whispered.

“She has no idea what you’re here for. We’ll find Simon together.” I rose up on my toes, close enough to feel his breath on my face. “It wasn’t the way I wanted to do things, Dom. But it got us a little bit closer to the truth.”

He closed his eyes, his sensuous lips unsmiling. “You could’ve died, Lucrezia.”

I tugged his collar a little harder, pulling him down further. “I didn’t, though, thanks to you.” 

“Kissing me isn’t going to change this. It was positively reckless.” There was no heat in his words now. “The most audacious, hare-brained scheme I’ve ever seen.”

“But it worked. That’s what counts.”

His lips were warm and soft. I nibbled his lower lip and ran my fingers through his hair as butterflies stormed through me. I’d missed this so much it almost hurt to think about. 

He tasted delicious, his tongue sliding between my lips. 

As much as I wanted him after weeks of anger and denial, Roman was suffering right now because of me. I had to go back to him. 

I kissed Dom a last time, running my tongue over his cupid’s bow and tracing the stubbled line of his jaw. “I need to go to Roman, and I don’t want our first time as an engaged couple be while you’re still angry with me, anyways.” 

Dom’s hazel eyes were dark with lust and he gripped my arms with ruthless intensity, but he leaned his forehead against mine and sighed. 

“I’m not angry with you, Lucrezia. In fact, I’m grateful that you’ve proven to be more cunning than Ivy.” He released my arm and laced his fingers through mine, lifting my hand to see the Steelblood ring. “Or… is this a ruse of yours to keep Mallory in the dark?”

My mouth went dry. “I didn’t think so.” When we’d destroyed Giltglass, would he ask for it back? “I wasn’t faking, but if you didn’t… if you wanted to wait…”

He kissed me hard enough to bruise, sending a jolt of heat right through my body. “I’m not waiting for anything, Lucrezia. This is exactly what I want. Now let me help Mister Frost, so all of this trouble will have been worth it.” 

“I’m sure he’d appreciate it.” I was a little more breathless than I’d meant to be. 

“It’s fairly simple to remove lingering curse effects,” he said, pulling me from his bedroom and through the classroom. I resisted the urge to scoff, feeling light-headed from giddiness. 

I had Dominic. Roman would be okay. We had the book and the blueprints.

It was almost going too well. 

“Simple for you, maybe,” I said, rapping on my door. 

Shane let us in and tensed a little when Dom walked in after me. “He can help Roman.” 

Dom leaned over Roman, who was still sweating and shaky, his tendons standing out like cords under his skin. “Lucrezia, watch.” 

I stood at his side and lowered my wards at his instruction, looking for remnants of Excruciatus. 

“You separate the curse from the body,” Dom explained, and crushed the curse’s remains out of existence.

Roman sat up with a groan, color flooding his face again. “I’ll be honest, Blondie, next time you want to do something like that, the answer is going to be a resounding ‘fuck no’, thanks.”

I heaved a sigh of relief and wrapped my arms around him, breathing in his lavender and oakmoss scent. Without the curse wracking him with pain, I squeezed as hard as I could, burying my nose against his neck. 

“I wasn’t dying or anything, Lu,” he said, but he sounded pleased and wrapped his arms around me. 

“You could’ve,” I whispered, tears prickling the backs of my eyelids. “If I hadn’t been fast enough…”

“But you were.” Shane touched my shoulder.

“For a grand total of eight hours of practicing curse-breaking, what you managed is nothing short of a miracle, Lucrezia.” 

I finally released my stranglehold on Roman and sniffed. “Well, we’re all here. Dom, these are for you and Locke.” I handed him the thick, heavy scroll. “And we’re all going to hear what Dr. Temple has to say about this in his book.” 

“And the sword?” Shane asked. 

“What sword?” Dom was practically salivating over the blueprints. 

My lips twitched. “She had a Lockheart sword in her safe.” All covens had a personal seal, and the anatomical heart, pierced with an old-fashioned padlock, had been pretty self-explanatory to me. “I’m going to ask Locke if he remembers it.” 

Even if he didn’t, there was no way I was letting a family heirloom like that rest in a dusty old vault for Gilt to gloat over.

“Tonight?”

“Tonight. We can’t wait any longer.”


Chapter 9

 Shane

 

Locke paced his prison, his eyes drifting between Lu and the sword. 

Lu had the Rites of the Cage cracked open under the lantern’s light, reading as fast as she could without missing any details. Roman held her in his lap, his eyes still tight at the corners from the memory of pain, and Steele was examining the blueprints, making notes while he listened to Lu occasionally blurt out a detail.

“Dr. Xavier Temple was Albrecht Gilt’s confidante and main financier when Cimmerian was first established,” she said, flicking to the next page. “He was a warlock from Templestone who specialized in healing magic, and… he helped bring in the first batch of inmates when this was Cimmerian Asylum, under Albrecht’s direction.”

Locke stopped in front of the bars, staring at Lucrezia. Flames flickered deep in those hard eyes. 

Her voice slowed a little, and my stomach dropped. “Temple began as a witness to Albrecht’s ‘grand vision’, but it looks like he started his own projects shortly after moving to Cimmerian permanently.” Everyone looked at her. “He began siring vampires, starting with Subject Alpha.”

Locke’s fingers tightened on the bars until it looked like his bones would snap. “I know these names,” he said, his words becoming a low snarl. 

“He never refers to you by name, Locke.” Bambi’s lower lip trembled as she read, and she bit down on it. Roman’s arms tightened around her. “This is… such inhuman bullshit.”

As much as I wanted to be her comfort, I was still too juiced up, afraid that Gilt would send the guardians after us. Lu had done a fancy little cantrip after I’d hauled Roman out of her work room to erase our tracks. She’d painstakingly dragged the curse-chain back into existence from a distance, but we might’ve overlooked a tiny sign that Gilt would pick up on.

Locke’s lips curled in a cold smile. “Perhaps I should be grateful my memories are gone, then.”

“He’s probably the reason why your memories are lost.” Her voice shook. “These tests were brutal. As far as I can tell from context, you were definitely Subject Alpha. Temple notes that Albrecht seemed to have a personal vendetta towards you and was pleased that you became the first test subject on the vampirism trials.”

“Why were they running experiments on vampires, anyways?” Roman asked.

“What do vampires have that many witches and warlocks have fought for over the centuries?” Steele looked up from the blueprints, his eyes flickering to the book in Lu’s hands. I swallowed back a growl; Lu had forgiven him, and that should be enough for me. “A side effect without the ramifications of existing on blood and going mad.”

“Eternal life,” Locke said quietly. 

Lu gazed up at Locke, and went back to reading, her jaw stubbornly set. 

“Bring those over here, Dominic,” Locke finally said. The warlock brought the lantern and blueprints outside the cell, and the two pored over the confusing, maze-like blueprints of Cimmerian’s cavernous depths, discussing Gilt’s notations.

Lu’s eyes were heavy with exhaustion when she reached the end of the book and snapped it shut. She stared at the far side of Locke’s cell for a long moment, her eyes blank. 

Steele lowered his pen, and Roman woke up from where he’d been drowsing under Lu. 

“Everyone calls this place the Cage,” she said, sounding hollow. “We’ve been thinking that’s the nickname for the school. It’s not.”

I felt a little sick at the look in her eyes. 

“The Cage is what Albrecht and Temple called their Vita Machina, or life machine. It’s not a place. It’s a thing.” She looked at Locke. “Albrecht was in our dream.”

“How…” Locke started, and cut himself off. “He succeeded in creating the Vita Machina.”

Lu nodded and took a strained breath. “It seems as long as I directly quote the book, the geas isn’t affected as strongly. Here: ‘Lord Gilt perfected his wondrous machine after seventeen official trials, and countless off-the-books experiments’ and ‘of Cimmerian Asylum’s inmates, only three unintentional deaths were recorded. The majority of these lost causes were fed into the Vita Machina, which succeeded in keeping Lord Gilt alive beyond what any mortal man should be able to endure.’”

Pages rustled as she passed through the book again. “Albrecht married the oldest Locke sibling, Josephine. She died shortly thereafter, likely by murder.” Lu swallowed, her throat working. “When the Gilts spilled her blood on the cornerstone, her magic-binding ability bound the wards of the mansion itself. Albrecht would’ve been free to build his Vita Machina without the mansion’s interference.” 

“Why my home?” Locke whispered. 

Steele tapped the blueprints. “I’d heard a rumor Lockheart was built over leylines in Moira’s Forest. This is true. The cornerstone of the mansion was planted over a font of energy that would power a necromantic machine like that.” 

The vampire rested his head on the bars, his eyes sliding shut. “So, my family doomed themselves. Our hubris condemned Josephine.”

“You couldn’t have known what they were going to do,” Lu said gently. 

“What do you mean by, ‘Albrecht was in our dream?’” Roman squeezed Lu, burying his face in her hair. “You’re telling us this guy built a machine that’s kept him alive for over two hundred years? You saw him?”

Lu struggled to speak, but that was a little too close to the geas’s specifications. 

“That’s exactly what she’s saying,” Steele said. His hooded eyes were focused entirely on her. 

Beneath the trepidation and fear for my mate, anger was building up to a steady simmer in my veins. “Once sanatoriums fell out of style, they switched over to a private reform school. This is a perfect supply of fresh… bodies, blood, magic, who the fuck knows what else, all to power his Cage.”

“Magic,” she said, clutching the Rites of the Cage to her chest. “The Cage feeds on inherent power. The stronger the magic…”

“The more juice he gets,” Roman growled. His posture around her was entirely defensive now. 

She nodded, paler than ever. “That’s why they made me a Gilt. I’m a walking magical battery. Wildfire is a force of nature.” Bambi’s voice grew mocking when she said it, like she’d heard those words somewhere before. 

I was willing to bet that somewhere was under Cimmerian the night of her initiation.

“I’ll rip his head off before you get anything near that thing.” My twin was shivering, close to his inner wolf breaking loose. 

I felt the same urge to become the beast, let my primitive instincts take over to protect her. 

“Roman. Keep it together.” I cast a warning glance at Lu for his benefit. If he burst out of his human skin this close to her…

Roman kissed Lu’s ear and moved her aside to get up. “I can’t stay like this,” he snarled, and stripped off his clothes. 

He shifted, shaking himself out and relaxing a little when he was on four paws. For therianthropes, it was much easier to focus when we felt protected by tooth and claw. 

My twin stationed himself near our mate, his ears pricked up and swiveled towards the cavern entrance. 

Lu reached out and stroked the silky fur on his shoulder, some of the strain leaving her face. “It’s hard to tell what’s necessary and what’s not,” she said, frustration coloring her voice. “Like why Albrecht apparently had a vendetta against you. Was it personal or professional? Does it matter?”

“As long as Locke remained alive and human, he was a threat to Lord Gilt’s grasp on the covenstead,” Steele said. He braced himself against the bars of Locke’s prison, one arm propped on his knee. “Josephine Locke’s death would’ve nullified most of his claim over Lockheart. A vampire can’t inherit a covenstead by Pact law.” He glanced up at the vampire with no small amount of sympathy. “As for the personal… if Albrecht was willing to murder your closest family to achieve his aims, surely there was a vendetta between the two of you.”

Locke inclined his head. “Of that I’m sure. Besides words of friendship, I can’t remember the last words we spoke, but no doubt I hated him towards the end of my mortal life.”

“Locke… we need to get you out of that prison.” Lu got to her feet and tucked the book away in her jacket. “If one of us gets taken for the Cage, we’re going to need everyone.” 

Roman stared at me, his lip pulling back over his teeth. 

I didn’t like it, but we’d do what we’d have to do. 

Even if we had to leave her alone.

“We’ll need to hunt down Cadogan Brand.” I pushed a hand through my hair, the beginnings of a headache growing in my temples. “If we kill him, Locke’s free to live in the forest.”

Steele shuffled through a few pages of blueprints. “If I’m reading Mallory’s notes correctly, the vampirism lab was located towards the very bottom of the warren, nearly twenty-five stories down.”

“How far down does it go?” Lu worried her lower lip, pacing back and forth. “When Anthony brought me up, it seemed to take forever, but twenty-five floors? And that’s not even the bottom!”

“No.” With a riffle of papers, Steele found the end of the blueprints. “This Vita Machina- the Cage- is housed nearly thirty stories beneath Cimmerian.”

“Christ,” I breathed, and even Roman made a low noise of discontent. 

But Lu had stopped pacing. “Aradia, that’s a long way to fight.”

“With guardians and curses planted on every level. The blueprints show an absolute labyrinth beneath us.”

Everyone glanced down at the floor in unison for a split-second. 

The idea of a hive of vampires living and feeding beneath us was stomach-turning. 

Lu ducked her head, trying to hide a jaw-cracking yawn, but Steele rolled up the blueprints. 

“Now we know,” he said grimly. “It could be weeks before we’ve deciphered enough of the notations on these curses and guardians to venture down, and we’re not going to get far if we’re all sleep-deprived and giving away our cover.”

He took in Lu, who was drooping over Roman’s shoulders, and the dark circles under my own eyes. 

“Everyone needs to sleep and pull themselves together. Brand will need to be put down if he can’t be convinced to move on. Locke and I will continue to work on these by night.” Steele pushed the blueprints through the bars of Locke’s prison, and the vampire accepted them. Those two nerds were clearly getting along swimmingly over code-breaking the blueprints. “Lucrezia needs to continue her combat training.” 

She nodded, her tired gaze lighting on the rowan sword she’d found. “This was in there too, Locke. Keep it away from her.” 

Lu gave the sword to the vampire, who frowned at the length of dusty, unpolished wood. “This feels familiar to me…” He examined the Lockheart cameo set in the hilt and ran his fingers over the leather-wrapped grip. “It might have been mine.” 

Lu gave him a tired smile, kissed him through the bars while whispering sweet nothings, then trailed out after us. I lifted her onto Roman’s back, and we began the long walk back to the school. The moon was high overhead.

Poor Bambi was going to be a mess at her training tomorrow, running on only a few hours of sleep and unending, unpleasant surprises.

“The geas is still in effect,” she finally said. “But reading the book helped. I can couch my words a little. Albrecht is here, but I’m worried about… what I’m wanted for.” She glanced at Steele, who walked on Roman’s other side. “And what I might’ve just bargained your life into.”

The professor’s hand rested on her thigh. “I was already here, Lucrezia. She could’ve found me out at any moment.”

She was wearing her Steelblood ring. “Speaking of people and their engagements…” I said. Lu reached out and grabbed my hand, tangling our fingers together. “You’re not taking her back to Steelblood. Unless you’re willing to transport two therianthropes and a vampire with you.” I hoped the meaning in my words was clear, but I couldn’t outright snap at him. Not now that Lu had forgiven him.

“But you give your blessing for our handfasting?” Steele made a sound that would’ve been a scoff in a less uptight man. “Thank you, Mister Frost.” 

“We can all be handfasted to her, but we go where she goes, and we’re not going to live on Steelblood land like outcasts-”

“You two.” Lu cut across us. “Someday I’ll probably visit Steelblood, but let’s be honest. I want Cimmerian. Josephine called me, and I’m going to do this or die trying.”

“Steelblood wouldn’t turn you away if I brought you,” Steele said. “And none of us will die.”

His words seemed to echo through the forest. The trees shivered around us. 

“I’m not usually superstitious, but that had a definite air of finality to it,” I said, cutting through the sudden tension. Roman broke through the edge of the forest, and the lawn spread before us. 

I stepped onto the springy grass and the Sight took me. 

The lawn was covered in the white mist of visions, but the sun cut through the pearly swirls. I walked forward as the hedges came into view, peeking through the mist.

In my vision, Lu stumbled in front of me, blood seeping through scratches and welts on her face and arms. Blood ran down her leg in a freshet. My heart pounded in my chest, fangs breaking through my gums at the sight of my mate in danger. 

She raised her hands and unleashed a torrent of wildfire as a giant shadow loomed over us in the mist, snake-like briars winding towards her legs. I tensed to dive in front of her-

She and the shadow vanished. I was surrounded by quiet once more, but still in the mist, still lost in the Sight. 

The sun had shifted, filling the mist with a warm glow. Something caught the corner of my eye and I glanced over my shoulder and froze in shock. 

A rumpled little boy bounded up to the edge of the forest, covered in dirt, his hair sticking every which way. He turned around, beckoning to an unseen someone. 

His brilliant hazel eyes were familiar- and he reached out and took the hand of a black-haired girl, no more than a toddler, who came running after him. “Wait for Dad,” he said, his voice piping through the mist. 

She smiled over her shoulder with my twin’s blue eyes, her dusky skin shimmering emerald with tiny feathers, and the vision cleared before I could See her shift. 

“What was it, Shane?” The others had frozen, waiting for me to snap out of the Sight. 

I was speechless. 

It all felt like a dream now. Had I really Seen that, or was it just a hallucination?

“Shane?” Bambi touched my shoulder. Roman rumbled, staring out at the forest.

I blinked, clearing away the last of the haze from my vision, and pulled Bambi into a long, deep kiss. 

They all looked at me like I’d lost my mind by the end of it. 

“You need a chaperone when you go outside during the day,” I said, and Lu sighed. 

“Adult woman here-”

“I just had a vision of you covered in blood and fighting a thirty-foot-tall… thing. I’m not taking chances with that.”

“Chaperone,” Steele agreed immediately. Roman huffed.

Lu’s lips were set, but she shook her head. I’d won this round. 

But no matter how hard we tried, it’d be impossible to anticipate everything Cimmerian could possibly throw at us. How could we watch her twenty-four seven when we needed to keep Locke from going nuts too?

At least I had that brief glimpse of a vision to keep me going. A sign of good things to come. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her yet, still processing the shock of it.

A better future… as long as we survived the coming battle for our lives.


Chapter 10

 Lu

 

For a moment, combat training felt almost like old times. 

I was so tired my entire body felt like it’d been weighed down with bricks, and I stumbled instead of feinting. Dominic took me down easily. 

“Up,” he said, his voice brusque. 

I climbed to my feet and fell into the guard position, but this time I made an effort to withstand him. 

“You’re not trying,” he said, not even sounding winded, and my irritation kicked up a notch. 

I was fucking exhausted. A two-hundred-year-old mummy who’d murdered Locke’s sister wanted me for nefarious purposes. We needed to kill a rogue vampire. 

And I was now officially engaged to Dominic, and I hadn’t had a single moment of rest to just be happy that he was finally mine, that I could wear the ring he’d given me openly.

I put all that irritation and stress into taking him down just once this session. 

It took a lot of feinting and letting a tongue of wildfire flare to life in my palm to win. He lost a precious second to the distraction. 

I ended up crouched over him, my sword at his neck, and the seconds stretched thin between us. His beautiful eyes ran over my face, but he seemed more severe, more remote than ever. 

Was he really happy that we could be together? A tinge of disquiet touched me. 

My sore thighs screamed as I rose, feeling like I had a pile of stones sitting in the bottom of my stomach, but he tugged me back down. 

Hope was a painful thing sometimes.

“We’ve been engaged for twelve hours,” he said, “And I haven’t had a chance to properly express my feelings on it.” His fingers lingered on my chin.

“It’s not what I would’ve done if I’d had a choice.”

He’d said he’d forgiven me, but his demeanor said something else. 

“I know. We’ve all done things we wouldn’t have done if we’d had any other options.”

I wrapped my hand around his, turning my head to brush a kiss over his knuckles. “We can cancel it and start over after they’re gone.” If you want to start over. “Do a fresh start.”

He gripped my waist and yanked me down against him. “Who said anything about starting over?” 

When his voice took on those silky tones, I couldn’t help but shiver. “I didn’t want to force you into this arrangement-”

“Lucrezia.” Dominic sat up and I sank into his lap, my legs almost wrapped around him. My heart started fluttering when he ran his fingers through my hair. “We would’ve made our way into this arrangement regardless. You’ve been engaged, as far as I’ve been concerned, from the moment you accepted this.” He touched the dark ruby on my finger. 

“So, what would the proper expression of your feelings be?” My voice was a little raspier than usual, betraying my nerves.

He kissed me roughly, crushing against me with a force that verged on painful, and an explosion of butterflies burst to life in my stomach. 

“Knowing you want me makes me the happiest man alive.” His rough voice made me feel like I was melting. “And I’m going to show you the proper expression when I have you for a night to myself.”

I was sitting in the perfect spot to feel him harden against me. Desire wound through me and I resisted wriggling against him any more than necessary, or that proper expression would take place right here on the lawn. “I’m just happy I don’t have to hide this anymore.” 

“Me too,” he said, a genuine smile touching his lips. 

Everything was finally falling into place, but I feared there was an axe hidden over our heads, waiting to fall.

 

***

 

Daphne cut through my darker thoughts as we headed to Divination. 

“Correct me if I’m wrong, Darke, but there’s a very juicy rumor going around the mill: are you seriously engaged for a handfasting to Steelblood?”

Hearing my old name made my heart jump. “Uh…”

She grabbed my hand and held it up to examine the Steelblood and Giltglass rings. “Holy shit. It’s true.” Daphne pressed a hand to her chest, always dramatic. “He’s a professor, you dirty girl!”

Nothing could’ve stopped the red flush that spread across my cheeks. “Yeah, but he’s only thirty-one… it’s not like I’m engaged to someone’s grandfather.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them. That was a little too close to home.

“You fucked on his desk, didn’t you? Oh my god. All our essays have touched it.” Daphne looped her arm through mine, pulling me close and dropping her voice to a mutter. “How big is he?” 

“Daphne!”

“You can’t let me suffer like this, Darke!” 

I sighed as we turned into the pink corridor. Ivy waited outside her classroom as students filtered in, not a hair out of place, but when her eyes landed on me her gaze promised nothing but misery.

“Huge,” I said with a smirk. 

Daphne tossed her hair, giving Ivy her signature glare as we passed. 

We sat together at a table in the back and a pang of longing shot through me. I couldn’t imagine Holly’s face if she saw that the Daphne-dragon had finally been tamed into a friend. 

Ivy slammed the door when we’d all arrived and launched right into her lecture. I was pleased to see that the fake Steelblood ring was gone. 

My coven-sister’s hate was completely transparent. She couldn’t even glance at me without sneering. 

I leaned back in my chair, watching her right back, but my hackles were raised. 

I’d taken everything from her. Any hope of becoming heir to Giltglass. Her aunt’s attention. Dominic Steele’s fortune.

Assuming she was would roll over and take it without a fight would be stupid on my part. Someone like Ivy always had a sneaky back-up plan. 

Either that, or she’d come at me head-on when I least expected it. It’d be easier for her to ask forgiveness than permission if she murdered me. Either way, I needed to keep both eyes on her.

By the end of Divination, a headache was drumming at the back of my skull. 

Shane and Roman waited for me outside the classroom, their faces dark. Daphne’s steps faltered, but she continued on with a nod to the twins. Two arms were immediately wrapped around me, one around my shoulders and one around my waist. 

“Come on,” Shane muttered, and I let the twins sweep me down the hall. 

We stopped at the bottom of the stairs in the North Entrance, shielded behind a stuffed antelope that hadn’t been there last week. 

“Locke broke free.” Shane’s gaze went over my head, taking in the lay of the foyer, every window and door. 

I was stunned into silence for a few seconds. “When?”

He couldn’t have gone far. We’d left in the middle of the night- how could he have broken out between then and sunrise?

“After we left. Shane tracked him this morning- Cadogan Brand definitely got inside the wall, and Locke’s trail leads outside the grounds.”

My stomach roiled. “The closest place they could’ve hidden is the tunnel.”

That thought wasn’t much of a comfort. They’d have a path heading straight inside Cimmerian while Locke lost his mind.

“You’re not going down there, Lu.” Roman braced his hand on the wall, looming over me. “The prison was completely fucked. He could break you in half without trying.” 

“He wouldn’t do that to me,” I said, touching the silver scars on my wrist. Could he feel them, his thrall reaching out to him? 

“Lu.” Shane braced himself. He was about to say something I didn’t want to hear. “I know you really want to believe the best of everyone, but this isn’t just a matter of Locke snapping out of it. He won’t know you.” 

I swallowed hard, pushing back any doubts I had about him. Regardless of what he was, I loved Locke. He’d tried his absolute hardest to be here for me when I needed him. 

Now I needed to be here for him. 

Dominic strode down the stairs, carrying a stack of papers and looking every bit like my idealized dream of a gorgeous professor. “What is it?” His hazel eyes narrowed in on me and my fingers at my wrist, taking in the tension. 

“Locke broke out after we left,” Shane muttered. “The only place he could be is in the tunnels with Brand.”

“We’ll lure them out,” I said, pressing my thumb to the scars so hard it hurt. “I’d prefer not to kill Cadogan if we can help it.” 

“What else can we do with him, Blondie?” Roman ran his hands over his head in exasperation. 

The look Dominic gave him was all too understanding. “If it comes to that, let me handle it.” 

Shane gave him a chilly look. “You think we can’t deal with it?” 

“I’m saying I already have blood on my hands, and you don’t,” Dominic said smoothly. “Killing isn’t easy, Mister Frost. It shouldn’t be. Leave it to those who already lose sleep over what they’ve done.” 

The twins looked down. “We’ll cross that bridge when it comes to it.” I gripped Roman’s hand. “You both knew Cadogan. If we can’t reason with him, we’ll go to plan B.”

“We don’t even have a plan A yet,” Roman grumbled.

I rose up to kiss Dominic, feeling incredibly strange doing it without a care for anyone else who might be around. “Tonight?” 

His lips brushed mine when he spoke. “I’ll meet you after sunset. Once we find Locke, I have something else we need to take care of as well.”

An hour and a half. We headed to the cafeteria to eat, plan, and wait for the last of the sun to fade from the sky. I wondered what else Dominic could possibly have planned.

When we walked in, Carmen Flora smirked from where she was holding court with the remains of Daphne’s entourage. “Fucking your way to straight A’s, Gilt?”

I stared at her for a second, wondering if it was even worth my time to reply. “Jealous much?” 

She was still trying to think of a reply when we left. 

Roman tore into a steak like he was starving. For once I found the amazing spread of Cimmerian’s food completely unappetizing, my stomach flipping queasily.

I toyed with my braised chicken and leek soup, watched the fading light glisten off the seed-speckled raspberry jam smeared on a roll, and realized why a group of doomed inmates were so well-fed, with so much emphasis placed on our physical training.

It kept us healthy and happy. 

It made our magic stronger, so any students fed into the Cage would provide Albrecht with a hearty, vital life force to feed on. 

I pushed my plate away.

“You have to eat something, Lu,” Shane said. 

The raspberry jam looked too much like congealed blood now. “They’re fattening us like pigs for slaughter. For him.” 

Roman finished his steak. “I won’t let him touch you, Blondie, but I sure as hell won’t waste a perfectly fine cow, either.”

“How are we going to do this?” I asked, pitching my voice low so Carmen’s table wouldn’t overhear. 

Shane glanced through the wall of windows as the sun dipped behind the trees. 

He’d gone white as a ghost last night when we returned from Locke’s temporary prison, his eyes misted over and caught in the grip of the Sight. No matter what I asked, he refused to answer my questions.

Whatever he’d seen, it’d spooked him badly. His handsome face had been drawn ever since. 

“Lu, there’s no easy path here. The time for sunshine and rainbows is long past. Locke and Cadogan are the same kind. They were both people once, but they’re not anymore.” His twilight eyes were as cold as a glacier. “We know it’s impossible for vampires to co-exist without becoming animals, and some vampires will instinctively look for others of their kind.” 

My heart felt like a frozen stone in my chest, but I refused to look away. 

“If you want to keep Locke, we’re going to have to kill Cadogan. It’s the only way to guarantee he won’t come looking for him again.”

I resisted snapping at him in Locke’s defense. He was right about one thing: it wasn’t their fault they became mindless when they were near each other. No matter what the vampire virus had done to them, they were still people, with hopes, dreams… and morality. Locke was proof of that.

“Locke is a person, Shane,” I said. 

His gaze shuttered for a second. “That’s not what I meant.”

Roman let out a low growl. I looked at him, strangely expecting to see a wolf sitting where a man had been only a moment ago, but he was still human and focused on the forest outside, frozen in his seat as the edges of his body shivered.

Two dark figures streaked towards the school from the forest like charging madmen, their lips drawn back in feral grins. 

Through the cold numbness of shock, I barely felt one of the twins’ manhandling me out of the way, shoving aside chairs and tables and shielding me with their own bodies.

Glass exploded inwards with an almost musical crash, a screeching sound echoing through the cafeteria like a chorus of the damned, and I realized it wasn’t just the glass hitting the tile floor I was hearing. It was the vampires screaming, their shrieks grating through my skull and shivering down into my bones. 

Cadogan hit a stunned Lissa Clay like a meteor, driving her back into the wall so hard the wood panels splintered under the impact. Her screams cut short abruptly. 

Wind swept through the room, tearing at our hair and clothes. All I felt was the cold breeze, a hard, muscular body shielding me, and a jolt of pain that ran through my thrall-marks. 

I winced, pressing my palm to the ragged scars on my wrist, and realized what the pain was. Locke was searching for me, calling for me through our bond.

He was crouched on one of the tables, the pupils of his eyes dilated into thin slits as he took a deep breath and tasted the air. 

“Stop him, Roman,” Shane growled. Dense guard-hairs were sprouting from his arms and back. 

Roman was already shifting, his clothing falling to the floor in shreds. 

Cadogan released Lissa and rounded on the Moon siblings. Garth held Petra in front of him like a shield, cowering behind her as his sister stared at Cadogan with blank eyes. 

“Don’t you dare!” Daphne shrieked, sending a flurry of knife-like winds at Cadogan, but the vampire was faster. 

Petra went down without so much as a squeal, and the vampire reached out with an almost casual swipe and tore Garth’s throat out. 

Blood poured everywhere, a waterfall of red sluicing over the floor and walls. I’d never realized how much blood the human body held. 

Garth watched Cadogan with disbelieving eyes, sinking to his knees. 

Time seemed to speed up again as Garth died. My chest felt hot and tight, flames scorching my throat as the wildfire threatened to break free and defend us. 

It would bring down the whole mansion on our heads if I let it go now. 

Roman circled Locke, a gravelly, unbroken snarl streaming from his throat. I pressed my fingers to the thrall-marks, desperately reaching out for Locke. 

This wasn’t him. 

And yet it was. 

He looked completely mad now, nothing human remaining in the cold, hard planes of his face. The other vampires were in his mind, their bloodlusts entwining until all he would hear was the music of his own kind, all remnants of humanity gone. 

My lungs refused to inflate properly when those burning amber eyes fell on me, following the pull of the thrall-mark. 

“Locke,” I whispered. He still had time. He hadn’t gone for one of the others yet. “Fight back.” 

Carmen shrieked and his gaze flickered her away, but Roman barked.

Locke lunged for him, and a tearing sound filled the air. Roman blasted a howl in his face and lunged, his teeth coming away a vivid scarlet.

Cadogan moved on, plowing through the cafeteria to a chorus of fresh shrieks. Professor Sweet burst into the cafeteria, clutching a rowan knife, but the vampire’s fist met her skull with a sickening crunch before she saw him coming. The Physical Training professor went limp and collapsed.

Petra’s heels drummed the floor in a staccato tattoo. Her fingers scratched mindlessly at the floorboards.

“How the fuck is she turning? She didn’t drink his blood,” Shane growled. He exploded out of his clothes, herding me back against the wall. 

The cafeteria doors burst open. The Headmistress strode in, taking in the gore with a single sweep of her eyes, and pointed to Cadogan, who held Jasper a foot above the floor by his throat, digging his nails under the tendons in Jasper’s neck. 

The ceiling overhead bubbled and flexed, and the Helping Hands shot out of the ceiling, stretching impossibly far. 

They gripped Cadogan, Petra, Lissa, Jasper, Garth, and Sweet, a forest of hands and arms twining around prey both limp and wriggling and pulling them upwards. 

My stomach lurched as Petra’s trembling form melted into the ceiling, followed by the still form of her brother, and the weakly-struggling Jasper. 

Cadogan went screaming, any human words indecipherable through the hissing and spitting. 

The Hands turned towards Locke, whose hands were still buried in Roman’s fur.

“Go,” I whispered, my voice strangled. The tiniest hint of clarity had come back to his features. “Run!” 

Locke sneered at the Hands, his lips pulled back over his teeth, and plunged back through the shattered window. He disappeared into the night. 

I ran to Roman as he limped to me. Blood poured down his leg, and he rumbled when I touched it, but the wound didn’t look threatening.

Locke had held back, even when his basest, most primal instincts were raring for him to kill. 

Shane guarded me aggressively, only deigning to allow one person through. “Dominic.” 

I wrapped my arms around his neck as uncontrollable shivers wracked my body. Cadogan had ripped through five people in less than a minute. 

Carmen was still shrieking, her nails drawing furrows down her cheeks. Daphne glared at her and stepped away, staring at the sea of blood left behind by Garth and Petra, the shattered wood where Lissa had been driven right through to the skeleton of the mansion. 

Cimmerian groaned around us, the walls and ceiling creaking with a sound so low I felt it reverberating in my chest. 

It hurt. I felt the wards pressing in around me, like standing in the heart of a convulsing living being. I felt Cimmerian’s pain, the ache of the broken walls, the dark magic of the Helping Hands winding through the skeleton of the building like a parasite. 

Dominic’s hand rested on my back as I gasped for air, every muscle in my body locked up tight in a cramp.

I pulled my own mental wards in place, shielding myself from the worst of Cimmerian’s pain.

My blood was on the cornerstone; it bound me to Giltglass, but now I was closer to the wards than I’d ever been before. My bones ached like the damage had been done to me.

Gilt didn’t seem to feel the mansion’s pain, or care. She was talking to Carmen, her thin fingers wrapped around the greenwitch’s wrist and whispering harsh words. 

“Locke didn’t bite anyone,” I rasped as the mansion’s agony slowly faded to a dull ache. “He went for Roman with his hands, even with weaker prey here.”

“He still possesses a small part of himself.” Dominic kept his voice to a low murmur, his mouth close to my ear and hidden from Gilt’s view. “Either that, or your thrall-marks kept him together.”

“The Hands took Cad. We might be able to get through to him.” 

But he’d looked so inhuman. It was hard to believe he’d held back from blooding himself in a frenzy when the raw desire to do so had been plainly written all over his face. 

I met Gilt’s gaze across the room and raised a hand. We were fine, mostly untouched by the vampires. I ran my hand through Roman’s fur as he panted, grumbling to himself. 

Unsmiling, she inclined her head and led Carmen away. 

The Cinder siblings slipped away, huddling shoulder to shoulder, and Daphne sank to her knees. 

“This is so fucked,” she whispered. She was struggling to hold herself together, wiping away tears with the back of her hand. 

Blood dripped in the silence. 

Yeah, it was pretty fucked. 


Chapter 11

 Dominic

 

I cursed myself a hundred times for leaving her alone. Even with the wolves at her side, we knew all too well how easily a misstep could be made here. It took a single moment of inattention and something with teeth would bite down hard. 

All I could see was the damage wrought by one vampire. Locke had ripped into Roman, but the gash would heal easily enough thanks to the therianthrope’s inherent healing abilities. 

Cadogan Brand alone had killed a teacher, several students and gravely injured another. I had no doubt that if he wasn’t dead yet, he’d be wishing he was soon enough. 

I knocked on Lucrezia’s bedroom door and she answered. The skin under her eyes was lavender, standing out against the paleness of her shock. 

Roman was growling at his brother. “I’m not a fucking invalid.”

Lucrezia put her hands on her hips. “You’re staying right there until we’re sure the venom didn’t take.” 

The likelihood of his turning was slim to none. Turning vampire usually involved taking a heavy dose of the vampire sire’s blood. 

But this was not the time to split hairs. The twins were only tolerant of my presence around Lucrezia so long as she wanted me here. 

“We’re not going after Locke tonight,” Shane said with a scowl. “All plans are off until you’re healed.”

“Seriously. Don’t hold back on my account,” Roman said, his voice strained. “I’ll be fine.” 

“Sorry, Roman.” Lucrezia sounded genuinely apologetic. “We need both of you if we want Locke back. He’s too strong for both of us, and I don’t want to risk burning him.” She held out her hands like they were weapons in themselves.

“Locke can wait a night,” I interjected, sensing another wave of anger from Roman. It never felt good to be the odd one out when you wanted to take act on your rage. I knew that from far too much experience. “I broke the spells on Professor White’s chest.”

It had become a pet project of mine since I’d torn out Lucrezia’s heart. She was right. I’d fucked up by keeping everything to myself, not realizing that my inability to communicate only blinded me to everyone else. What was once my strength was now a weakness. 

If there was one thing I could do to make it up to her, it was to save something, or someone, close to her heart. I’d long had my suspicions about Professor White’s true motivations in working for Cimmerian. 

Part of it was due to greed, I knew that much. Mallory was willing to finance plenty of his botanical experiments as long as they benefited her. From the notes on top of his belongings, I’d deduced that the magic-binding charm was an invention of his. 

But nestled on top of his encrypted journals was a wax-sealed letter addressed to Holly Cold, with a glittering black stone. A single rune was carved into its surface. 

“What did you find?” Lucrezia’s expression was torn between hope and trepidation. 

I touched the letter in my pocket and the lump of the runestone next to it. “White’s will, leaving his possessions and safe passage to Whitefawn to Holly Cold.”

Her eyes widened. “We can get her out of Waverly?”

“Tonight. He left her a runestone keyed to Whitefawn’s gates. As soon as she’s on their property, she’s protected by his will.”

Lucrezia let out a long, low breath, her hands clenched at her sides. 

“It’s up to you, Lucrezia.” 

She glanced back at Roman, who nodded enthusiastically despite the wound on his leg. “Get Holly to Whitefawn. I’ll be good by tomorrow, and then we can find your vamp.” He was clearly raring to go after Locke himself. “Take your sweet time. All the time you need. I’ll be right here, putting myself back together again.”

Shane’s taut expression had smoothed as well. “I agree. We need Roman, and he can’t do it with half his leg missing. Lu can ride on my back.” 

“I have a runestone keyed to my house.” The tiny chunk of stone that was always in my pocket was probably the most expensive thing I owned. Runestones were a tricky sort of magic to master. “We don’t need to walk.”

Shane’s blue eyes narrowed. He was still full of adrenaline mixed with the therianthropic rage, urging him to take on any threat in a fight. 

Lucrezia got between us, touching the half-moon scar Shane’s teeth had left on her shoulder. I tamped down a faint twinge of jealousy that the twins would be able to mark her with the kind of deep magic that was inaccessible to me. 

Unless I became a therianthrope, too. 

“Let me go alone, Shane.” She touched his cheek, close enough to melt against him. The cold ice of his twilight eyes left me, focused entirely on her with a depth of devotion that was endless. “Locke might smell the blood and come back, and I have some things I need to talk to Dom about.” 

His eyes flickered back up to me, just once. Just enough to let me know that while Lucrezia might have forgiven me, I had yet to earn his trust back. 

I couldn’t blame him. In his shoes, I might feel much the same. 

Lucrezia kissed him and broke away, threading her fingers through mine. “I’m ready.”

I cupped my personal runestone in my hand and closed my eyes, concentrating on the pull of my house, the matching stone binding it to this location-

The world lurched around us and Lu stumbled, almost walking right into Holly. 

“Lu! Professor Steele?” Holly’s eyes were wide. She was wearing pink polka dot pajamas and had a glass of rosé, her sketchbook tucked under one arm. 

Lu wrapped her arms around her friend. “I’m so fucking glad you aren’t at the school anymore,” she breathed. 

“What happened?” 

“Cadogan Brand is a vampire, Locke attacked Roman, and half the school died in one day.” Holly’s mouth fell open, but she didn’t say anything. “And Dominic found Professor White’s will.” 

I slid the letter and runestone out of my pocket and handed it to her. Holly put her wine on the table with nerveless hands and opened it, scanning the brief, tersely worded last words of her mentor. 

She blinked rapidly when she was done reading. “He was always so grouchy,” she said, but there was a tiny, rueful smile on her lips. “He even sounds like a grump when he writes. I hate to say it, but… I wish I’d drawn some of this. We could’ve had some forewarning.”

“I’m not trying to rush you, but I’d prefer you leave sooner rather than later,” Lucrezia said, an edge of tension to her voice. “Locke isn’t confined to Cimmerian’s grounds. I’m actually surprised he hasn’t come hunting in Waverly yet- he might not remember it while he’s mad, but that could change.”

“Of course I’m ready to go,” Holly said fervently. “I’ll go right now in my pajamas and blow the lid on this place!”

Lucrezia chewed her lower lip. “I wonder if that would work…” Her gaze flicked to me.

“It might be enough to put the Tribunal on edge, given that she’s an eyewitness of sorts.” I ignored the churn in my stomach. If Holly’s testimony was enough to warrant their attention, I needed to find Simon before they interfered. “I’m not sure if Whitefawn has the money or political power to force their hand, but they have friends in other covens. You can spread the word.” 

Holly nodded, fully alight now, and ran to grab her backpack. 

Lucrezia wrapped her arms around herself, looking around the house that was half hers as well. If she wanted it.

“If Whitefawn listens to her, this could be over sooner than we think,” she said in a low voice. “But we know Gilt has friends outside these walls. How long before word gets back to her that someone on the outside is talking? If her hand is forced…” She took a breath, her eyes glittering, and looked up at me. “We need to be on guard from the moment Holly leaves Waverly and come up with a contingency plan in case one of us is taken.”

She could whitewash her words all she wanted, but the truth was that she was the only one Mallory and Albrecht Gilt wanted. We needed a contingency plan for what we’d do if she was taken. 

Between the twins and I- and Locke, if he came back to his right mind- the contingency plan was simple: go down there and take her back, come hell or high water. 

Holly bounded down the stairs, her backpack slung over her shoulder, still wearing the polka dot pajamas. “I’m ready,” she said breathlessly. White’s letter was clutched in her hand. 

I plucked the runestone from my pocket. “A moment, please.” I dropped the stone in Lucrezia’s hand first. “Feel the psychic signature coming from this; it’s keyed to Whitefawn. If the waystone is ever cleansed you’ll be able to feel for this specific coven among hundreds.”

She concentrated hard for a moment, rolling the runestone between her fingers, then handed it to Holly. “Got it. Good luck, Holly. I’ll write to you soon, okay?” 

The young women hugged each other. Holly’s face scrunched up. “I’d tell you not to do anything rash, but…”

“But I’m going to as soon as you’re safe in Whitefawn? Yeah.” 

Holly’s brown eyes landed on me. “Thanks for letting me stay here, Professor Steele. You saved my life. I won’t forget that, and I’ll make sure Whitefawn doesn’t either.”

“It was my pleasure, Miss Cold.” I regretted that I’d once thought her mind so fractured by her Sight that she’d never recover. It was getting out of that hellhole and having a loving friend who’d helped her. 

It was yet another mark of guilt to add to my conscience. I’d been so blinded by my need to find and avenge Simon that I’d neglected the students who could be helped.

They finally broke apart. Holly clutched the runestone in white-knuckled hands. “Be safe, Lu,” she whispered, and squeezed her eyes shut, focusing on the call of the runestone. 

A moment later she vanished, leaving nothing but a cloud of quickly-fading sparkles behind her. 

Lucrezia exhaled and some of the tension left her shoulders. “She’s safe.” She said it like a mantra, running her hands over her eyes. “She’s really safe.”

I reached out to wrap my arms around her and she turned, burying her face against my chest. A whiff of jasmine shampoo drifted from her hair and my cock stiffened. 

It was not the time to be getting turned on, no matter how good she smelled, or that she was now mine, free and clear, and Ivy had nothing on me anymore. 

No matter that she wore the Steelblood ring now, the most permanent object of love I was able to give her. 

She’d just watched an entire roomful of people get murdered, saw what her vampiric lover would be capable of if he lost himself, and said goodbye to a friend. 

Everything about this was the wrong time.

But she wasn’t exactly making it easy to settle down. Her hands crept around my waist and she crushed herself closer, rubbing against me. 

“Lucrezia… we should return-”

“No.” Her voice was muffled, the movement of her lips buzzing against my chest. “We’re going to stay right here for a moment. Roman needs to sleep, and I need to be alone with you for a little bit.”

My heart lurched a little. Even though she’d masterminded the blow against Ivy, I’d wondered if she’d truly forgiven me. “If that’s what you need, it’d be my pleasure to provide.”

“Upstairs.” 

I opened my mouth to protest- gods, as much as I wanted her, I still had things to make up for before I made my desire for her clear in the bedroom- but she’d broken away and was dragging me by my collar before I realized she’d left my arms. 

Lucrezia pushed me onto my bed and straddled my lap. “Twenty-four hours,” she said. She ran her fingers through my hair, looking me over like she was seeing me for the first time. “We’ve been engaged for twenty-four hours. Ivy will never screw you over again as long as I-”

I pressed a finger to her lips, but she grabbed my hand and kissed my palm, then her lips trailed over my knuckles. “Hers is the last name I want to hear right now.”

“I know.” She paused in kissing me, her gray eyes flashing warily. “Dominic. You know that I love you. I wouldn’t have put our lives on the line if I didn’t. You have every right to be angry with me for selling you out, and I’m sorry, too. I’ve made a hypocrite of myself.” 

I had been angry, it was true. Now that Mallory definitively knew I was a Warden, the damage she could do...

But then, I’d done the same, and Lucrezia had become the collateral damage in ways I never could’ve imagined. 

“But I promise, right here and now, that I will never lie to you again if you can promise me the same.” She cupped my face, searching my eyes for something. “We all belong together. Not Team Us and Dom On the Side. Together. No lies, no deception for each other.”

A giant hand squeezed my chest. If there was one thing I’d learned, it was that no one was worth trusting. 

Simon Wicke had trusted his family to do right by him, and they’d sent him to die alone. 

I’d trusted my family to do the right thing, and they’d swept it under the rug, like his life was worth nothing, a footnote in everyone else’s lives. 

Then I’d gone to the Wardens, expecting to find like-minded people, witches and warlocks who were there to uphold justice and burn out corruption, but found that corruption festered in the deepest reaches of the Sanctum’s heart.

The only person I’d trusted all these years was myself. It was easier that way. 

But it was a lonely, hard path, and now that I loved someone else, I couldn’t be solitary anymore. There was no point in loving someone if you only gave them a tiny fraction of yourself and hid the rest behind walls. 

If anyone had proved worthy of trust, ready to fight tooth and nail for the right thing, it was Lucrezia, the wolves, and Locke. 

“I promise that I will never lie to you again.” I leaned my forehead against hers, staring into those silvery-gray eyes flecked with bits of darkness like ash. “I will never deceive you… and if there is a deception, you will have a part in it.” 

A faint smile touched her mouth. “Same. We’re better together than apart.” 

“Team Us.” I kissed hard, sucking her lower lip between my teeth. 

She growled, low in her throat, a sound that made me even harder. I slid my hands under her skirt, intending to grab her hips and flip her over, but she planted her palms against my chest and pushed me back. 

Every fiber in my body grew tense. I’d never liked being the vulnerable one, in any situation- not even in bed. She crawled over me, unbuttoning the first two buttons of my shirt with shaky hands, then gave up on neatness and ripped the rest open. 

I responded in kind and Lu shrugged her ruined blouse off. 

She ran her fingertips over my face, over the thrumming pulse in my neck, and traced the ridges of my collarbone. I’d never let previous lovers be the ones in control. It wasn’t my nature. 

But the look on her face was rapt as she leaned forward and kissed my throat, her lips so soft and warm every muscle in my body responded to her touch at once. 

She gripped my wrists and pinned my hands at my sides. Lucrezia had the physical strength of her kitten; I could’ve broken her grip with no effort at all. 

The effort lay in letting her take control, keeping my hands where she wanted them. My breath hitched as her warm tongue ran over my chest. 

I forced myself to relax and be what she wanted. I already knew every inch of her; she wanted the same. 

Her lips moved lower, her tongue tracing every line and ridge in my stomach with loving slowness, like a gourmand savoring dessert. My cock ached as she shifted backwards, putting her weight on my lap and pushing against the stiff shaft. Her long hair draped over my chest like a veil of pale silk, tickling my skin. 

A tiny clink sounded as she unbuckled my belt and slid my trousers down over my hips. Shivers ran over me when her warm breath touched the sensitive skin of my cock. I couldn’t hold back a groan when she ran her tongue over me from base to tip, a long, slow glide that had my cock pulsing against her lips when she took me in her mouth. 

I was hardly aware that I was gripping the sheets in my fists, keeping my hands precisely where she’d placed them even though I wanted to wind my fingers through her hair instead. 

Lucrezia made a soft little hum of satisfaction, sliding her lips over me and back up again, torturing me with the gentlest of touches. She gripped the base of my cock and cupped my balls, heavy with desire for her, and it took everything I had to keep my hands off her. 

The next time she ran her tongue over me she paused at the head, sucking the crown into her mouth and swirling her tongue over me like I was the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted.

I’d never seen stars before, but they burst behind my eyes. Every muscle in my body tensed and my hips jerked involuntarily, driving me into her mouth another inch. 

She took me as far as she could and pulled back, running the tip of her tongue along the underside of my cock. I couldn’t take it anymore. The pressure in my balls was too fucking much. I’d explode in her mouth if she did that again.

Lu heard my rasping inhale and released me with a last flick of her tongue, then climbed back up in my lap. 

While she’d been between my knees, she’d shed whatever panties she wore… if she was wearing any at all. The hot wetness of her pussy slid over me then ground down, using me for her own needs. 

She gripped my cock and ran the head over her clit, moving lower… and gasped when she sank onto me. 

I thrust up, unable to resist the tight heat squeezing my cock. I buried myself in her to the base, every little gasp and moan she made making my blood run hotter, threatening to boil me alive in my own veins. 

But we were still playing by Lucrezia’s rules. She pushed my arms above my head and slid her hands over my biceps and forearms, stopping at my wrists and pinning them there. Right where she wanted me. 

Every time she pushed back, her heavy breasts bounced, nipples already swollen and pink with lust. I caught one in my mouth, rolling the tender flesh between my teeth until she let out a sharp gasp. Her hips bucked faster, the slick wetness around my cock squeezing tighter. 

Her fingers tightened around my wrists. A groan rumbled out of me as I suckled her hard nipple, my balls tightening every time her hips ground down against me.

She belonged to me, my ring on her finger, my cock in her tight pussy, all mine. 

I pushed up into her, filling her completely. My stomach flipped just from the look in her light eyes, both languid desire and predatory intensity, a sigh slipping out as she rode me. Part of me still wanted to toss her over and pound into her, make her submit to me… but this was what she wanted. 

A faintest memory of my nightmare slipped between the stars in my head. “Why do you always have to be in control?” 

I gripped the edge of the mattress, driving into her, letting her take her time exactly how she liked it.

A fine sheen of sweat covered her skin like tiny pearls when she began to come apart, the steady slow-fast rhythm of her hips becoming erratic. She sat up and braced her palms against my chest, fingers splayed out and nails digging into me as her pussy clamped down tight.

Her breathy moans became low and urgent when she came, biting down hard on her lower lip. 

That was all that was needed to tip me over the edge, the primal need to mark her as mine, the pressure building in my balls reaching a fever-pitch. 

She spasmed around me and I released myself, my own gasps mixing with hers as I filled her. The tightness of her pussy squeezed every last drop out of me, leaving me feeling like I’d just been drained of everything, but the desire to fuck my fiancée had been replaced with bone-deep satisfaction. 

Lucrezia collapsed onto me, her long hair tickling my neck when she buried her face against me and peppered butterfly kisses over my skin. 

“Wasn’t so bad to be the student for once, was it?” she whispered. 

A laugh escaped me, even though my lungs still seemed to be figuring out how to work again. “Was that my first Counseling session?”

A fingertip traced my jawline, catching on the stubble there. “Consider it half of one. I still have some pent-up frustration to take out on you.” 

I ran my hands over her, from shoulder to hip, enjoying the way her warm, silky skin gave under my fingers, the downwards dip in the curve of her waist. “I’m always available for punishment, Professor Lucrezia.”

She shook when she laughed silently. “I might try out your handcuffs on you.”

That was the sort of idea I might’ve had a hard time with before, but it turned out that giving up control wasn’t bad. Not when it was Lu holding the reins and using me for her own pleasure. “As long as they’re not fuzzy.” 

Lu propped herself up on one elbow, smiling brightly. “Pink and fuzzy.”

“Absolutely not.”

“With rhinestones.” 

I grabbed her and flipped her onto the bed, bracing myself just above her. She arched her back, squirming against me in a way that had my cock stirring again. “You’re incorrigible, you know that?”

She raised on eyebrow. “Am I? Or are you just stubborn?” With the angle she was laying at, all I had to do was push my hips forward to slide my hardening cock into her…

Which I did, drawing a low moan from my intrepid witch. “Maybe just a little stubborn,” I said, cupping her face as I pushed in further. She was still tight from her orgasm, writhing against me and grinding her clit against my lower stomach. “But you’re still dirty and incorrigible, and I love it.”

Lu threw her leg over my hip, opening herself to me, digging her nails into my back and biceps. “Oh, fuck, I’m going to come again,” she whispered, her voice ragged. I rocked against her until she came apart again, her moans verging on screams, then cradled her as close as possible. 

After weeks of being on her blacklist, I felt like I’d been given a second chance at being happy again. I could’ve spent all night in her arms and inside her, but her lids were drooping with tiredness and satiation. 

“Fuzzy handcuffs?” she whispered. 

I got dressed and wrapped her in a blanket, then wrapped my arms around her and activated the runestone clutched in my palm. 

We vanished and reappeared in her bedroom. Roman was flopped across her bed, dead asleep. Shane was in his wolf form, lying in front of her door. His ears pricked up when we appeared. 

He sniffed once, twice, and let out a low grumble before lowering his head. 

I picked her up and laid her next to Roman, brushing a kiss over her forehead and lips. “No fuzz.” 

“Well, fuck,” she whispered. Her eyes were already closing. “I love you, Dom.” 

My throat tightened painfully at the admission. Everything I’d done, and she still loved me. I didn’t deserve it. “I love you, Lucrezia.” 

Shane let me leave the room without so much as a snarl, which was better than I’d hoped for. 

Maybe he sensed that I felt genuine, painful remorse. That there was nothing I wouldn’t do for our lover. 

I’d even wear the damn fuzzy handcuffs if it made her happy. Only on her birthday, though.

But first, Mallory Gilt and her fucked-up family needed to die.






Chapter 12

 Lu




The only thing I admired about Gilt in the following week was the fact that even after a vampire attack that had resulted in five deaths and an injury, she herded us back into classes with the efficiency of a cattle dog and its sheep. 

Roman’s leg wasn’t healing as quickly as he’d promised, but it was still much faster than a normal warlock’s healing rate. Shane had explained to me that a therianthrope’s healing process was significantly increased once he’d marked a mate. My presence alone would help him.

It was a relief to be able to do something to help someone. 

My mind seemed to be in a constant whirl of anxiety and dread, even though I was overjoyed that I had Dom back. Locke hadn’t reappeared yet, and Shane checked both the forest prison and tunnel every day. 

I poured my thoughts out to Holly in a letter I couldn’t deliver yet. If we survived the coming storm, I’d send it to Whitefawn. I hoped I could hand it to her myself in person, but we hadn’t heard a word from her. I wondered if Whitefawn’s covenmaster or mistress even believed her wild tale of a coven where the students were prisoners and kept within the walls by curses and spirits.

Before I’d been sentenced here, I wouldn’t have believed it. 

Dominic continued to pore over the blueprints without Locke, making notations and relentlessly searching for curses when he wasn’t teaching class, and I openly invited him to my room when the twins were running as wolves.

I felt like I was stuck waiting, trapped in a bubble of time with a cataclysm looming over us and helpless to do anything about it. I was afraid to face Albrecht, and afraid not to face him. Just thinking about walking into the depths again, smelling the rotten stench of death and feeling the earth pressing down from overhead was enough to make me break out in goosebumps and start shuddering. 

Am I a man? Albrecht’s words echoed in my mind. What he wanted me for scared me more than anything. 

But life went on. Classes switched; I was shuffled into Coven History in the mornings, Herbalism in the afternoons. Like the delicious food and training program, the constant schedule-switching took on a new element of insidiousness. It was hard to keep track of your missing friends when your schedule was disrupted every other week. 

But it was more obvious than ever. We were down to six.

Daphne and I huddled together in the back of Divination. The girl was tough, I’d give her that. Clarimond, Lissa, and Petra, her three closest friends before we’d reached our truce, were gone now. 

Her eyes were red-rimmed, her un-lipsticked mouth set. But she did everything with a fierce, almost violent determination. 

I made up my mind, even if it was a stupid idea. Locke or another vampire could break into Cimmerian if they wanted to again. There might be no way out this time. No second chances.

“I can get you down to Waverly,” I said, my voice no louder than a whisper. Ivy was in the conservatory. 

Daphne smirked, but it was a cold, mirthless expression. “A few weeks ago I would’ve been jumping for joy, Darke. But I’ve got a new mission in life.” She pruned the datura bush with brutal efficiency. “It’s a game called ‘make Mallory Gilt’s life a living hell until she kills me or I kill her’.”

“Welcome to the club,” I murmured. 

We walked to dinner together, barely slowing this time when we crossed into the cafeteria. The first time we’d come back, it had taken us almost ten minutes of stalling to set foot in it. 

The blood was gone, the damage repaired by the manor’s magic, but when I looked at this room all I saw was blood, gore, and panic. Daphne sat with me and the Frosts now. The Cinders were clear on the other side of the cafeteria, huddled together.

It was so hard to bring myself to eat. I couldn’t stop glancing at the boarded-over windows. 

I would’ve died of happiness to see Locke alive and well out there. 

“Mind if I join you?” a deep male voice asked. 

All four pairs of eyes snapped up at once, snarls readying themselves in Shane and Roman’s throats. 

I realized I’d forgotten one of our number, one who was unaccounted for most of the time, existing in a half-state thanks to Gilt. 

Beckwith Tatter smiled, but he had eyes only for Daphne. 

Amber eyes, with slit pupils. 

He seemed to have been subtly perfected, his skin glowing and almost glass-like, features chiseled. Standing up, he was at least six feet tall, corded with lean muscle. 

While everyone else had been screaming, Tatter had been bitten. Even without drinking a sire’s blood, Cadogan must have injected enough venom to force the virus into him anyways. 

And he was sane. 

“What the fuck happened to you?” Daphne asked, her mouth slack. 

Tatter looked down at himself and back up at her. “Well… I think I’m a vampire.”

“No shit, Sherlock!” Roman snapped. “How? You’ve been catatonic for over a year!”

Tatter shook his head, brow creased, and sat next to Daphne with the sort of fluid grace only a vampire could achieve. “I don’t remember any of that,” he said, eyeing her as he settled down. “I remember you, Daphne Vega. You called me Spec-with Splatter, dropped my lunch in my lap, and stole my glasses.” 

Daphne scooted over, putting a solid foot of space between herself and the fresh fledgling. “There’s other vamps here,” she said. “You should be blood-crazed right now.” Now that her shock was fading, fear was flooding to the surface. 

But Tatter surveyed all of us with calm curiosity, with no hint of turning into a dazed, ravenous creature. “I don’t feel crazed.”

We all looked back at him with a mixture of fascination, trepidation, and outright shock. “Maybe the catatonia shielded his mind during the turn,” I suggested. What the hell would Locke make of him? 

A familiar figure appeared in the doorway across the cafeteria, her dark eyes boring into me. Ivy lifted a hand and crooked a finger, then walked out of sight. 

My stomach dropped somewhere near my feet, but I got up, touching Shane’s shoulder lightly. “I’ll be right back,” I said. The mystery of Tatter would have to wait for a little bit.

Shane and Roman were both focused on the vampire. “We didn’t even see you get bitten.”

“Because… I was catatonic? I’m not sure if I was supposed to feel myself turning, but I woke up like this…”

I followed Ivy into the North Entrance, schooling the shock out of my features. If she didn’t know Tatter was a sane vampire, all the better.

“Our covenmistress has a task for us,” she said, looking me up and down. Her hatred was palpable just being this close to her. “You’ve enjoyed all the benefits of becoming a Gilt so far. Now you get to see the hardships.”

Benefits? Did this bitch seriously think that the interest of Gilt’s eight-times-great mummy of a grandfather was a benefit?

She pushed through the doors. We stepped out into a balmy night, the sky still just tinted pink from sunset, stars already peeking out behind the thin clouds. 

Locke was somewhere out here. My breath caught in my throat.

“I hope you’re happy.” Ivy’s voice was taut as a wire, the line of her shoulders drawn up. “You’ve gotten everything you wanted now.” 

“What should I be happy about? You forced me to become one of you.” My sharp nails dug into my palms when I clenched my fists. The wildfire stirred, awakened by my irritation. “I was perfectly fine with being a Darke.”

A strange sort of smile stretched across her face. I only saw her profile as she hurried to the conservatory just ahead of me. What did Gilt want us to do now? I wasn’t going near the walls or hedges after dark. I didn’t trust my family name to protect me from the creatures hidden in them, and I’d never taken the periapt out of my arm.

 “You got the family name and stole the one warlock who was worth an inheritance. I underestimated you, Lucrezia. I thought you were a silly little girl, playing games too big for her to understand, but I was wrong. I admit that.”

The conservatory was lit with the afterhours lamps, lending the faintest tinge of light to see by. Ivy unlocked the glass door. It rattled under her touch. 

I’d never wanted to play her games. The only thing I wanted was to live my own life. “It wasn’t a game to me, Ivy.”

“No,” she said, striding in. I followed her, my heels clacking on the rough wooden floors. “It wasn’t. The stakes have always been real and tangible.”

Ivy picked something out of the corner, a long, thin piece of wood she tossed to me. 

I caught the practice sword automatically, my trained muscles responding precisely as she’d mean for me to. 

Understanding washed over me in a cold flood. 

“You took everything from me, including the one person who could’ve changed my life,” she said quietly. Her own sword wasn’t a fake. The polished wood gleamed with spells, polished with care, the spirals of silver catching the light. The spell-hardened wood could slice through my body like so much butter. “One person who’s made their unrelenting devotion to you quite clear. I’m not sure why he’d feel that way at all- you have the animals. You dirtied your hands when you stooped to fucking a therianthrope. Nothing about you is worthy of the Steelblood name.”

I held the practice sword on guard. Ivy was too wily for me to turn my back on her. 

But I’d beaten her once. I could do it again. 

“When you’re dead, Dom will understand the consequences of a warlock breaking his word.” She ran the pad of her forefinger along the dull edge of the rowan blade. “And as for you, Lucrezia… your flaw was never naïveté. It was hubris.” 

“You’re one to talk,” I said. My mates’ emotions emanated through the half-moons on my shoulders, confusion and alarm. They’d find me soon enough. All I had to do was outlast her. 

Ivy raised her sword, her face perfectly blank, the lines of her body betraying nothing. “No,” she said. “I learned my lesson about trust. No one is coming for you.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, I felt the twins’ emotions explode into something else: shock, rage… pain. “What did you do?” My chest felt like a giant hand had clamped around me

Ivy only shook her head a fraction and lunged for me. 

The sharp rowan sword split the air between us. I jumped aside and stumbled as something caught my ankle. 

Barbed vines had grown through the planks while my attention had been on my coven-sister, wrapping around the ankles of my boots and holding me fast. They crept upwards like plants growing in fast-motion, the sting of tiny thorns biting into my calves.

Thirty seconds of inattention, and I was screwed. She’d been sending her magic out the entire time. 

I ripped my feet upwards and the torn vines curled on the boards like worms. Now that she was no longer pretending to teach me, she was fast as hell, raising another round of twisting vines to grab at my ankles and slicing towards me with the sword. 

The blade caught the edge of my sleeve, cutting right through it like paper. The Razor’s Edge cantrip was no joke.

Something tugged at my hair. I let out a small shriek as vines reached down from the ceiling, trying to tangle themselves in the roots of my hair, and whipped the practice sword overhead to cut through them. 

They were eating the building. 

If I let my wildfire loose now, we might both die, trapped in the burning structure. 

But cold, vicious look in her eyes told me everything I needed to know. One of us was dying tonight anyways. 

I reached for the embers of wildfire, hoping I could stop her before the flames burned my only weapon to useless ash. 

My mates were furious, both of them yearning towards me. A steady drumbeat of desperation began pounding in the back of my head: survive. Kill her. Survive.

Ivy’s blank expression had given way to a grim little smile. She turned on me with a series of vicious chops, hacking and slicing as I stumbled backwards and ran into the wall. Squirming tendrils of plant reached out for me, pushing through the groaning boards. 

It felt like a thousand tiny worms brushing against my skin. A visceral, nauseating disgust churned my stomach as I threw myself to the side, narrowly avoiding a downward thrust from Ivy’s blade.

The twins’ emotions were a jumble of anger and hate, twisting into my own shock and fear until I couldn’t tell where my emotions ended and theirs began. 

All I knew was that no matter what I told myself, I was going to die here. I was no match for the years of skill she’d built up.

“I expected a little more fight from you, coven-sister.” Ivy’s arch tone cut through the heartbeat pounding in my ears as she stepped over the crushed remains of a potting table. The individual vines were twining together into thick ropes that grew from floor to ceiling, destroying everything in their path as they conjoined. 

It felt like standing in the heart of a green creature, pulsing with malevolence.

I pushed my wildfire into the practice blade, careful not to let too much through. If those vines had woven the door shut, I’d be just as susceptible to smoke inhalation and structure damage as she was. 

She gazed at the embers crackling through the wooden stick. My stomach lurched. That’s all this was, a wooden toothpick against an enemy with a spelled sword-

“I tried to teach you, but you didn’t want to listen.” A vine tripped me up and I moved backwards, regaining my footing. Ivy slashed at me, scoring another thin line across the chest of my shirt. The fabric parted like smoke, a thin line of pain zipping through me. 

I hissed through my teeth and she kicked out, burying a foot in my stomach. I retched and stumbled as the shock of the impact blasted through me.

The emotions on the other end of my mate-bonds grew darker, seething red with vengeful rage.

“Maybe you should’ve listened a little better in class,” she suggested. “Hubris. Dominic wasn’t the only one with something to teach you.”

I slashed at her with my sword, growing sloppy with my burgeoning panic, but she drew back and it passed through the air harmlessly, burying itself in the wall. 

Flames licked over the dry wood, and half the blade crumbled away into nothing. 

She cut again, almost lazily, taking off another four inches of my sword’s pathetic blade. A second kick hit my thigh and I dropped like a rock. Her vines pushed through the floor, snaking around my knee and holding me in place.

Ivy rained blows down on me, backhanding my face with a sharp crack, stomping on my calf. Pain was everywhere. She didn’t just want to kill me- she wanted me to feel agony before I died.

Something cracked in my left hand and I screamed. The last of the sword I gripped fell away in a puff of white ash.

I wasn’t dying like this. Not at Ivy’s hands.

I needed the wildfire, even if it burned me too. Luckily, Daphne had taught me one of her tricks. I could learn from my enemies.

I took a deep breath, the fresh air mixing with the red-hot coals in my lungs, and blew a torrent of blazing fire at Ivy. 

She threw herself aside, the acrid scent of scorched hair hitting my nose, but the wildfire mushroomed upwards and ate into the ceiling. Flames boiled overhead, superheating the air in seconds.

The vines around my legs wriggled away from me. Pearls of sweat beaded Ivy’s forehead. Her mascara was running with it, making her look almost grotesque for once. 

I climbed to my feet, every muscle in my body weak and leaden, my hand swollen, but there was no way I was going down on my knees again for Ivy. 

But where the fuck were her plants going?

The conservatory groaned, the walls shifting and creaking around us. Ivy slid her rowan sword into its sheath, slammed it home, and raised both hands. Her fingers contorted in ways I’d never seen a witch do before, bending into unnatural shapes. 

Something slammed into the roof and it buckled overhead. 

Ivy smiled and I dashed for freedom, stumbling over the buckling floor.

The vines had pulled back from the door. I spilled out onto the lawn, heaving for breath as I dashed from the conservatory. 

I made the mistake of looking back over my shoulder. The conservatory was sagging, scorched with wildfire and covered in vines like a half-organic, half-manmade monstrosity, but that wasn’t what disturbed me. 

Ivy walked out of the building just before it collapsed, raising her bent hands overhead. A sinister rustling filled the air, the earth groaning under us. 

“What are you doing?” I shouted. I didn’t have anything more coherent than that.

A titanic shape loomed in the darkness overhead, growing, evolving. My mouth fell open as I looked up… and up… and up.

The rose garden was gone, leaving nothing but patches of dark, furrowed earth behind. The thing Ivy had made was almost forty feet tall, a sinuous, winding creature of burrowing vines and grasping brambles. 

Roses bloomed over its surface like a cloak, beginning with the small white tea roses crowning its head and descending into a cape of bloody red roses down its amorphous back. 

I might’ve thought it was beautiful, if it didn’t raise an appendage made of woven vines and punch right through the conservatory, collapsing the remainder of the structure. Wood screeched and glass broke in a chaotic harmony.

My stomach surged as the creature’s ever-twisting vines roiled side to reveal something: a mummified body. The shock of white hair was still visible. 

The thing held Professor White’s corpse trapped in its depths. 

Ivy saw the look on my face. “Oh, him,” she said. The vines churned and the professor vanished again. “Another schemer, clinging to my coven’s greatness.”

The only thing he’d schemed was to secure Holly’s freedom in Whitefawn. My lip curled back over my teeth as the bramble-golem flattened what was left of White’s beloved conservatory with a massive crunch.

When that was gone, it focused on me. The thing didn’t have eyes, but I felt its cold, malicious regard anyways, the sense that it wanted to sweep over me in a tidal wave of thorns.

It was chilling. I felt like an ant facing a monster, without so much as a sword. 

A wash of yellow roses bloomed over its chest as it crawled forward, wood and metal screeching as it moved over the conservatory’s remains and pummeled it into the ground. The vines slithered along the ground, aiming for my feet. 

I turned and ran. 

A strange sort of clarity pushed through the fog of sheer panic and the storm of emotions coming through the mating bites. 

Ivy was a strong greenwitch, but her wellspring of magic would run out at some point- keeping the green-golem alive would suck her dry. In contrast, my wildfire was a force of nature. I could explode into flames all day and never run out. The only question was how much I could withstand. 

It would have to be enough to burn this golem to the ground first. 

Sharp pains shot through my legs as I limped, and my hand flared every time I took a wrong step. My ring finger was canted at an awkward angle, definitely broken and starting to purple. My chances grew a little slimmer with every minute that I didn’t strike back with everything I had.

I pulled the wildfire to the surface, stumbling over a deep furrow in the lawn where a hedge had been only minutes ago.

The embers raced through my veins, lighting me up with incandescent joy. I coughed out a rough breath and sparks flew from my mouth. 

Now we were talking. I dashed over the white gravel where I’d chased Roman, streaming fire as he goaded me for letting Ivy get the upper hand. Right now was the perfect time to take his advice: swing at her like I knew I was going to take her head off. 

The wildfire seemed almost tentative by how explosively I wanted it to flare, used to being shoved in a box in the corner of my mind. I coaxed it forward, my skin flushing as the heat ran through me. Come on, let go and burn everything.

The flames ripped through me and spilled out of every pore, licking the grass and blackening it under a shimmering heat wave. I limped to a halt and turned to face the brambly green-golem. 

The behemoth moved slowly, churning up a wave of destruction under its thousand creeping vines, tearing a wide swath across Cimmerian’s lawn. The colorful wave of roses had bloomed and withered. Clumps of jasmine and honeysuckle were blooming now, the sweetness of the scent belying the creature’s cold malice. 

I raised my hands, pushing the embers of wildfire towards my fingertips. With the heat of the wildfire flowing through me, I barely noticed the sharp pain of my broken finger, or the dull ache of the bruises spreading across my body. It consumed everything until I was fire.

The flames happily cascaded over the lawn, eating away at the golem’s creeping feet. The monster paused in its unstoppable forward push, sending vines to the sides like it wanted to surround me. 

I was vaguely aware of Ivy at its side, carried along by a ripple of vines. She moved her hands with precise movements, her face screwed up in concentration as she directed the thing on how best to kill me. 

I would kill her first, if I got the chance. This time I didn’t bother with embers or sparks. I dropped to my knees, grabbing two handfuls of searching roots and pushing my wildfire into them. 

Flames rushed over the creature’s lower half and it retreated, but a hundred more vines and roots just seemed to take its place. I needed to get higher and destroy its heart. 

Another wave of wildfire rushed out of me, incinerating vines into pure ash as it crawled towards the golem’s center. The massive being retreated several feet, its vines trying to pull away as they died. 

“No, Lucrezia.” Ivy raised another wave of plants to push through the layer of ash. “This is my greatest work; you’re not going to ruin it that easily.”

I pushed a desperate rush of wildfire over the vines, sizzling them just a little higher. But it was so fucking huge, towering almost over Cimmerian now, seemingly torn between the desire to retreat and the need to obey Ivy.

A flash of red caught my eye near the North Entrance. Daphne rushed outside and stopped in her tracks, her mouth hanging open as she took in the destruction of the garden and the enormous golem towering overhead. 

“Daphne!” I screamed. Embers floated out on the air with my breath, and my throat felt scorched. How much wildfire could I channel before I burned up, too? “Bring your witchwind!”

Thank all the old gods Daphne was quick. She sprinted the gravel path, jumping ditches as the breeze picked up around us, and skidded to a halt as close as she could get without my fire touching her. 

A wind whipped overhead and witchblades punched through the golem, but they left insignificant holes in its body. Ivy looked painfully smug as new vines wove through them. “That’s not going to work-”

“Pick up my wildfire,” I gasped. I raised my hands, sending the flames surging into the sky. 

Daphne spun up a fierce, screaming wind, sending the witchblades flying through the wall of flame. 

They caught fire as they passed through, and this time the holes in the golem’s body began smoldering at the edges, bursting into flame and eating their way through its heart. The massive creature let out a hissing noise that sounded like a thunderstorm about to break loose, but the wildfire was finally nestled in its core, eating its internal structure away into ash.

I saw the body of Professor White amid the churning, thrashing vines, consumed by the fire within seconds. All that was left was a blackened, crumbling skeleton. 

I released the wildfire and smoke drifted off my skin as the golem entered its death-throes. “That was so fucking cool,” Daphne said, reaching out to help me up. She stopped a foot away from me. “You’re about ten thousand degrees right now, Darke, sorry.”

My skin was still lambent from the fire, bones showing through my skin like an X-ray. My broken finger was snapped clean in half at the first knuckle. “Where’re the Frosts?”

“Carmen’s filled half the building with carnivorous plants. They cleared a path for me to get through, but they’re still trying to get to her. She jumped us as soon as you left with Ivy.”

Of course the little suck-up had been there to help Ivy out. I looked up at my coven-sister, but got an unpleasant shock instead. She’d abandoned her green-golem to suffer alone in its death throes, and a low groan trembled through the air as she beckoned to one of the trees at the edge of the forest. 

Pale roots ripped out of the ground, slamming into the earth as the tree yanked itself from its moorings and walked forward on thick, worm-white taproots. The branches rustled in protest.

“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” I muttered. The last thing I wanted was to set fire to the entire forest. This place was going to be ours. I didn’t want to see it destroyed.

Daphne dropped to a crouch, as close as she could get. “Gilt’s coming!” she hissed, and for once, hope flared in my chest when I heard that name. 

“Hide in the forest,” I hissed, jerking my head towards the trees. “Get everyone out of Cimmerian and into the woods. The twins will help you.”

“What about Carmen?” Daphne’s eyes flicked over my shoulder. 

“Do what you need to do.” 

The Flora greenwitch had thrown her lot in with Ivy. Everyone else needed to get to safety. 

My only concern was for the immediate future and how much wildfire I could channel through myself. Now that Ivy had made a bid to kill me, we weren’t just going to Gilt’s office to hash this out. 

We were going below, to the patriarch. 

“Go now.” I stood up on shaky legs, cradling my injured hand to my chest. “While she’s stopping Ivy.”

The Headmistress barely cast a glance my way as she rounded on Ivy. Gilt raised a hand, clenched her fist, and the tree stopped dead in its tracks and fell to the side, crashing on the lawn. 

Daphne ran silently into the forest, and I stepped through the carpet of ash and withered vines to take my place at the Headmistress’s side. 


Chapter 13

Lu

 

“Ivy. Grandfather will be extremely disappointed in your conduct.”

Even though I knew I’d reached the end of the line, my stomach still sank at those words.

I’d wanted to go with my men to face Albrecht, but instead I’d be going alongside my hated family. In a way, I felt peaceful with it: they wouldn’t suffer at Albrecht’s hands.

I closed my eyes, reaching out for my familiar’s mind as Gilt chastised Ivy with cold, hard words. The cat wasn’t in my room. A spark of panic flew through me before I found him clinging to Dominic’s shoulder with tooth and claw. 

I slipped into my familiar’s head and watched what he saw from a Dom’s-eye perspective. The cat turned his head at my direction, taking in the jungle of choking plants that filled the North Entrance and half the cafeteria. 

Dominic was looking for a way through to the twins: both were caught in a net of tangling, thorny vines, raging towards Carmen. My heart ached when I saw the blood pooling beneath them, the raw fury in Shane’s eyes.

Dom had found the twins. But now I needed him to know we were going below, and my familiar wasn’t experienced enough for me to use his body language to signal. 

There was every chance I might not be coming back up this time. Did I want them working their way through the darkness to the Cage, where Albrecht could feed them into the Vita Machina?

No. I’d rather die alone in the consuming wildfire I’d unleash than let them die there, too. Do whatever you can to stop them, Demonseed. 

The cat immediately climbed to the top of Dom’s head and dug in with his claws. The professor swore colorfully, tugging the kitten away. It was a meager hope, but it was the only one I had.

I left his mind and returned to myself to find Ivy kneeling in front of Gilt, tears streaming over her cheeks. “She’s not one of us!”

“That’s not for us to decide.” Gilt sounded almost gentle, but the steel was still under the maternal warmth in her voice. “Grandfather has lived for two hundred years, and he hasn’t wronged us yet. You have so little faith in our patriarch, Ivy. All you can do is throw yourself on his mercy now.”

She beckoned Ivy to her feet and turned on her heel. We followed her obediently through the ruined rose garden, and an enormous white plate of stone set in the ground caught my eye. Dirt was thrown over it in heaps, but the faintly sparkling runes carved in it made its provenance clear: it was the waystone Roman had found.

My hands were shaking with anticipation. I clenched my unbroken fist at my side. Soon, I’d turn Albrecht into so much charred debris, too.

We went into the school through the East Entrance, the glittering foyer of marble and crystal chandeliers, and Gilt opened the black door leading to Locke. Ivy went first, twitching with me on her heels and letting out a sniffle every so often, and I held back my own sounds of pain as every bruise on my body seemed to throb. 

I needed to stay strong and keep a clear head. As soon as I was within arm’s reach of Albrecht, I’d incinerate everyone with everything I had left.

It was the only way to stop him for good. Even though a small part of me screamed that I was going to die, that I’d never see the ones I loved again, it’d be worth it to know they could never be hurt by the Cage.

We reached his tunnel, and Gilt stepped over his abandoned chains without comment. She led us right past the exit leading to Moira’s Forest, and the tunnel eventually smoothed out, paved with neat gray stones that gave it an almost dungeon-like feel. 

There were deep scratches gouged into the stone, ending at the edges of a black iron door. Gilt rapped on it several times, forming a monotone musical pattern, and the door creaked open. 

When I passed her, her hand shot out and grabbed me. “What are you doing-?”

 I barely had time to struggle before she shoved another slimy magic-binding charm between my open teeth, where it dissolved almost instantly.

 I glared at her as panic ate at the edges of my thoughts, sorting through every possibility that called for me to rely on nothing but myself to get out alive. I hadn’t counted on being without wildfire for my second descent- did Albrecht not trust me enough? Even after I’d proven myself to Gilt?

Gilt silently gestured for me to walk. Of course he didn’t. He may be grandiose and bloated with his own narcissism, but he wasn’t stupid. Unfortunately. 

I drank in every detail as we ventured into the abyss. 

“Grandfather wanted you awake and aware for the journey down,” Gilt said, raising her chin. “The additions to Cimmerian were his pride and joy.” Even though Gilt led us easily through the guardians and curse-warded doors, it took us nearly an hour to descend.

By the time we reached Grandfather’s cave, where the Vita Machina towered overhead, tears were openly pouring down my cheeks. I hoped they wouldn’t come for me. I hoped they’d leave me to this on my own. 

They wouldn’t make it through that gauntlet alive. There was no possible way.

Grandfather was waiting in his wheelchair, the three albino-pale Gilt witches surrounding him. This time, there was no bonfire, and the shadows were a heavy weight pressing down on us. Patricia Gilt held up an old-fashioned oil lamp that barely cast a light over the gathering. 

“Lucrezia, my dear.” Grandfather’s voice was stronger, younger. He sounded almost masculine now instead of like dry twigs snapping. The difference was terrifying on a primal level; I didn’t want to see what he was hiding under his hood. “I wanted to meet again under different circumstances, but Mallory tells me there’s been trouble overhead?”

That was one way of putting it. 

“We can thank Ivy for that.” Gilt sounded like she’d bitten into a lemon. Six bulging, pale blue eyes landed on Ivy, and she shivered under the witches’ stares. 

As much as I hated her in that moment, I still pitied her. Here in the depths, with only a tiny puddle of light to hover around, it was all too easy to picture that grub-pale trio descending on her in a swarm and eating her alive. 

I held back a shiver of my own and resisted the urge to wrap my arms around myself. I couldn’t see Grandfather’s eyes under his hood, but the weight of his stare was heavy on me all the same. 

“I suppose that’s my fault for letting an outsider in. We’ve learned what trouble outsiders cause, haven’t we, girls?” His hood turned towards Ivy as the Weird Sisters chittered like bats. “Your father might’ve been born to us, but no self-respecting Gilt would raise their child outside the coven and let them take another’s name. You were never truly a Gilt, Ivy Bloom, only a cuckoo in the nest.”

Grandfather stood in a single lithe motion, his robes falling from his lap to brush the floor. A heavy brick of fear dropped into my stomach. If he could move so easily, he must’ve fed...

Ivy swallowed hard, her throat working as she wrung her hands. “Grandfather, please… I didn’t choose to be raised outside the coven. I’ve always been loyal to Giltglass.”

He shook his head. “Nonetheless. You raised a hand to my newest coven-daughter and drew her blood. You know the price.” 

“She’s as much of an outsider as I am!”

Patricia raised a hand to her mouth in a strange mockery of shock, like she’d only seen the gesture performed in movies. Grandfather was silent for almost a full minute, simply surveying Ivy until she was all but quailing in front of him. 

“Lucrezia has proven herself to be more a Gilt than you ever were. Cunning, ruthless… unstoppable. Even against you, and I’ve heard much about your prowess from Mallory.” Goosebumps crept over my entire body. How much did he know about me? “You are a petulant child, Ivy. Your goals are small-minded and narrow, and you didn’t succeed at a single one. I and my coven reject you, and you are hereby banished from all further contact with this family.”

“Aunt Mal, please don’t let him do this. Please.” Ivy stared at her aunt in desperation, white circles of shock surrounding her eyes, but Gilt didn’t so much as glance at her. Ivy was almost hyperventilating when she turned to me, but a hard hand on my arm almost made me jump out of my skin. 

Eleanor looked up at me and shook her head no in warning. The bright red fuzz on top of her head bounced comically. 

No, what? Not to defend Ivy in front of Grandfather? Would he turn his rage on me, too?

“Do I get safe passage to the surface, Grandfather? Or is this a death sentence?” she asked, her voice hardening when she realized there was no help coming from anyone here. I hadn’t thought I’d find it in myself to feel bad for Ivy after she’d railroaded Dom into her bullshit engagement and tried to kill me, but she’d never make it up to the surface alive. Not through that labyrinth of horrors.

Even without seeing his face, I could hear the malicious smile in Grandfather’s voice. “Try to provide for yourself for once, Ivy.”

I shivered, and Eleanor wrapped her arm around me in a weirdly sisterly gesture. It might’ve been kinder for Grandfather to just kill Ivy right here instead of forcing her to try to make it past those guardians alone. 

Ivy stood frozen, her fists balled at her sides, breath shallow and fast. “Fine. Fuck you all. I hope you burn, Albrecht.”

Before she turned back to the door leading to the surface, she gave me a sneer, letting every last ounce of hate she’d ever felt for me shine through. “Good luck, coven-sister. I can’t imagine any of them will want you when he’s done with you.”

Nausea surged into my throat at her words before she strode away, squaring her shoulders for the fruitless journey to freedom. She could have the last word this time. She’d never get another.

Unfortunately for me, if Albrecht had done what I suspected, I might not make it out of here with my sanity intact.

When Ivy had disappeared, we were left in a lingering silence until Gilt broke it. “Would you like me to prepare her, Grandfather? I take responsibility for the damage done to her. Ivy’s deception went further than I knew.”

Eleanor’s arm tightened around my waist, and I jerked when Annabelle appeared at my other side. Were they preparing me to become Albrecht’s next doomed bride? His next meal?

I fervently wished Josephine’s ghost would appear, one friendly face amidst the insanity, but I was left alone with my horrible adoptive family. 

One of Grandfather’s hands slid out of his robes to adjust the fabric around his face. His fingers were no longer withered twigs, but a broad, rough manly hand, long-fingered and pale from lack of sun. 

My breath caught in my throat. When the vampires had broken in, the Helping Hands had taken six students. Was that enough for the Vita Machina to restore Albrecht’s appearance entirely?

But if it was, why was he still wearing his hood?

“Bring her to my quarters, Mallory. I wish to speak with her alone.”

No, no, no, no, no.

Only the slightest hitch in his stride as he swooped into the darkness gave away that he still wasn’t entirely whole. 

My covenmistress, Eleanor, and Annabelle herded me after him. My skin felt numb and tingly as I followed the bobbing lantern Patricia held. I stumbled over broken stones and other, longer objects that were far too brittle and organic to be anything other than bones. 

The distant wall of the cavern had been lined with bricks, and they shoved me through a wooden door after Grandfather. I steeled myself for some sort of chamber of horrors, but the room beyond was almost shockingly normal. 

It looked like an ordinary bedroom, albeit one with windowless stone walls. A large canopy bed draped with red velvet took up most of the room, and an old-fashioned dresser had several drawers askew, the mirror left uncovered and caked with dirt. A single guttering oil lamp struggled to illuminate the room. 

I held back a scream when I saw what was in the corner: an old velvet settee with a dry, crumbling corpse draped over it. The white lab-coat he wore was faded and riddled with moth-eaten holes, but a gold pin was still legible over the chest, reading Dr. Temple. 

“Ah, yes, my old friend,” Albrecht said, following my gaze. I’d stuffed my fingers against my mouth to hold in my scream. “A smart man, if not quite up to par with myself. I gave that lunatic Elijah to him, but the vampire trials didn’t yield results anywhere near comparable to my Vita Machina. Sometimes we have long talks, just like the old days, but old Temple’s not quite the conversationalist he used to be.” 

Standing upright, Albrecht towered over me, a specter made of cobwebs and dust. I felt his gaze on me again, hungry and searching. 

He was fucking crazy. He sat down here in the dark, talking to a corpse?

“You murdered his sister,” I said, my throat dry. If I was going to die or go insane, I’d be fucked if I didn’t go out arguing. It was the last thing I had left. “You destroyed his home and everything his family stood for. He wasn’t a lunatic. He was furious.”

Albrecht took a step closer and it took everything I had not to step back. He’d just pounce sooner if he knew how afraid I was. 

“Josephine was only ever a means to an end, beautiful though she was. I needed Lockheart, and her magic-binder blood was worth far more to me on the cornerstone. There were some drawbacks, of course. None of my offspring were ever able to take full control of the wards. But it was enough to keep Lockheart itself from pushing us out.”

That’s why the mansion had been screaming for help. Josephine had been murdered solely because her blood would’ve shut down the mansion’s natural defenses. The Vita Machina was like a parasite living near its heart, and the bound cornerstone wouldn’t have been able to push it out, like a splinter through skin, to destroy it.

I could only watch with sick helplessness as Albrecht’s hands appeared again, reaching up for his hood. His other hand was whole, but thinner and more wasted. 

The hood slid back over thick auburn hair, revealing a face that would’ve been handsome if I hadn’t known what evil lay behind it- and if he was complete. 

When Albrecht turned, he showed that the shadow-hidden half of his face was still desiccated, cracked skin, pulling at the corners of his right eye and mouth. “I miss the days of the asylum,” he said wistfully, touching his shriveled right ear. “It was a never-ending feast. We need to be much more careful in rationing out students.”

I nearly threw up right then and there. He talked about us like we were livestock. 

“So, you get to live forever as long as you’re feeding on others.” My voice came out in a shaky rasp. “Why do you need me?” 

It probably wasn’t a good idea to taunt my captor, but the man behind the Vita Machina, a thousand deaths, the vampire trials, and Josephine’s murder was standing in front of me. He was only standing because Cadogan Brand, Clarimond Jewel, Lissa Clay, Petra and Garth Moon, and David Jasper had all recently fed him through the Cage. They weren’t just dead, but completely consumed, their spirits churned through the Cage to infuse Albrecht with stolen life. 

Albrecht smiled, and I remembered the look on his face in Locke’s dream. It’d been impossible to tell what the man was or would become while he danced with Josephine at their wedding. Had he been plotting her murder and the betrayal of her brother even then?

I was sure that he had. He was consumed by the idea of immortality.

 “I want your wildfire, Lucrezia. True forces of nature have become very rare over the centuries. The recessive genes for wildfire, tempests, tides, and stonehearts have all but died out, and now their value is unprecedented. You alone could walk down here and burn everything I hold dear to ash- why do you believe I had my sweet Mallory charm you? Witchfire burns, but wildfire consumes.”

I gave him a mutinous glare, but he reached out and touched my lips, silencing words that weren’t there. “Giltglass is slowly failing, our gene pool corroded and warped, but you will bear the next generation. When you’ve borne at least one child with your dominant genes, you’ll be permitted to go without the magic-binding charm. I’ll trust you then.”

I stared up at him. I’d known deep down that I was just a shell for him to use all along. Over the years, they’d sifted through the inmates of the asylum, and later the students, until they’d come across a force of nature given away by a covenmistress too foolish to realize what she had. 

I could’ve been stonehearted, or had tides or tempests instead of wildfire, but any force would’ve suited Albrecht just fine. All he cared about was the genes that made me this way. 

The genes that would strengthen the next generation of Giltglass. Just thinking about it made me ill.

“What would you do with the children who didn’t have my wildfire?” I tried to make myself sound considering instead of terrified, but my mouth was dry as dust. I needed to know: just how depraved was he? 

I also wanted to buy time, sorting through plan after impossible plan in my panicked mind and coming up with nothing except waiting out the magic-binding charm.

By the time it wore off long enough for me to strike, it might be too late for me.

“They would become part of the Vita Machina, of course,” he said, a faint frown creasing his brow. 

Not a hint of regret or disquiet touched his features when he spoke of consuming his own children’s souls. I wouldn’t mind watching him burn alive, not one bit. Rage rose up under the stomach-turning fear and I spoke without thinking.

“I’d rather die than have your children.” 

Albrecht cupped my cheek. “Lucrezia, don’t be difficult. I’m offering you the chance to become part of the greatest invention known to witchkind- immortality without the vampirum virus. It’s completely unprecedented.”

“You’re talking about murdering children. Feeding on them.” My skin crawled beneath his touch. 

“What can I say to persuade you to do this willingly, Lucrezia?” His breath smelled like a charnel house, all rotting meat and blood. Bile flooded the back of my throat. “You get to live in the lap of luxury and become part of a legacy, and all you have to do is bear little wildfire-possessed babies and replenish our coven. It would be an easy life for you.”

It was clear he hadn’t set foot in the modern world since the 1700s. 

“I’m not going to help you murder anyone else.” I wanted to inject bravado into my words, but I was terrified. Ivy had worn me down and battered me to shreds. My broken hand was sending shooting pains through my arm, and I had no idea when Gilt’s magic-binding charm would wear off. Pissing off Albrecht now was the height of stupidity. 

But I wasn’t going along with him, either. Temple’s empty eye sockets seemed to glare at me accusingly from across the room as Albrecht sighed, sending hot, blood-scented breath over my face. 

“I would prefer for my new bride to cooperate, but I am willing to resort to more forceful measures.” Albrecht’s melodious voice had become tense. 

“I’m not your bride, I’m not having your children, and I don’t give a flying fuck about the future of this coven. You might as well toss me in the Cage now.” I glared at him with bated breath. Would he do it? Or was my wildfire worth too much to him?

Either way, I had the sinking feeling I was never going to see the sun again. 

I hoped with all my heart that Dom had gotten the twins and Demonseed out to find Locke.

Albrecht’s smile grew strained. I wondered if he’d ever been told no once in the two hundred years he’d been alive, much less in such a rude way. “You might meet the Cage yet, Lucrezia. Eleanor!” He slammed his fist against the wooden door, and it swung open immediately. “Take her to the Hole. We’ll see how long you last in there, bride. My offer stands when you’re ready to come out.”

Holly’s illustrations flashed into my mind, a charcoal picture of me screaming, surrounded by fanged mouths. 

The trio took hold of my arms and dragged me bodily out of Albrecht’s room into the darkness, towards the grim future Holly had drawn for me. 


Chapter 14

 Roman

 

“Bambi’s not back yet.” 

Shane’s voice was tight with sudden strain. I couldn’t tear my eyes off the newly-turned vampire in front of me. 

We hadn’t known Beckwith Tatter very well before his catatonia- he’d been sent to the Hole his first week here after vandalizing the North Entrance, and had come back a drooling vegetable. I wasn’t even sure how the guy managed to get to all his classes.

It was supposed to be impossible for a vampire to maintain their sanity when they were around other vamps. Beck almost looked like a normal guy who’d just rolled out of bed, drawing everyone’s fascination. Almost was the operative word. Like all vampires, he’d been smoothed out and perfected, a dangerously attractive version of the lanky, vaguely forgettable guy he’d been before.

But thanks to Tatter’s unexpected transformation, we’d taken our attention off Lu for all of thirty seconds and she’d vanished, following Ivy Bloom towards the North Entrance. How stupid could we have been? 

“Who?” Tatter asked. Shane just glared at him, his incisors already sliding out and disfiguring the shape of his mouth. 

“Roman. Let’s go.” He exploded out of his clothes, becoming a massive, slavering wolf. Daphne shoved her plate back and stood up, still barely able to look at me. I felt a twinge of guilt for how shitty I’d been the last time I’d talked to her- hell, I could’ve at least tried to be nice when I cut her loose. 

Cimmerian shook underfoot as soon as I left my chair and a small cloud of dust sifted down from the ceiling. Shane snarled, leaping for the exit. 

“Get out of here, Daphne,” I snapped, and donned the wolfskin lying just under my human skin, feeling fabric shred and tear around me. 

The wolf’s feelings amplified my sudden anxiety and protectiveness a thousand times over, every inch of my skin bristling with the need to find Lu and surround her. 

I plunged into the dark hall of the North Entrance, only to immediately found myself caught in midair. Sharp pinpoints of pain flared to life all over me. My twin struggled just ahead of me, his jaws snapping at what looked like dark snakes pouring from the walls and ceiling. 

Lu’s scent was fading, hidden under the sharp smell of sap, but I felt her sudden shock and agony flare through me. 

I struggled against the ropes binding me and realized they were vines, with massive thorns digging deep into my flesh. The hot, coppery scent of blood mixed with the sap as we struggled.

Vicious, churning rage displaced my concern. I needed to get to Blondie. I’d kill the motherfucker who caused this-

“You’re not going anywhere, puppies,” a voice crooned. Carmen Flora stood in the doorway, directing the brambles to grow into a giant, living cage around us. The thorn’s lengthened, sending spikes of pain through my limbs. “Boss’s orders.”

I snarled, my ribcage reverberating. We’d been beyond stupid. With one simple move, Ivy Bloom had executed her plan to separate us from Lu. 

A howl ripped out of me, rattling the walls of Cimmerian. If Steele didn’t hear it, we were fucked. We needed back-up.

Shane was still struggling, but more vines just wrapped around him and held fast. Fighting them wasn’t going to help us, and Carmen could grow new vines as fast as we could bite through. 

But my icy witchwater could reach the smug bitch. 

I shifted back into my human skin, ignoring the blood painting my limbs and pooling beneath me. “What did Bloom promise you that was worth getting fucked up for, Flora?”

Our mother hadn’t raised us to hit girls, but as far as I was concerned, Carmen had painted the target on her chest all by herself. There was no girl who’d be immune to a punch from me or my brother if she got between us and Blondie.

She smirked, sending another handful of vines tangling into us. Shane let out a muffled sound of pain. “I’ll be the one doing the fucking up here, thanks.” 

A prickly vine coiled around my cock, squeezing just enough to make me wince. Hell fucking no. I wasn’t going to be castrated by a bunch of hyperactive houseplants.

I reached inside myself, past the slavering wolfskin and into the depths of my soul where an ocean of frosted water raged against me. With that glacial sea always pounding against my bones, I never felt external cold. Ice and snow were nothing to me.

This bitch would feel it, though. 

Ice slid through my veins and I clenched my fists, straining against the vines holding me in place. I aimed a whip of frosty water right at Carmen’s face, which she ducked just in time, but she missed the one that caught her across the stomach. 

I bit back a feral grin when I heard the satisfying slap of nearly-solid water against flesh. She shrieked, the vines slackening for just a second, but it was enough for Shane to wriggle halfway free, his jaws snapping. I directed another volley of icy darts at Carmen’s face.

She gathered the vines back towards herself, creating a living shield out of them, and someone slipped behind my back. Daphne- ducking vines and using what little clear space there was to head for the door. “Help her, Daphne!”

Carmen’s sneer was ugly, and everywhere I’d landed a blow with my witchwater was dark and frostbitten. She regained her composure quickly and vines snaked around our wrists and ankles.

For a girl with a massive wolf only feet from her, straining to take a bite out of her, she looked remarkably calm. It was entirely possible she didn’t realize how dangerous it was to come between a therianthrope and his mate. 

I wasn’t going to help her out by tipping her off. 

Ice glazed her cheeks when a rope of witchwater caught the side of her head. 

Thorns bit into my back and blood pattered against the floor. 

The vine around my cock squeezed a little harder and tugged, and I held back a grimace. Lu’s pain was worse now, thrumming through me like I felt it myself. I needed to get to her. It was getting harder to think clearly with her pain humming through me, saturating every fiber of my body with the blind urge to defend her. 

Carmen dodged a spear of witchwater, which slammed into the wall and left a neat hole in the plaster. She rose to her feet to grow more of her fucking plants and send them after us, but stopped dead. 

The tip of a rowan dagger touched the vein pulsing in her neck and the blood drained from her face. “Release them now, Miss Flora.” 

Demonseed was perched on Steele’s shoulder, his orange eyes wide as he took in the room full of coiling vines. Thin trails of blood were drying on Steele’s forehead.

The idiot girl actually listened to him. The vines loosened and we sagged a foot, just skimming the floor. 

Shane struggled free with a vicious howl and his fangs slammed shut. 

Carmen stumbled back into the wall, a thin scream tearing from her throat as she collapsed. Most of her leg was so much raw, ragged meat, taken off at the thigh. Her blood shone on Shane’s teeth. 

The vines instantly dropped like dead snakes, piling over the floor in limp masses.

“Something smells… delicious.” Beck strolled into the foyer, his pupils widening as he inhaled and zeroed in on Carmen.

Shane opened his mouth and Carmen’s severed leg hit the floor with a wet smack. 

I ripped the vine off my cock and threw it aside. “Come on. She’s got Lu.” 

Steele didn’t ask me to elaborate. Beck leaned over Carmen, lips close to her neck, and she stared up into his eyes as he whispered to her, maybe Compelling her out of pain before he fed. 

I honestly didn’t care one way or another if being drained to death hurt her. 

Lu’s anger and shock had faded, but her fear was still present, an omnipresent hum deep in my bones that made me feel like I was going to jitter right out of my skin. 

Shane loped ahead, leaving thick streaks of blood and saliva on the floor as he followed her trail. We stepped out into the night air. 

The rose garden was gone. The white gravel paths were scattered amid huge furrows and thick smoke hung over the grounds in a haze. It smelled like woodfire full of roses, and a massive pile of hedges, arranged in a vaguely anthropomorphic shape, was still crackling with internal embers. 

Shane started growling, a low, grating noise that my own throat wanted to mimic. The wolfskin was just beneath the surface, blending man and beast into one.

Daphne stumbled out of the darkness of the woods, hacking into her sleeve, her red hair streaked black with soot. “We took down the golem and Gilt took them both. Who the fuck is Grandfather? What’s going on?” 

Shane became a human again, surveying the remains of the green-golem. “Was she hurt?”

My hand ached with a phantom pain, which Daphne confirmed. “Yeah. Bloom fucked her up something fierce before she raised the golem, but she walked out fine. She’s not dying or anything...”

I knew my twin as well as I knew myself. The smooth, blank look on his face boded well for no one. 

My gentle, even-keeled brother had just ripped a girl’s leg off without a second thought. He was spiraling. 

“Shane. Keep it together.” 

He looked back at me, but for once there was nothing serene in his eyes. He was willing to rip through anyone and anything to get to Lu. 

The wolf part of me wanted to join him in the killing spree, wade through blood until we had her back. The human part knew we had to keep our heads on straight to find her. 

“She sent her familiar after me.” Steele touched Demonseed’s nose. I realized tiny claws were responsible for the blood on his face. “And if I know her at all, she doesn’t want us to follow.” 

“We’re going to follow her.” Shane’s voice was devoid of inflection. “I don’t give a fuck if she wants us to or not.”

“Obviously.” I cut through the growing tension between Shane and Steele. “How long ago did they take her, Daphne?”

She was jittering in place a little, fear and nerves getting the better of her. “Five minutes? Ten? I don’t know.” Her blue eyes were wide from the adrenaline rush. 

“Here’s what you’re going to do.” I took her hands, forcing her to look at me. Her gaze was a little unfocused. “Go find the Cinders and get out of here. Keep your distance from the mansion, okay?”

She nodded, her eyes cutting back to the pile of smoking brambles. “What’s going on, Roman?” 

I released her hands. “We’ll explain later. Just get out of here before things get… crazy.”

Crazy was a very loose word for it. Everyone felt it in the air around us, like an electric current that bound us all together and wouldn’t let go, filling our bones and minds. 

Tonight was the final night. Tomorrow, either Cimmerian would have a new covenmistress, or we’d all be dead. 

Steele led us past the conservatory, his eyes focused on the ground. Shane slipped back into his wolfskin, his nose twitching as he drank in scents, and I followed suit. 

The landscape was suddenly vivid with smells: the floral tang of Ivy Bloom’s perfume, overlaid with fear, Lu’s scent tinted with blood, pain, and bitter anger, and Gilt’s odd, dusty traces.

Steele somehow managed to follow this path without the benefit of a wolf’s nose. Who knew what tracking charms Wardens used?

Their trail led into the East Entrance, all the way to the black door Blondie used to use to visit Locke. 

One of the professors was stationed in front of it: Professor Gray. She wore a blouse patterned with raspberries, belying her hard expression and her arms crossed over her chest. “No one’s allowed to pass, Dom. Headmistress’s orders.”

He didn’t skip a beat.

“By order of the Tribunal, you’re under arrest for aiding and abetting kidnapping, murder, and necromancy, acts condemned under Articles Three, Five, and Nineteen of the Covenstead Sovereignty Pacts.” 

Gray’s mouth dropped open. “What-?”

Steele gripped her arm and spun her around, slapping a heavy pair of cuffs around her wrists over her protests. Magic-binding cuffs- Gray would be as helpless as a human with them on. 

“How dare you?” she raged, but Steele just shoved her aside carelessly. 

I shifted back as he went to work unravelling the locking-charms on the black door. “She can still run, can’t she?” 

He shook his head. Gray had slumped against the wall, her eyes rolling back in her head. “No. She’ll be unconscious until they come off.” 

“Is she actually under arrest?” 

Steele let out a sound that could be called a snort in a more casual kind of guy. “Not unless we make it back alive.”

He didn’t sound sure at all. Neither was I. 

All I knew was that Bambi’s terror was growing, thrumming deep inside me. She was below us. I shifted back into my wolfskin and breathed in deeply, sorting through the cacophony of smells. Her presence was all over the stairwell. 

Steele plucked the kitten from his shoulder and set him on Gray’s limp body. “The underside is no place for you,” he said, not ungently. 

Demonseed stared at me with betrayal as Steele shut the door behind us.

We surrounded him as we descended, and he snapped his fingers, conjuring several witchlights to life that floated around us and lit the way. 

Locke’s abandoned chains laid in the dust where he’d left them. A faint sound came out of the tunnel that led to Moira’s Forest and I froze. 

“Locke,” Steele murmured. 

A figure came stumbling out of the darkness, clutching a branch. No, not a branch- a sword. Locke was streaked with dirt and blood, his dark eyes glittering as his pupils contracted from the sudden light. 

“Where is my sunlight?” he asked, his voice hoarse. 

Steele looked him over from head to toe while my brother and I took deep breaths. Locke didn’t have the sharp, sickly smell of an insane vampire anymore.

“Below.” Steele didn’t pull any punches with his words, even though pain crossed Locke’s face. “They took her.”

Locke’s lips drew back over his teeth. “This is my fault. I should have been there-”

“Maybe you should’ve.” Shane had become a human again, glaring at Locke. “But this is your last chance to get it together and help her, vamp. Albrecht wants her- do you want him to kill another person you love?”

The vampire shuddered, his expression hardening. “No.” A hiss escaped his lips.

“Then accept that you can’t let yourself go to madness. It’s not in your cards, Locke. She needs you more than the other vamps do, and you’re one of us.” 

With that, my twin pulled his wolfskin back on and padded back out of the hall, following Lu’s scent. 

“You can hold yourself together,” Steele said. His voice was quiet, but it bounced down the corridor anyways. My ears were so sensitive I picked up every scuff of feet and paws on the stone like a crash. “We’ve all made mistakes, Locke. She needs all of us now, no matter what we’ve done.”

Locke took a breath and tasted the air again, but he seemed steadier, more human now. “I’m with you. I hear them, but they can’t reach me.”

I wanted to let out a sigh of relief myself. It would break Lu’s heart for us to have to put him down. 

Deep down, I knew if he’d stood in our way, or posed any threat to her, that’s exactly what we would’ve done.

We followed Shane, who’d stopped in front of a black door that reeked of blood and decay. Steele stepped to the front, gripping one of his rowan daggers with white knuckles.

 “From this point on, don’t let your guard down, even for a second,” he said grimly. “There will be curses or spirit-guardians keyed to every door. Many of the levels below us were used as laboratories or body disposal. There could very well be revenants still living in the warrens, as well.”

He flipped the dagger in his hand so he could knock on the door without damaging the blade and rapped out a flat melody that blasted through the hall like a sonic boom to my ears.

Steele pulled back with a wince, his fingers tightening around the rowan handle. His knuckles were pink, like they’d been burned by the curse protecting the door. 

But it worked. The door creaked open and Shane plunged through, his head slung low and eyes wide. 

Steele was next, with me on his heels. The door opened onto a room lined with metal tables, a pile of desiccated plastic buckets piled in the corner. They still reeked of old blood. I padded through the dust, following the spoor trail to the next door. 

“There’s a guardian on this one,” Locke said, just as a spindly shape rose out of the dust at my feet. 

I snapped at a thin arm, tearing away a hand with too-long fingers, but a bright line of pain scored across my ribs. Shane ripped at the thing’s head, dragging it back down into the dust. 

It went down squealing, a sound like nails on a chalkboard, and the hot, wet smell of my own wound filled the air, almost obscuring Lu’s scent. 

“Stay back from the doors,” Steele grated out. He sprinkled salt over the dust-spirit’s remains and drove a coffin nail through it, ensuring it couldn’t rise again. “You’re at a disadvantage in that form.”

Shane’s lips drew back over his teeth and he growled. Steele met his violent gaze with stoic surety. 

“Locke and I will go first,” he said, refusing to back down from Shane. “He’s already undead- he’ll sense his own kind. I’ll clear the spirit-guardians you won’t be able to feel.”

Shane’s fur rippled and he was suddenly crouched in his human form. “Think you’re gonna play the hero now?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

It was not the time for this shit. 

“You sold her out. You let them take her when we could’ve just picked her up and run. Hell, you were engaged to another woman, you fucker.”

Steele’s face tightened. “If I hadn’t let them take her, she might not have survived this long. Her status as their heir is the only thing that will keep her alive for the foreseeable future, and that bitch would’ve done her level best to murder Lucrezia if I hadn’t bowed to her whims. And do you really believe she would’ve left willingly? You should know her better than that.”

“Who cares if she was willing? She would’ve gotten over it eventually. If you three hadn’t backed her on this horseshit plan, she could be safely outside Cimmerian now with Holly, not Albrecht’s prisoner!”

“I’ve already forced her to make choices she didn’t want to make, she made her wishes clear on what she wanted out of this-”

I let my wolfskin slip away. “Shut the fuck up, both of you.”

Both my brother and Steele glared back at me with hard eyes, but they did both shut it, thank fuck.

“I’m in agreement with Roman,” Locke said. He’d pulled himself together quickly, knowing Lu needed him. “We’re wasting valuable time arguing over things that never came to pass. Many of us have made poor decisions, but we will not let that deter us from our mission now. Make your peace, and from this moment forth we go forward with one shared goal in mind.”

Shane’s lips were pressed in a flat line, and his eyes had gone pale as ice. “She might’ve forgiven you for your lies but I haven’t. If you have to die to get her out of here alive, you’d better fucking do it.” He shifted back into his therianthrope form, every fur on his body standing on end.

“And therein lies the purpose of allowing me to take the doors first,” Steele replied smoothly, refusing to match Shane’s vitriol. “She needs you both as whole and unharmed as possible when we reach the Vita Machina.”

He turned on his heel and strode to the next door, running the tip of a dagger over the iron frame. His golden skin was paler when he was done unraveling the curse on it, and beads of sweat stood out on his forehead.

Every curse he broke would wear him down sooner, and there were at least thirty doors. Maybe some had more than one curse. 

Trepidation was a brick in my gut.

Steele pushed the door open, and we followed him down the stairs in a cloud of tension and anger. 

 

***

 

In human movies, the heroes always plunge in and save the day with a bang. There’s no waiting, no dragging feet, no long moments wondering if you’ve fucked up and taken too long while exhaustion and pain overwhelm you. 

Those moments were the worst. All I could think about was how long it was taking us to descend, if Lu was dying right that moment, if she was in pain. The only thing that kept me together was the constant faint hum in my bones of her terror, letting me know she was still alive. 

Six hours had passed, and we’d descended only thirteen floors. It wasn’t even halfway. 

Blood dried in clots and tugged at my fur. Shane was ragged, covered in slimy black filth and uttering a constant stream of snarls. He looked shell-shocked, maddened with rage.

Dark blood glistened at the corners of Locke’s mouth, and ragged silver scars were slowly healing over his chest and arms. Ten ghouls at once had almost taken him down. That had been too close a call for my taste.

Steele was as destroyed as the rest of us, wiping his forehead on the back of his sleeve. Several of the charms he’d had to unravel had involved walking into the deadside via a palm-sized mirror he kept in his pocket, but the candle we were using was burned halfway down. Something in Death, a hidden guard-spirit, had sliced right through his cheek and took a chunk of his ear with it. 

Not even halfway down, but we couldn’t stop. Not until all of us were dead or we had Blondie. 

Steele unraveled what seemed like a deceptively simple charm on the next door, and Locke burst forward the instant it opened, slamming into a figure standing on the other side. 

He shoved them into the stone wall with a low snarl and gripped their head, wrenching it right off their shoulders. We all watched with total impassivity as the revenant’s head hit the ground with a thud and immediately began rotting, years of delayed decay catching up in moments as the necromantic curse faded.

They’d had bright red hair and pale eyes; clearly the Gilts continued to serve their coven even in death. 

I hated the idea of them making a mockery of Lu’s body, reanimating her to stand guard for a hundred years, her spirit trapped and unable to rest. It just made me want to fight harder, keep going until we hit the bottom. 

But we wouldn’t last long if we just jumped in without thinking. 

The dark stench of rot billowed out of the room, indicating far more bodies than just the Gilt corpse. I edged inside and physically recoiled from the smell alone; it was like being punched in the nose with a decaying fist, burning the lining of my hyper-sensitive nostrils.

The far side of the room was lined with stacks of old wooden boards that had gone gray with age. Several completed coffins were laid out on the floor, but the fragile remains of bodies were piled on top, like someone had started filling the coffins with care, but had given up halfway through their grisly task and tossed them instead.

“Do you sense any of your kind?” Steele asked Locke. The vampire’s head twitched as Shane edged closer to the corpses, taking in their scent with a growl. 

“Many, far below us. Their music fills my head.” 

I glanced at Locke, but he seemed normal, or as normal as vampires ever were. His amber eyes were focused and sharp, taking in the room and its stomach-turning contents with unnerving calm. 

Steele nodded, his skin gone slightly grayish. He plunged his hand in his pockets. “I’m almost out of salt.”

Well, that was bad fucking news. The salt and iron coffin nails had been our best bet up to this point, driving back revenants long enough for us to dismember them. 

“We used to keep salt stores down here.” Locke’s gaze ran over the walls, his eyes clouded over with some distant memory. 

I doubted the Gilts had any interest in keeping around one of the few things that would dismantle their necromantic protections. When we ran out for good, the journey to the depths would be that much harder. 

Steele gazed down at the tangle of corpses left on the coffins. “School uniforms. These were Cimmerian students.” He used the tip of a dagger to move aside a scrap of fabric. The flesh of the corpses looked like it’d been sucked dry. “No bite wounds. They may have been fed into the Vita Machina.”

He let the fabric fall back into place, obscuring the body, and a moment later we all wordlessly headed for the next door. Fatigue dragged down every cell in my weary body. The coppery reek of blood had all but obscured Lu’s trail, and even my superior nose was overloaded with the sheer amount of death and decay festering here.

But as long as she was alive, as long as that hum was filling my bones, we would keep going.

Hang on, Blondie, we’re coming for you.


Chapter 15

Lu

 

The Hole. 

The name described it exactly. It was a perfect circle of blackness on the floor, a well falling into depths far below my feet. The Weird Sisters hadn’t bothered to light our way, so I had no idea where we were, only that the room was devoid of anything but the hungry circle that glared at me from the floor like a large, watchful eye. 

Holly had proved the future could be changed. All I had to do was keep a tight grip on my sanity before I found a way out of here.

Eleanor shoved me towards it without warning, her jagged nails scratching my back. I ignored the shooting pains in my broken hand and gripped their arms, digging my fingers into handfuls of fabric, screaming at the top of my lungs. 

“No! If I’m going in, you’re fucking coming in with me!”

Blood, hot and wet, bloomed under my fingers when my sharp nails tore through their thin flesh. Annabelle screeched in my ear, shaking me loose and raining heavy blows on my head.

I shifted all my weight to Eleanor, but she slapped my face hard, dazing me just long enough to slip my grasp. Her fist slammed into my chest, knocking the breath out of me, and my arms flailed as I fell into empty space-

And slowed to a halt, like the air around me had thickened into molasses. 

My toes finally scraped rough earth and I collapsed into a boneless puddle, struggling to refill my shocked lungs. A loud scraping noise came from overhead, and I looked up. What dim light had filtered down into the pit vanished as the Weird Sisters shoved a cover over the Hole’s entrance.

The total darkness was a palpable weight, flooding my nose, mouth, and ears, pushing down on me like a pile of bricks. I struggled to take another breath, filling my lungs with warm, fetid air. 

I could survive this. I had no choice but to live if I wanted to burn them all down. 

Outer agony, inner peace. Block it out. 

I pulled my knees up to my chest, feeling bits of my singed uniform flake away as I focused on breathing and covered my eyes with shaking hands. It was just a dark hole in the ground. There was nothing to be afraid of. 

Something bumped against my back. I stiffened, straightening up where I sat, but when I moved my elbow back there was nothing but stone walls. I was completely enclosed and alone, with less than two feet of space to move in. 

Agony. Peace. Fear. Peace.

A slimy, cold appendage crept over my bare ankle and I jerked my feet in, biting down on my lip until I tasted blood. 

I opened my eyes, even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to see anything in the perfect, complete darkness. 

I was wrong. 

The darkness was living, moving around me in a vortex full of hungry mouths, their teeth scraping over my skin and pushing in close to me. The warm air I was breathing was the creature’s breath, penetrating every cell in my body until I felt like I was made of nothing but darkness too. 

I swallowed convulsively and forced my eyes shut again, grimacing as sharp pain shot through my bitten lip. I wouldn’t give these fuckers the satisfaction of hearing me scream. It was just a revenant. Albrecht wanted me alive.

The Hole’s denizen retreated, and cool air touched my skin. I shivered, curling myself into a tight ball and focusing only on peace.

Wooden floorboards creaked beneath me. I opened my eyes in shock as buttery afternoon sunlight pierced through my fingers and eyelids. 

I knew this place. It was my neighbor’s house back in Claremont, the tidy little farmhouse with its white cupboards and wildflower wreath on the front door. Mrs. Cooper would usually make a devil’s food cake on Sunday, her little joke, she always said…

I slowly stood up in the middle of Mrs. Cooper’s kitchen, not quite believing my eyes. Several of the white cabinets had been ripped off their hinges, smeared with blood and the remains of the splattered devil’s food cake. The red-and-brown trail led up the stairs. I’d seen this all before.

I lunged for the door, but it no matter how many times I flipped the lock, it refused to open.

The only way to go was up. I followed the trail on shaky legs.

I already knew what I would find. Her bedroom door was open, and small, quavering noises came from it. 

What remained of Mrs. Cooper was laid across the lace coverlet, turning her tidy bed into a butcher’s counter. Her ribs were laid open, exposing the weak, erratic pulse of her still-beating heart and loops of violet and gray intestine. 

The ghoul crouched over her body was barely recognizable as the deceased Mr. Cooper. Fool woman had buried him under the apple tree in their backyard without an exorcism. Even for a grieving widow, it’d been the height of blind ignorance.

He rooted around in her abdomen, gripped her quivering heart, and ripped it out with a grunt before forcing it into his mud-blackened mouth. 

I shrieked and burst into flames I couldn’t feel, stumbling down the stairs as the house went up in an inferno around me, slammed into the kitchen door-

It fell open and I burst into the living room of Ashdarke House. The door slammed behind me, blocking off the wall of superheated air. 

Alicia Darke, my matriarch and unloving mother, sprawled on a couch and stubbed out a cigarette in one of my grandmother’s Tiffany glass bowls. She exhaled a long drag of smoke into the air, filling the dark room. The only working lamp flickered sporadically, its yellow light thankfully not highlighting much at all. 

It was a grim place, just like my grim matriarch, stained, soiled, uncared-for. No amount of my care or love had ever fixed it, like the house itself soaked up Alicia’s emotions, stained itself with them, and reflected them on its outside. 

“Why couldn’t you have been born with a useful talent?” she sneered. She clutched a near-empty bottle of gin. “We could’ve used a mirrorwalker. Even earthshaping would do! Hecate fuck me, I should find that bastard’s name and drop you on his doorstep.” 

“Who?” I asked, but I hadn’t tried to form the words. It was just the past playing out in front of me, forcing me to be part of it. When I was fifteen, this conversation had about ripped out my heart. “Who was my father?”

She shrugged and almost toppled the gin. “Who knows? A wandering vagrant. No wonder he was covenless.” 

“Good enough for you to f-” I’d stopped myself there, afraid to say the words out loud in front of her. 

Alicia’s smile was dark and dangerous. “I would’ve been happy with witchfire in the family line. You could’ve applied for Warden training. But what you’ve got is useless at best, dangerous at worst. I should’ve dumped you on Lord Ember when I had the chance.”

“Did you sleep with him, too?” I asked. My younger self’s voice was bitter but tinged with hope. If she’d slept with Lord Ember, there was the tiniest chance he could be my father…

“Don’t get your hopes up, kiddo.” She popped another cigarette between her pursed lips and lit up. “Your daddy was some wandering loser, and I was dumb enough to think you’d be worth something to this coven. You’re a mistake.”

I spun on my heel and wrenched the front door open. 

In real life, sunlight had flooded the dark confines of Ashdarke House before I strode out with tears running down my face. 

Now, with the Hole pulling my worst memories to the forefront of my mind, I stepped into a barn with motes of chaff drifting through the air. 

The barn where my ex-boyfriend had tried to force himself on me, and I’d burned him. 

Jonathan Arrow lunged towards me, his brown eyes impatient as he shoved me against a wall of hay bales and ripped my shirt open. “You already knew what you were getting into,” he said, batting my hands aside roughly and yanking my jeans over my hips. “You’ve got no money, no connections- look, I’m doing you a favor, Lu.”

“Stop,” I snapped, gripping the torn edges of my shirt and trying to yank it shut over my exposed breasts and stomach. “Don’t touch me, I said we’re through!”

Jonathan laughed, pushing his hips against me. My stomach lurched. “You’re being ridiculous. Covens do this all the time. I know your matriarch is a bitch about it, but we could use some witchfire in the family.”

I pushed his hand away from my crotch. “You’re not hearing me, asshole. I said it’s over. Get your fucking hands off me.” 

The amusement in his narrow eyes faded. All that was left was something dark and empty. 

He slapped me across the face, hard, and even now I tasted phantom blood. 

It’s not real now, I told myself, it’s long past, but my heart was pounding so hard my chest ached. 

“You’ve got no other prospects, Lu,” Jonathan whispered. “And you’ve fucked me before- what’s the big deal now?” 

He shoved his fingers into my underwear, and I slapped a hand across his face as flames ignited in my palms, gushing from every pore. 

Like the past, my mind skittered to a halt, reality flickering through my head like photographs. Jonathan bursting into flame. Jonathan rolling on the scattered hay, his clothes melted to his skin. 

I stumbled out of the barn and it was like the sun was blown out. Everything was dark. A cold iron chair sat in front of a jury. 

Powerful hands gripped my biceps and pulled me forward, thrusting me into the chair. 

“Do you plead guilty to the deliberate maiming of Jonathan Arrow, of Arrowmark coven?” A wizened old man leaned over the towering podium: a Judge. 

“I…” My lungs squeezed shut for a painful moment. “No! He tried to rape me, I only wanted to stop him-”

I looked around frantically for help, for a friendly face, but there was no one. Two of the Wardens were women, and they looked sympathetic, but the other six were men. Not one of them looked like they cared. 

“It didn’t occur to you to call for help?” the questioner asked.

I stared up at him in disbelief. “There was no one around to hear me. We met out by the forest-”

“Why would you have met a young man alone if you didn’t have nefarious intentions?” 

I drew in a painful breath. My tongue felt numb. “I wanted to break up in private. That’s all.”

The Tribunal judge made a skeptical face, and cold rage iced my veins. “According to prior interviews, you asked him to meet you in that barn, alone, on the outskirts of Claremont. That sends a mixed message, wouldn’t you agree?”

I wanted to scream. I wanted to get up from this chair and slap past me into speaking her mind and telling this jumped-up old asshole exactly what had happened, but I was stuck in my memories. They couldn’t be changed.

A red-haired Warden- Vega, I knew now- smirked and rolled his eyes, and whatever courage I’d had at the time quailed. A flood of hot shame took its place.

“I… I suppose so,” I whispered, just as I’d done in the past. “I didn’t mean to do it. It just burst out of me.”

The judge let out a sigh. “A complete lack of self-control. And now a fine young man from an upstanding coven might never recover. Have you no shame?”

I looked down at the floor, blinking back tears, while the real me, the current me, raged to change things. But in the past, I’d only cried silently as the Judge twisted every word that came out of my mouth until all I could do was capitulate to his version of events. 

A low rumble rolled through the Tribunal’s silent court room: a wolf’s growl.

I shot out of the iron chair and blinked. The Tribunal and the Wardens were gone. 

A field of cairns stretched before me. Shane stood next to me, dark curls brushing his neck, the moon illuminating his dusky skin.

“Shane,” I breathed, relief flooding me. I stepped towards him, but the cold look in his eye stopped me in my tracks. 

A feral grin stretched across his face. His fangs distended, filling his mouth until I saw was sharp points. “It’s a dog eat dog world inside these walls, Bambi.”

I stared at him. This wasn’t a real memory. 

Roman slinked from the shadows, blood dripping from his snout.

“Run,” Shane whispered. He exploded into fur and claws.

I sprinted away, jumping over cairns, stumbling on stones and roots as the twins chased me, their howls blasting through my ears like sirens. I felt hot breath on my legs, the spray of saliva when they snapped, mere inches away from my skin.

The school loomed ahead, light spilling through the open North Entrance door. My heart hammered like it was going to burst in my chest as I put all my energy into covering the last few yards, bolting through the door and flinging it shut behind me-

Locke looked up from where he crouched on the checkered floor. Daphne was sprawled in front of him, her arms bent at awkward angles.

He ran his tongue along the inside of her thigh, a slow, almost seductive tease… then bit down hard. Blood gushed around his lips as he pulled straight from her vein.

“It’s not real,” I whispered, clenching my shaky hands. I could talk, I could move- these were just illusions. “Not real, Lu. Just keep going.”

The wolves scratched at the door behind me, then began throwing themselves at it. I flinched as a loud howl cut through the slams, reverberating through the hall.

I took a deep breath and turned away from Locke, but I’d barely gone ten steps when he appeared in front of me.

He was as beautiful as ever, flushed and bronze, but there was no recognition in his amber eyes. He licked his lips, eyeing my neck.  

“Where are you going, sunlight?” 

My heart ached at the rough, emotionless flatness of his voice. There was nothing of the Locke I knew in it. 

“Not real,” I said, meeting his gaze firmly and pushing past him.

Right into Dominic’s arms.

“Did you really believe we were any different?” He looked me up and down with a sneer. Dark armor covered him from neck to toe, the ouroboros gleaming on his chest. “The Tribunal let you off far too easy. What should the punishment be this time, Locke? The first one doesn’t seem to have made any impression.”

Dom’s fingers dug into my arms as the vampire drew closer. Harsh fingers wound through my hair and yanked my head back, exposing my throat to sharp fangs. 

They dimpled my skin and pressed down. This time there was no euphoria. 

Jagged prickles buzzed under my skin like a nest of hornets, spreading through my body like fire. I was screaming, my voice cracking, and Locke hummed in satisfaction at my misery. Everything hurt so badly I would’ve died to end it-

Warm arms wrapped around me, pushing Locke away. 

Shock jolted through me as the pain vanished. Dom and Locke vanished. It had never been real. 

Sandy brown hair brushed my cheek. “Shhh, close your eyes.” 

I sniffled and reached out to hug a thin, frail body, obeying the order. Hot tears dried on my cheeks as my protector stroked my hair and murmured soft words of comfort in my ear.

The bowls of the wolves faded, and I released a shaky breath. 

My head was pillowed on Simon Wicke’s shoulder. The lanky teen covered me like a shield as the darkness of the Hole whirled around us, agitated at being disrupted. 

“Keep them closed,” he said, running a hand over my face. Before I obeyed again, I saw the mottled bruising staining his pale flesh. He’d suffered greatly before he died. “It wants to feed on your fear, but it has a harder time catching your mind if you don’t look at it.”

“Thank you,” I breathed, taking comfort in his presence, even if he was long dead. The teenage boy curled himself around me. 

“I feel them coming,” he said. His voice sounded far away, even though his mouth was right next to my ear. The spirit trembled. It must’ve been sapping all of him to take this corporeal form. “Hold on as long as you can.”

He gave up on speaking, putting all his energy into shielding me from the Hole’s influence. My heart sank- I didn’t want my men anywhere near this. They should’ve fled while they had the chance. 

After what felt like years, the sound of the lid being scraped back cut through the silence. Simon squeezed me weakly and vanished as hands reached down and picked me up, dragging me out of the depths. 

I blinked and looked up at Annabelle and Eleanor. They looked pissed, and dirty bandages were wrapped around Annabelle’s arms where I’d hurt her.

Annabelle made a garbled noise, and the Weird Sisters hauled me upright and down a hall. 

Every muscle in my body felt like jelly and my stomach lurched at the rocky movements. “Put me down.”

They ignored my rasps and I found myself unceremoniously dumped in Albrecht’s macabre room. Temple’s empty eye sockets glared at me. Albrecht had balanced an old top hat on his mummified head.

“Six hours in the Hole, and you didn’t go mad,” Albrecht said thoughtfully. He adjusted a lace cravat in the mirror, brushing dust off an old-fashioned, moth-eaten coat. When he moved, the stench of mildew wafted over me. “I believe that’s a new record. Patricia, be a dear?”

This time I didn’t fight as Patricia stood me up like a living mannequin and began to strip off the remains of my singed uniform. That energy was better conserved for later, when the fucking magic-binding charm wore off and I could explode into an inferno. 

After what they’d just done to me, I was going to make their deaths very painful.

Albrecht looked over my nude body, unrestrained lust in his eyes, and I flinched. 

He just laughed. “I wouldn’t lay a hand on you before the handfasting is complete. Do you take me for a savage, coven-daughter?” 

Well, yes, I did take him for a savage, and many other things as well. Savage might’ve been the kindest of those things.

Nausea rose in my throat as Patricia dragged out a length of ivory silk that glistened with tiny seed pearls. 

I allowed her to dress me in Josephine’s wedding gown, which was deceptively heavy from all the embroidery and pearls. She pushed me in front of the dressing table and began dragging a brush through my tangled hair. 

“You seem a little more amenable to reason this time, Lucrezia.” Albrecht watched in satisfaction as Patricia began pinning up my hair in a style reminiscent of Albrecht’s time. “Your aunts were worried you’d spoil the joy of this occasion for everyone.”

I caught Patricia’s eye in the dusty mirror, but she looked away quickly, focusing on my hair. Her gnarled fingers ran through it slowly, and the look on her face was close to reverence. I felt like nothing less than giant, terrified Barbie doll. “My… aunts?”

“You see why we desperately need fresh blood.” Albrecht sprawled on the settee next to Temple. A tiny puff of dust rose from the mummy when he jostled it. “Mallory was the sharpest of the four, so she was chosen to represent our illustrious school to the world above. These three became my attendants.”

Patricia chose that exact moment to yank my moonstone studs from my ears and slide pearl drops through the holes instead. I winced as the wire caught my earlobe and her fingers fluttered. She looked at Albrecht with an expression close to panic, and his face darkened. 

“I’m fine!” I said quickly. I had no desire to see what terrible things he did to them when he was pissed, and besides, their deaths were my choice now, not his. “I’m fine, I’m just not used to other people doing my hair or… dressing me.”

I finished on a lame note, but Albrecht gave me a knowing look, and Patricia relaxed. 

Part of me felt bad for what I was going to do to them. She’d spent her whole life in darkness, never knowing anything else. 

Then she pulled out a box full of old cosmetics, gilded pots of ancient powder, and rouge that had gone fuzzy with mold. I pretended I didn’t see the beetle crawling through the jar of face powder she opened, even though every muscle in my body stiffened. 

Better to keep my sanity that way. 

“Mallory tells me you’ve never lived in a Great Coven. You’re from a small family with no means. When you become the matriarch of this family, you’ll have privileges you never could’ve dreamed of, and lifetimes to experience them.” Albrecht ran his finger over my cheek, smudging the clown-white powder Patricia was patting into my skin. “I understand this is hard for you to accept. It’s not every day that unattainable dreams are handed to you on a silver platter.”

Patricia swirled a brush in musty-smelling, bright pink rouge and attacked my cheeks and lips. I clenched my hands in my lap- she was literally painting me to look like an old-fashioned porcelain doll. 

I wanted to say exactly what I thought, but I didn’t want to be dropped back into the Hole. This was all insane. 

After an undeserved extra hundred and fifty years of life spent living in the depths of a covenstead, Albrecht did seem to be genuinely out of his mind. 

“It’s very difficult to accept,” is what I opted to say, hoping I sounded demure instead of appalled. ‘Aunt’ Patricia carefully dabbed the pink rouge on my lips, and found a pair of cracked, brownish lambskin gloves to slide over my hands.

I shivered when something wriggled against my palm. 

She clapped her hands when she was finished, and I struggled not to grimace when I looked in the mirror. I looked just as crazy as them… and my time was running out. I couldn’t hold onto my façade of calm for much longer. 

Albrecht stood at my back and touched the desiccated skin on his cheek with a frown. “I need another harvest,” he muttered, but he slid both hands over my shoulders. “What a lovely bride you make. Almost lovelier than Josephine.” 

I looked like the kind of porcelain doll people left in thrift shops because it was demonically possessed.

Josephine’s wedding dress was a little too loose in the bust, a little too tight in the hip, but otherwise we were close to the same height and build. Large holes had been gnawed in the lace, showing bits and pieces of skin through them. 

I forced a smile at Albrecht in the mirror. Was he expecting us to get handfasted right now? The magic-binding charm was still holding me tight, and for the first time it occurred to me that it might not wear off at all. 

My stomach plunged towards the floor in a sickening drop. I’d have to kill them all with whatever weapon I could find.

“And they say it’s ill luck to see the bride in her wedding dress. This is the happiest day of my life,” he said with an easy grin. 

Goosebumps rose all over my body. 

Albrecht looped my arm through his and led me through the door. I followed on bare feet. Patricia had forgotten shoes after she’d taken my black heels. 

The dress’s hem dragging on the stone floor made a hissing noise that preceded us. The Cage arched overhead, and Gilt waited with Eleanor and Annabelle, her hands clasped behind her back. Now that they were all together, the sisterly resemblance was unmistakable, made even more horrifying by the Weird Sisters’ ragged appearance. 

Gilt’s lip curled as she took me in. “Grandfather, despite my utmost respect for you, I question the wisdom of this course of action.”

Albrecht released me and I almost went flying. “Do you, darling Mal?” He towered over her and for once, Gilt quailed. The sight was so incongruous with what I knew of her that my jaw almost dropped. “After years of work you’ve found me the new gene pool we so desperately need, and now you have reservations?”

“I simply question the wisdom of handfasting the girl, Grandfather.” Gilt held up her hands as though to block him from touching her. “She’s valuable, yes, but so is her eligible status… and yours. You won’t always live below.”

“No.” Albrecht glanced at me consideringly, and for a moment I thought I might get out of this intact and untouched. 

No such luck. 

“It’s been so many years since I had anything besides these three. I do miss your mother, darling Mal,” he said, reaching out to grip the wrist of my injured hand. The pain flared back to life and I almost shrieked, a haze of gray falling over my vision, even as the horror of his implication hit me like a brick. “She was the best of my wives. But it’s clear that our bloodline is becoming corrupted. Three of four children, with the minds of imbeciles… it’s time for someone new. I won’t disrespect the mother of my future legitimate children by keeping her like a common whore.”

The Weird Sisters crowded together, their bulbous eyes taking in the drama playing out in front of them. They were all wearing piecemeal clothes and accessories from different eras, objects stolen from Cimmerian’s dead: a glittering flapper gown, citrine clip-on earrings, a flowered straw hat. 

These poor insane women had been kept in the dark their whole lives, and Albrecht had forced himself on them. He was their biological father… and grandfather. And so on. 

I couldn’t play along anymore, even without my magic. It was too much to bear. I couldn’t picture them forced to pleasure Albrecht’s mummified husk, prisoners to his mad whims. His own damn daughters.

“I’m not having any of your children,” I gasped, pulling away from him. My hand pulsed with a low throb of agony. “I’m not handfasting you. You can kill me if you want, anything would be better than being tied to you for eternity.”

Albrecht looked at me incredulously. Gilt stepped in, taking advantage of my outburst. “She needs a little more time to adjust, Grandfather. Being elevated in status so quickly has… addled her senses.” Her old-timey phrases were jarring. The diction was off, compared to Albrecht or Locke.

His head snapped around and Gilt shut up. “You told me you had found the perfect subject, Mallory. Shall I have you fetch the dictionary so you can look up the definition of the word ‘perfect’? You’ve brought me wildfire, yes, but in a flawed vessel that fights me every turn.”

“I’m standing right here, asshole,” I said. Annabelle covered her dropped jaw with a painted silk fan, fluttering it coyly. “I’m not a subject or a vessel- I’m a person. Do you even see what kind of craziness you breed down here, or are you too fucking nuts at this point?”

Albrecht’s lip drew back, baring his teeth. “You brought me a vessel with a filthy mouth. On the day of our handfasting. Are you hungry, girls?”

For a second I thought the change in subject was just his fractured mind jumping around again, skipping time and no longer present. 

But Annabelle lowered the silk fan and Eleanor licked her lips, all of them focused on the luckiest sister of the four. 

Gilt’s face drained of all color, standing out milky white in the lamplight. She looked stunned, like she’d been blindsided without warning. “Grandfather, I apologize for my transgressions-”

“Fresh meat, my dears,” Albrecht said, and the Weird Sisters pounced without warning. 

Gilt screamed only once under the fury of snapping teeth and clawing hands. I sank to my knees, retching and dry-heaving as Albrecht watched with blank eyes. 

He sighed and wiped a fleck of blood off his cheek. Gilt’s foot jittered and fell still. 

“Lucrezia, let me make my intentions plain. You’re a lovely woman, and my girls would certainly enjoy having a new companion.” Annabelle stuffed a gob of something red in her mouth and my gorge rose. I swallowed hard and looked away, my hands shaking at my side. I’d caused that. “Some say that genius and insanity look like two sides of the same coin. You simply need a new perspective.” 

He was standing in front of me now. Albrecht gripped my chin and forced me to look up at him. 

I reached for a single ember of my wildfire, hoping that the charm had died with Gilt, but it held fast. There was nothing. 

“I would prefer that you put a smile on that pretty face and make my day,” he said, his voice almost gentle. “Riches, Lucrezia. A thousand years to sit back and watch your progeny grow and become the greatest of the covens, blessed with wildfire.”

His skin was drying out again, his stolen vitality slowly being used up. The skin of his fingers was coarse under my chin. 

Albrecht eyed his own hand, licked his drying lips, and glanced regretfully at Gilt’s body.

“Or I can put you in the Cage and burn off some of that wildfire. She would’ve been more useful there, but my girls get so little fresh meat these days…”

He grabbed my broken hand and hauled me forward, my mind going blank as he squeezed my injured finger. The pain was monstrous. 

It receded as he strode under the legs of the Cage, practically dragging me behind him. A long iron pole descended from the apex of the machine, spearing down into what looked like a small cell set in the center of a massive pentagram. 

The pentagram and its sigils were made of forged metal set in the stone floor, swirling in an endless dizzying pattern that hurt my eyes. I was looking at a fortune’s worth- a lifetime’s worth- of money and effort expended for one purpose. 

Eternal life.

If I died in there, my spirit wouldn’t even be free to move on through Death. It’d be trapped in Albrecht’s body forever until he burned it off like fuel. The thought of how many spirits had been wasted on him was sickening. 

He pulled the cell door open and shoved me inside. I resisted, bracing myself against the door, ready to sink tooth and nail in his flesh to stop him, but a swift uppercut to my jaw exploded through my head. 

When clarity returned to my pounding skull, I was slumped on the floor of the Cage, and Albrecht had locked the door. The tiniest movement made my stomach churn and my head spin wildly. 

Albrecht had retreated to one of the massive legs, a shadowy figure standing just out of sight. “Lucrezia, every time you fight, we will hurt you. We will hurt you more and more, until you feel you can’t bear any more… but I think you’ll find you can.” He grinned, the corner of his mouth cracking. “When you are released, perhaps you will have a more satisfactory answer. For now, I’ll just have a little taste of you.”

He drew a sigil in the air and blew it towards the Cage like a kiss. 

I reached out and grasped a bar of the cell that held me, the buzz and crackle of energy flowing through the metal. The sigils on the pentagram lit up with a ghostly light. 

I felt my wildfire then, inaccessible but flowing through my veins, streaming in minuscule motes through every cell and into the pentagram. The energy flowed through the legs of the Cage… and as I watched, Albrecht’s cheek began to heal, growing over with new flesh. 

My head dropped to the metal floor. I was too tired, too nauseated to even move. It was too much energy for my body to even summon a single tear as Albrecht drained my wildfire from me. 

He touched his restored face and smiled at me from the edge of the pentagram. “I feel you in me.” 

I passed out, grateful for the consuming darkness.


Chapter 16

 Dominic

 

Ten hours and forty-seven minutes. Twenty-five floors down.

Only five floors left.

Lucrezia and the Vita Machina were so close but seemed as distant as the moon no matter how many revenants we killed, how many spirits were exorcised, how many vampires we dusted.

It seemed like thousands, a never-ending nightmare that brought us no closer to her.

My body worked on autopilot, slamming a dagger through a vampire’s chest and piercing their heart while the other dagger beheaded it. The body immediately crumpled into a pile of dust at my feet and I turned to the next.

Shane Frost snapped at another, taking off a leg at the knee as Roman’s teeth buried themselves in the creature’s guts. 

Locke was struggling. He’d managed to resist his brethren’s calls for almost half a day, but now his exhaustion was apparent. His skin had gone ashen, and a look of pain crossed his face every time one of us was freshly wounded. We’d grown used to the scent of coppery blood, but to him it was probably a painful temptation.

We’d agreed that he wouldn’t use his healing properties on us until the need was desperate. The risk of his loss of control was too dangerous.

We cleared the twenty-fifth floor and Roman shuddered, losing his wolf form and retching up blood into the vampire’s dust. 

“Don’t drink them,” Locke said hoarsely. “You might turn.”

“I fucking hope not,” Roman said, spitting red. “It’s bad enough knowing you can walk around in my dreams, I don’t need you singing the song of your people in my head while I’m awake, too.”

Locke let out a harsh laugh, wiping his dead sister’s dust off his hands, but his laugh became a snarl as one of Shane’s wounds reopened and fresh blood trickled out.

He needed to feed, or he would eventually turn on us. The therianthropes needed to remain as whole and strong as possible. 

I slammed one of the daggers in its sheath and wiped my wrist on one of the few clean places left on my shirt. Most of it was red or black now. “Take three mouthfuls of my blood, Locke. It’s not as good as thrall-blood, but the vampire laboratories are next. We need you clear-headed.”

He recoiled even as his amber eyes dilated with need. “I’m too thirsty now. It would be difficult to release you, Dominic.”

It would be almost impossible for him to release me, but it was a better chance than having Locke turn on us. If he succumbed to madness we were fucked. There were no second chances left. If we wanted Lucrezia back, we had to get it right the first time. 

I braced myself on the wall. If she died before I could properly make it up to her…

No. I wouldn’t let myself wallow now. The therianthropes assured me that she was still living, albeit terrified.

Eyes on the objective.

“We need you at your best, Locke. You’re the strongest of us, and you sense the dead. The Frosts will step in if you go too far.” I held out my exposed wrist so he could see the veins, the beating pulse. 

Locke’s eyes were glued to the blue tracery under my skin. His tongue flicked out to lick his lips, like he could almost taste my blood already. “It would be faster to drink from your throat. I could… I could make you my thrall. That might make it easier for me to keep control.”

“Fine. Make me a thrall, then. I don’t care what you have to do, as long as you do it.”

Locke took a step closer, and then moved so fast he was nothing but a blur, only an inch away with his hands resting on my shoulder and tilting my head aside. 

Every fiber in my body tensed. It felt so unnatural, being this close to a predator and allowing him to do as he wished to me. Letting him feed from me was an aberration of everything I’d ever been taught. 

“Relax. I won’t let it hurt you more than necessary, and I’ll give you a tiny dose of my venom. It’ll help you forget your injuries for now,” he said. His breath touched my neck and I felt my pulse speed. A year ago, I never would have believed I’d willingly let a vampire feed from me. 

A year ago, there were many things I never would’ve done. It was hard to tell if I’d become a better person or a worse one since meeting Lucrezia and her lovers.

I wished I could go back and rewind the clock on the things I’d done… and at the same time, I knew I would’ve done nothing differently. I would’ve done anything to keep Ivy’s hands off her, anything to keep her safe from Gilt’s machinations. 

Now I’d become a thrall, if that’s what it took. It might cost me my medallion, but that was a small price to pay to bring her up alive. 

Locke’s tongue grazed over the pulsing vein in my neck. Goosebumps rose over my entire body as every hair stood on end. “The more you struggle, the more pain you will suffer, Dominic.” The sharp tips of his fangs scraped his target, then he exerted enough pressure to dimple the thin skin over the vulnerable vein.

I was all too aware that Locke was far stronger than I was, stronger than either therianthrope. I was completely at his mercy.

Shane made it clear where his priorities lay. If Locke had to drain me completely to save her, I’d open a vein for him. “Just drink already,” I rasped, forcing myself to relax against my animal instincts that screamed predator! in the back of my mind. “Here’s to Team Us, cheers.”

A quick grin pulled at my lips, and Roman looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

Locke’s teeth sank into my carotid artery amid a bolt of agony, which dissipated almost immediately. A rush of heat ran through me from head to toe. The faint tingling sensation in my veins burst to life as Locke’s lips pressed against my throat, drawing my blood with a deep swallow. 

Was this what Lucrezia felt when he drank from her? It was intoxicating.

He did it twice more, and I felt a vague presence near us that was almost lost in the glittering euphoria of the vampire venom. Nothing hurt anymore, pain was nonexistent.

 “You gotta let go now, Locke.” It was Roman Frost, touching the vampire’s shoulder hesitantly. 

Locke froze, his fingers digging into my shoulder blade. His growl reverberated through me, but Roman didn’t back away. 

With an effort Locke released me, gliding his tongue over the two neat holes in my neck and sealing them instantly. He licked his lips, swallowing the last of the ruby-red blood on them, but he kept his arm under my shoulder.

“Thank you. You’ll be light-headed,” he said, still focused on my pulse. “But the euphoria will make it easier to push through.”

“You did it,” Roman said, his hand sliding from the vampire’s shoulder. “Looks like the vamp lore is wrong.”

“It’s not wrong.” Locke shivered as I touched the healed marks on my neck. “Releasing someone when I’m starving is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I’m not sure a younger vampire could manage it.”

I pushed myself upright as Roman shrugged. I was light-headed, but I also felt amazing, every fiber in my body infused with a touch of vampire venom and completely painless. “Give me a moment and we’ll continue.”

Locke’s skin was no longer deathly. At least my blood would keep him going if I fell. 

The next door’s charm was simple, but I’d learned to be wary of simple charms. In Cimmerian’s warrens, they seemed to conceal much more complicated curses or guardians. 

This time, though, the guardian was a simple bound spirit that barely raised a hand before my rowan knife cut through it. 

The stench of blood was thick here. Locke swallowed convulsively, but his eyes remained clear as we ventured into what had been marked as the feeding chambers of the vampire laboratories. 

Galvanized metal tables lined the walls, glazed with old brown crust, and the drains in the floor were clogged with old matter. 

Some of it was still fresh, water sluicing into the grates, but an entire row of tables along the back wall had been forgotten, the heaps on them covered in a layer of dust. 

I moved closer as the wolves prowled ahead, uttering a stream of growls, and examined each mummified corpse. 

A shock of brown hair sent a sickening jolt right through my stomach. The body was splayed over one of the tables, held down with thick leather straps. Ancient rubber tubing was still jammed in the desiccated arm, trailing to nowhere.

He was withered, but I recognized the messy haircut, the chip in one exposed front tooth. Simon Wicke, sixteen years old and bled to death in the warrens of the damned.

I touched his arm with a shaking hand and heard a dry crunch, and braced myself on the edge of the table, my hands shaking. The Fenwicke coven had so much to answer for. 

They’d condemned him to this.

My lungs didn’t want to fill. I’d spent years training for this moment, when I would find Simon and finally have the answers behind his disappearance. When I was younger, I’d been filled with righteous fury, convinced that everything would become clear on the day that I brought him back. 

But nothing was clear now, and there was no bringing him back. All that was left of the person who’d been as close to me as my own brother was a dried-out husk, forgotten and alone. 

I was the only person in the world who cared about him. The indignity of him being fed on and left to rot made me want to burn this entire mansion to the ground.

Locke gripped my arm. “This is the boy you’ve been looking for?” 

They all knew why I’d done what I’d done. I’d done it for Lucrezia, and I’d done it for these sad, pitiful remains. 

“Yes. Simon Wicke.” I touched Simon’s shrunken cheek, tried not to think that maybe his blood had gone to feed Locke. He’d never asked to be fed the innocent. “My foster-brother. He had no magic for the Cage to feed on… so they must’ve drained him for the vampires.”

Locke inclined his head. Of all of us, he alone would understand this loss the most, how it gnawed at my bones until it was all I’d thought of for years. He’d lost his sister to the same cunts who were going to pay with buckets of their own blood.

After a long moment of silence, he squeezed my arm. I felt a faint, strangely magnetic pull towards him now that the thrall-mark linked us.

 “We will have years to grieve our losses together, but right now the living need us,” he said. “She needs us.”

Lucrezia was waiting. Simon was past help, but she wasn’t, and if I knew Simon at all his spirit would be with her. 

I took a deep breath and forced myself away. I could do nothing but go forward. The answers I wanted weren’t here. 

We found the next door easily enough. The iron was pitted and streaked with gore. 

The vampire laboratories were next. 

According to the blueprints, these were the most loosely-guarded charms against intruders. Albrecht, the architect of the endless traps, seemed to have thought that anyone willing to break into this particular room would find death on their own. 

If the air of the feeding room was fetid, it was horrific in here. It was warm and pressing like a blanket, the sickly-sweet smell of rot permeating the air. 

Like the prison out in the forest cavern, there was another prison built into this room. Several writhing bodies were trapped inside, amber eyes flashing as they prowled the other side of the bars. 

Shane became a human, leaning over a ledger on the table. “This smells like Gilt.” He ran his finger over the pages and recoiled. 

“What is it?” My voice was rough and cracked. 

Shane’s gaze had snapped to the vampires in the prison. “New students. They arrived last month, right after Carmen Flora’s group.”

Not a single staff member outside those in Mallory’s confidence had been told about an extra group of students. She must’ve brought them in right under our noses and had them turned almost immediately. 

The fledgling vampires seemed torn between gazing lovingly at Locke and trying to lure the living over to them. 

I looked over and saw that Locke was frozen in place, staring at the fledglings. “Locke?” 

He didn’t answer. The group of fledglings crowded closer, gazing back at him in eerie, wide-eyed silence. 

I pressed two fingers to the thrall-marks in my neck. He jerked a little, tearing his eyes from them. 

“I’m fine. I can resist them.” 

The answer to his control had been in Temple’s little diary all along. As Subject Alpha, the oldest vampire in Cimmerian, Locke’s blood made him the strongest of his kind, the first vampire made with that strain of the virus.

Just to be sure, I inserted myself between him and the vampires as we moved on, and he cut his attention to a rusted old table lined with thick leather straps instead of the vampires.

 They were safely caged for now. No doubt Lucrezia would insist on finding a humane way to treat them, but it wasn’t going to be possible, and she’d have to accept that hard truth. 

The next door’s curses unraveled without a hitch, thanks to the venom’s euphoria giving me a dose of energy I’d desperately needed. It took the work of seconds to cut through the spirit-guardian, a slick-skinned humanoid with spindly arms, and the wolves bolted ahead of us.

Locke slammed the door behind us as an all-too-familiar figure stood up, pressed against the wall as the therianthropes cornered her. Hate coiled deep in my stomach, burning me from the inside out. 

Ivy Bloom was disheveled, covered in grime and shaking like a leaf. “Oh thank god,” she gasped. 

Shane and Roman surrounded her, backing her against the door. Their growls rumbled from their chests like thunder. 

“What are you doing here?” I didn’t keep the vitriol from my voice. It was a relief to let that one emotion come through clearly at last.

“He cast me out,” she said, gazing at me with desperation. “I barely made it this far-”

“Where is Lucrezia? What are his plans?” 

Ivy cringed as Shane snapped at her hand. “I don’t know! I left hours ago. He wasn’t going to hurt her.”

“Lies,” Locke whispered. “That’s all he knows how to do.” Ivy’s gaze whipped to the vampire and she sneered. Locke just stared back, utterly unconcerned, and her gaze dropped first.

A spill of rotting vines trailed around her feet. She’d put most of her magic into creating the monstrous, blood-fed golem out of the rose brambles and hedges, and after hours of trying to work her way up, she was completely expended.

A perverse sense of satisfaction twisted through me. After the lengths to which she’d forced my hand, it was gratifying to see her brought so low, even if it wasn’t my doing. 

“So, you’re just going to leave me here to die? Some Warden you are.” She spat at me, the glob of saliva missing by a mile. “And after I gave up my safety to help you!”

I wasn’t going to justify that with a response. At no point had she been altruistic in her motives. 

“Go on then. Leave me to die. I hope it stays on your conscience forever, Dom.”

There was already too much on my conscience to make room for her. “Shane. Roman. Lucrezia is more important.” The wolves snarled and reluctantly pulled themselves away from her. 

The next door’s curses were already unraveled thanks to Ivy. I felt a new guardian materialize, its presence registering as a ravenous hunger against my mental wards, and time seemed to slow. 

Roman plunged through, and a pale shape dropped on him from the ceiling. 

Over Shane’s howl and Locke’s shout of warning, I saw a swift movement from the corner of my eye. Ivy glowered, her eyes bulging as she lunged for Shane’s side with a knife. 

My mind was frozen- save Shane, save Roman, torn between the two- but my body responded automatically, years of muscle memory kicking into instinct. 

Ivy’s wrist thunked solidly into my palm, the knife skittering along Shane’s spine as he moved, and I hauled her forward, her screams driving into my ears like a siren. 

Locke ripped the guardian off Roman’s back, and it hit the wall with a thump, a human torso with multiple arms growing from it like a grasping spider. 

Roman limped to the side, his teeth flashing as he ripped several fingers off one of those hands. The spirit struggled, straining to right itself and go after Roman, its only imperative to rip apart the living.

I shoved Ivy into the heart of the spirit before it could complete its mission.

The multitude of arms closed around her like the bars of a cage. Her shriek petered out to a thin wail as bones crunched, and then a low groan as it squeezed the last of her air from her lungs.

Locke ripped open the next door and Shane pushed Roman through. I slipped in a pool of fresh, wet blood and yanked the door shut behind us before I pushed a locking spell into the iron.

The guardian for this room was already reduced to dust, sloppily spread everywhere by Ivy. Roman collapsed as blood flowed freely from his wounds. The spirit had torn a deep gash along the back of his neck and fingerprints punched into his sides. 

Locke knelt next to him as Shane trembled, his pupils dilated to tiny points. Amber eyes met mine. “Can you spare more blood, Dominic? I can’t risk feeding on him.”

I had no idea. Soon I’d be running on nothing but desperation and vampire venom, but I nodded. “Do what you need to do.” 

Roman couldn’t die down here. She needed him.

Locke exhaled, breathing out all traces of blood that might tempt him to feed otherwise, and buried his face in Roman’s fur to run his tongue over the open wounds. 

The blood flow trickled to a halt as the vampire closed them one by one, and Roman let out a tiny growl, discomfited by the predator’s fangs so close to him while he was vulnerable. 

When he was done, Locke was at my side in a heartbeat, almost wrenching my head aside with his need to bury his fangs in my neck. 

Gray fog fuzzed the edges of my vision as Locke took a deep draught. After what felt like an eternity, but was probably only seconds, he released the euphoric venom into my bloodstream and sealed the bites. 

The lower half of Locke’s face was coated red, but Roman was back on his feet, and the sparkling euphoria of the venom was enough to keep me going. I leaned on Locke’s shoulder, struggling to think through the shimmering fog in my brain. 

We’d descended to floor twenty-eight and we were still alive. For some of us, just barely alive, but we’d made it this far. There was only one floor left between us and our objective, our shared love. 

“Two more doors.” My words came out slurred, but Locke nodded, and Shane’s ears flicked back and forth. “The bitch cleared the way. We’re almost there.”

Roman limped ahead, giving a brief wag of his tail. We were so close. 

The twenty-ninth floor was empty, the ghoul-guardian eaten through with tiny vines, and the last door finally opened for us. 

We stepped into a massive cavern lit with the eerie glow of necromancy, the pale, milky light spilling from a massive pentagram inscribed on the floor. It illuminated six titanic metal legs that flew upwards into the darkness, where the machine would converge on the leylines beneath the mansion that were its sole source of power.

A small prison was set in the center of the pentagram, with a strangely-painted figure collapsed at the bottom. I knew without a doubt that it was Lucrezia in that box. 

A man with thick, dark red hair waited by the legs, watching Lucrezia. He turned slowly, almost lazily, a self-satisfied smirk on his lips, but his eyes widened as Locke stepped into the misty light. 

“Well, if it isn’t a night for reunions. Elijah Locke.” 

“Albrecht.” Locke inclined his head. His voice was polite and even, but the muscles in his back were taut as wire, standing out under his skin. He was barely holding himself in check.

Shane sniffed at a red mound lying at the edge of the darkness and snorted. A hand attached to the mess made it clear who it had been: Mallory Gilt had sported those vivid, garishly-painted talons. Human bite marks littered her calves.

But who had eaten her?

Roman shed his wolf form, staggering as he regained two feet. New silvery scars marked his back in a pattern of slashes and punctures, almost deliberate in their placement. “Hey, cocksucker. We’re here for Lu.” 

Albrecht Gilt, now over two hundred years old, didn’t look a day over twenty-five. He ran a hand through his hair, adjusted a rotting lace cravat. He was dressed like he was going to a dinner party hosted by a dowager a hundred years ago. 

My stomach swooped as three squat, unnaturally pale witches gathered at the edge of the light, also dressed like they’d raided a clothing history museum. Gore streaked their mouths and hands, and I realized who had eaten Mallory. 

My stomach twisted. They weren’t the first witch-cannibals I’d come across, but it was never a pretty sight, no matter how desensitized a Warden became.

“Your new friends are crude, Elijah.” Albrecht’s cold blue eyes ran over Roman from head to toe, his expression twisted in distaste. 

That was rich, coming from a warlock who had three cannibals flanking him and should’ve been dead several lifetimes ago.

“You’ve stolen so much,” Locke said quietly. His fists clenched at his sides, white-knuckled and shaking. “Not just from me and Josephine, but from everyone who has set foot in this covenstead. When Lockheart was built, it was not with the intention of becoming a cog in the machine of your necromancy. You stole my home and the only family I had left.”

The trio of witches tittered, and Shane rounded on them, his head dropped low as he eyed their long-nailed hands. All three of them clustered together, making strange noises to each other. 

One of them was wearing Lucrezia’s heels, her skin bulging over the edges. The fringe of her flapper’s dress clinked as she shivered, never looking away from Shane as he circled her. 

I reached for my daggers, nearly missing one. Exhaustion and venom were making me clumsy.

“You will remove Lucrezia from that device and end this immediately.” Locke refused to break eye contact with Albrecht, whose gaze had morphed into a twisted sort of fascination. 

“Look at us, old boy. We’ve both been kicking for centuries and neither of us has aged a day.” Albrecht laughed and raised a hand to his cheek, scrubbing his skin like there was something under it he wanted to remove. “I do have one question- how are you around them?” He jerked his chin towards me and Roman. “There’s blood on your face. You’ve fed, but they’re still alive.”

“I learned to control myself.” 

Albrecht’s face lit up with naked greed. “And you never age.” 

Locke shook his head. Even in the cool, bluish light, his skin was healthy, flushed with my blood. “Even if you could become a vampire and control yourself, it wouldn’t change anything. You’ve already destroyed too many lives to be permitted to live.” 

Roman was too close to the necromantic circle. Far too close. “What’s with your bloody albinos there, Al? If that’s Lu’s blood, I’m going to- wait. Al’s albinos. Al’s Binos!”

Roman let out a harsh laugh with a tinge of hysteria to it and moved to push past Albrecht, aiming for Lucrezia, but the Giltglass warlock shoved him back easily, his hands igniting with flames. 

An angry red welt rose on Roman’s arm. 

“Ah,” Albrecht breathed, laughing as he clapped his hands together and the flames vanished. “I can transfer the sympathetic attachments of her magic to myself. No one else has ever had that much raw magic to work with before-”

“You stole her wildfire?” Roman sounded caught between outrage and disbelief. The hysterical edge of his laughter was gone.

Lucrezia was just a pale form curled at the bottom of the prison, but no one could make it through that pentagram without their life being ripped right out of their body. An unpleasant twinge of realization was nagging at the back of my mind- this was a configuration mirrored in Death, a soul-machine. I was low on blood, high on venom, and the only one who could go in and destroy it.

“Stay out of the circle, everyone.” The slur was gone from my words. “It’s a soul-catcher.”

“And you told me it would never work, Elijah.” Albrecht exhaled a gush of flame. “You and Josephine, with your small goals and narrow visions. Nobody else has achieved what I’ve done here today. I’ve transferred inherent power.”

His skin was growing luminous, swelling with a bright incandescent internal fire. 

“Josephine never wanted this, and you murdered her for it.” Locke took a step closer, heedless of the wildfire kindling to life inside Albrecht. “You used her in the worst possible way. Our friendship was only ever a sham.”

I gripped my daggers loosely, taking a deep breath in anticipation. Albrecht needed to die before he siphoned any more of Lucrezia’s life force or magic. 

Albrecht rolled his eyes skywards. “A sham? I quite liked you before you turned into a moralistic, pussyfooting ninny. Your sister was just as bad. And now here you are, for all your morals about life and death, subsisting on the blood of the living to sustain yourself. Oh, how the righteous have fallen.”

“I make no excuses for what I am.” Locke lowered into a crouch, his fangs shining against his lips. “But unlike you, I will spend the rest of my existence atoning for my sins. Starting with my failure to protect Josephine and Lucrezia from you.”

Albrecht grinned. “Girls. Run the dog, will you?”

The trio of witch-cannibals fell on Shane in unison, letting out thin wails that filled the cavern like a chorus of the damned. 

Locke and Albrecht clashed, flames gushing from the warlock’s pores and singeing Locke’s skin. Roman laughed, and a wall of water splashed over the two. Steam filled the cavern as Albrecht’s wildfire was extinguished. 

He gasped and sputtered, stumbling back from Locke and almost stepping in the confines of the glowing pentagram. 

Albrecht caught himself at the last moment, but he was cornered between the two of them. His teeth gleamed in a grimace.

“Yeah, turns out my witchwater can give Lu a run for her money, and she’s much better with her wildfire than you are, Al. Now call those twats off my brother already.”

Shane stampeded through the cavern, two witches hanging off his sides and the third, flopping limply, clamped between his jaws. One of them sank her blackened teeth into his side and he snarled, the sound muffled by the cannibal’s body.

“How dare you disrespect my daughters?” Albrecht said, gritting his teeth. He took a deep breath and the wildfire sparked to life again. 

He blew a column of flames at Roman, who dodged aside in a spray of glittering water and send an icy whip towards him. The beads of water sizzled and evaporated when they hit the pentagram’s glowing surface.

Locke snarled, his amber eyes flashing, and I found my chance to lash out when Shane galloped past. My blade cut right through the witch’s spine and she fell to the floor, her mouth still full of his blood and fur. “One left,” I said.

Albrecht glared at me, taking several steps forward and raising a hand full of fire. His bones stood out like dark twigs beneath his skin. 

The cannibal scrabbled at the floor with her nails, trying to pull herself away in vain. Bile rose in my throat and I stepped forward to cut her throat and end this travesty as humanely as possible.

The warlock screamed a name. “Eleanor!” 

Locke gripped his chin and the crown of his skull and wrenched his head all the way around with a sharp crack. 

Albrecht went limp and fell to the ground like a sack of meat. 

I stepped over Eleanor’s body and knelt next to him to saw through his neck, separating him so completely that not even the Vita Machina would be able to bring him back. 

As soon as his head was irreparably separated from his body he began decaying, liquifying into a brown mass that crumbled into dust. In moments, all that was left of Albrecht’s remains was two-hundred-year-old dust and bones. 

The pentagram didn’t die out, remaining bright even as the remaining witch released Shane, stumbling to her fallen sister’s side with an animal keening noise. 

Shane whipped his head and released the third sister, who flew into her siblings. He shifted back into his human form, eyes wide with pain and panic. “He’s dead! Why hasn’t the pentagram died out?”

“The Vita Machina is powered by the leylines,” I said, wiping my dagger on my filthy shirt. “Without a recipient to feed, it’ll just continuously churn the unfortunate souls who step into the pentagram.” 

My limbs felt like lead, but I knew what had to be done. “I need to go into Death to destroy it. Most necromancy is performed on both sides of the mirror. Gilt must’ve had a mirrorwalker friend who built the other half of this machine or brought him through.”

The twins hovered at the edge of the pentagram, focused entirely on Lucrezia. 

I tried not to look at her myself, unwilling to fall apart if I saw that she was too far gone.

“How fast can you do it, Steele?” Shane asked. “The last candle is half gone.”

I had no idea. All I could do was hope that Locke’s venom would keep me running through the blood loss long enough to destroy the other side. 

I shook my head and pulled out the candle and mirror. “Shane, anchor me. Roman is in better condition to stand guard now. Kill the cannibal if she becomes an issue.” Roman nodded, his blue eyes flat and cold.

Shane didn’t protest, taking the candle. Exhaustion and anxiety for Lucrezia was written in every line of his face. “What if the candle burns out and you’re not back?” 

I lit the candle, temporarily erasing the scent of blood with the scent of the burning match. “At that point, leave my body. There’ll be nothing you can do. If the pentagram is still lit, do whatever you can to destroy the legs of the Cage, but that’s an absolute last resort. You don’t want to leave it running and bring the whole thing down on her head.”

If I couldn’t break the pentagram from the other side, she was lost. Nobody would be able to walk through it.

There was really no choice at all- I couldn’t fail at this or she would die.

Locke abandoned Albrecht’s body, gazing curiously into the mirror as I crouched in front of it, and stepped into Death.


Chapter 17

 Locke

 

The lower we went, the clearer my memories became. Painfully clear, tearing at my heart with each new revelation.

The warrens that were infested with spirits, ghouls, and revenants had once been clean, pure stone, lined with salt and quartz, protected against spiritual intrusion. As magic-binders, we Lockes had always been capable of keeping hungry spirits and magic at bay. 

Seeing them now, strewn with filth, blood, and bodies, was sickening. Josephine would’ve wept to see her home defiled like this. 

The last time I’d come this far down, we’d been dragged into the depths together. Albrecht had drugged our wine. I remembered the laboratory as a gaslamp-lit haze, the stench of disinfectant and alcohol, needles stinging my arms as I strained against leather straps, screaming for Josephine. 

They’d dragged her below while I’d raged uselessly.

The table where Dr. Temple, Albrecht’s accomplice, had turned me was still there, shoved in the corner like so much forgotten detritus. To them, it was just a table. To me, it was where my life had ended, and a new one had begun while my sister was taken below to have her throat cut over the cornerstone. 

Subject Alpha. Temple had whispered that name in my ear in reverent tones while the virus chewed its way through every cell in my body. He was my sire, a human, using a needle instead of fangs. 

A giant fist squeezed my chest as I looked up at the Vita Machina. If only we had guessed sooner what Albrecht wanted to do with it. I could only blame my own lack of foresight. Josephine was too naïve in matters of necromancy to see what he was planning, and I had been blinded by my trust in the man I’d considered a brother. 

Now I had new ones, and they’d proven themselves to be worth a thousand of Albrecht already. They would be willing to make the ultimate sacrifice to save a ray of sunlight from this dark world. 

Dominic’s body went still as his spirit climbed through the mirror into Death. 

I was dead, too. The mirror rippled a little at the corner of my eye, like a friendly beacon. 

I knelt next to Dominic’s frozen body, just able to resist the lure of his blood and the thrall-mark, and peered into the reflection. 

My physical form felt like it sublimated into something else for a moment, and then I was standing at Dominic’s shoulder, buried to my ankles in dust. 

He glanced at me in surprise, his pupils still wide with the euphoria of vampire venom. I couldn’t regret giving him so much, not after the amount of blood I’d taken from him. 

“Ah, but of course. You’re technically dead.” 

I nodded, taking in this side of Death. It was a dim, dreary place, but the light of the pentagram was much brighter on this side. “Yes. I suppose with so few sane vampires, there are many things we don’t know about my kind.”

He sighed with relief. “I’m glad you’re here. If the candle burns out, you must finish this in my place and get her out.”

Albrecht had built the Vita Machina in life, but everything was echoed in Death. Its legs were patterned with blooming splotches of rust, forever held in a slow state of decay. Here, the energy of the leylines feeding the machine was visible in those legs, powering the necromantic pentagram that would suck its victims dry of life and magic. 

Lucrezia’s spirit rested in the middle, slowly sinking into the sigils and surrounded by others who were already dead. Hands, arms, faces protruded from the pentagram, the spirits slowly dissolving and being consumed, like a giant flytrap.

I would not allow her spirit to be consumed by this thing. “I will do whatever it takes, Dominic. Where do we begin?”

He strode through the dust, walking to the very edge of the pentagram. A dark stain marked the dust here where Albrecht had died in life only minutes ago. 

“Now that you’re here, my plans have changed,” Dominic said. “I will go in and fetch her. I should be able to last long enough to pull her spirit out of the trap. You must be the one to find and break the connection point once she’s safe. It’ll be an artifact or a fetch, designed to provide a connection to Life for Albrecht, possibly made with his blood, hair, or other body materials.” He took a deep breath, shoulders tense. “Do not break the connection until her spirit is outside the pentagram. I have no idea what will happen to these spirits once the Vita Machina is destroyed.” 

“They will vanish into the ether.”

Dominic stiffened as a boy’s voice, flat and dead, came from behind us. We both turned, taking in the lanky teenager with sandy brown hair and the faintest hints of old freckles peppered across his nose. 

His spirit was spattered with the unmistakable signs of the trauma and abuse heaped on him before his death. 

“Simon,” Dominic breathed. 

“Dom.” The boy- Simon- gave him a crooked grin. A chip gleamed in one of his front teeth. He was unmistakably one of the spirits of the corpses upstairs. “You’ve grown up.”

All the despair, grief, and rage I felt for Josephine’s premature death was written out on Dominic’s rough features. I, too, understood the heart-wrenching pain of losing a sibling… and believing- or knowing- that it was your fault.

“And you haven’t.” Dominic’s face twisted. “I was too late. I should’ve stopped them.”

“What could you’ve done?” Simon asked, not ungently. “One kid against an entire coven? It wasn’t your fault.”

The Warden wiped a hand over his face, looking up at the milky mist overhead for a moment. “I’ve spent years waiting to see you again and tell you how sorry I was that I let this happen. Part of me was hoping it was all a lie, that you were somehow still alive…” He glanced over his shoulder at Lu’s sinking spirit, tension cutting through the sorrow on his face. “But I’ll be joining you shortly. Do you know how to shut down the Vita Machina?” 

Simon cocked his head to the side. “Nah, not really. I’ve just seen a ton of them get chewed up by it. She might know, though.”

He pointed behind me, and if my heart could beat, it would’ve lurched out of my chest when I turned around. 

Josephine strolled along the edge of the perimeter, her dark hair falling down her back as she smiled at me, holding her thin arms out. Her throat was one wide gash, dried blood crusted over the front of her lace dress, and bruises mottled her throat and chest.

She wrapped her arms around me, resting her head on my chest and letting out a sigh. A memory swamped my mind, Josephine in her beaded wedding dress, hugging me with tears in her eyes. The ghostly scent of lavender filled my nose. 

This Josephine was much less substantial, as fragile as a baby bird in my arms. I hugged her, but she smelled like nothing, the lavender long-faded. She’d belonged to Death for so long that much of what had made her Josephine had been leached away. 

She touched my face, looking up at me with dark eyes that had once been identical to mine. “Elijah,” she said. Her voice was a rough croak, barely understandable. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too, Jo,” I whispered, half-afraid I would break her from hugging her so hard, even though she was already dead. “I’m sorry.”

Josephine gave me a sweet smile that looked out of place on her wasted features, but the expression flickered, like it was too difficult for her to hold. “I never would’ve blamed you, Eli. But I would very much like to go home now.”

There was a burning pressure behind my eyes, like my body remembered how to cry but couldn’t. “How do I bring you there?”

She tugged me forward and gestured to the cornerstone, the hunk of obsidian lit with its own internal light in Death. Every previous Locke before us had been burned on the cornerstone upon death, their souls and ashes becoming part of the mansion, their consciousness blending into Lockheart’s wards. 

Josephine and I, the last of the Lockes, were the only ones who would never join our ancestors. Unless I could burn Josephine’s remaining bones on the cornerstone.

“Here,” she said. “She can bring me home.” Her dark gaze flicked to Lucrezia’s soul, which was silent and still.

A small object rested on the cornerstone’s surface; a fetch sewn with shining auburn hair. 

Dominic let out a ragged breath. “The fetch. Locke, when I’ve brought her back, you must destroy that one and its counterpart in Life, as soon as Lucrezia is free of the pentagram.” He slammed his rowan knives back in their sheaths, rolled his filthy sleeves up over his elbows. “Get them out, and… come back for Simon’s body, if you can.”

“Of course I will,” I said, wrapping my arm around Josephine’s shoulders. I wanted to hug her and remember our old life for these last few minutes before she joined our ancestors. 

Dominic took a step forward without further preamble, breaking the line of the pentagram. 

Simon jerked him back, putting all of his force, which wasn’t much, into stopping any part of Dom’s body from coming into contact with the pentagram. “I don’t think so.”

Dom gripped Simon’s pale hand, glaring at him furiously, but the spirit just punched his arm with a faint smile. His spirit was young enough that there was still some of his original self left. 

“I’m already dead, Dom. I’ll get her for you.”

“I will not let your soul be eaten by it. I’ve spent years looking for your spirit so you could rest-”

“This will be rest for me,” Simon said. His voice was growing fainter, strained by the energy he was expending to argue. “I’ve spent so long wandering in the dark, fighting off all the hungry ones… I’m tired now, Dom. I found you and you found me, and becoming part of the ether just sounds like a long, pleasant sleep.” He forced another crooked smile. “I want this. You’ll know I’m resting for good this way.”

Dominic gritted his teeth, every fiber in his body strained. “Simon…”

The spirit fell backwards as the Warden reached for him, plunging into the pentagram up to his knees like it was a pool of water. “Too late.” 

Simon waded forward, the sigils tearing at the flesh of his barely-corporeal form and rising around him. He was almost up to his chin by the time he reached Lucrezia’s spirit and dragged her from the bars of the little prison, floating in the middle of the pentagram like an island. 

The boy’s spirit slung her over his shoulder she flopped there limply. When he turned back to us, his face was tight as he pushed against the hungry sigils. They were leaching him away more quickly now, consuming as much of him as they could get and siphoning his energy through the Cage.

“Have a funeral for me, will you, Dom? With lots of pretty girls. Tell ‘em I was a war hero or something. Make me sound really awesome.”

Dom’s smile was more of a grimace. Bits of Simon were vanishing, swirling through the sigils, as he shoved himself forward, and his voice had grown thin. “You were always really awesome, Simon. Nothing’s changed that.” 

The spirit grinned, much thinner now than when he’d entered the pentagram. 

He shoved Lucrezia’s pale spirit over the side of the pentagram into Dominic’s hands, and sank back into the circle, floating on the surface like a leaf on a pond. Simon’s features were a vague blur now. “Bloody hell, I got to save the princess. Guess I really am a hero, huh?”

“Sir Simon Wicke,” Dominic said, his throat working. He pulled Lucrezia’s faded spirit from the edge of the pentagram, out of reach of the searching sigils. 

I squeezed Josephine’s hands and plucked the fetch from the cornerstone. It was surprisingly heavy, a palm-sized bag embroidered with Albrecht’s hair and inscribed with sigils that matched some of the marks in the pentagram. 

Josephine’s eyes looked huge in their sunken sockets. “Burn it, Elijah,” she whispered. “Burn my bones. Even when I’m on the other side, I’ll always be with you.”

I touched her cheek as Dominic spoke softly to the fading soul in the pentagram, exchanging the last goodbyes they’d ever share. 

“I will always love you, Jo. We will see each other again, I swear it.”

She smiled at me and faded with a sigh. With so little of her mortal remains left on earth, and a refusal to feed on fresh souls, she had no strength left. She was little more than a shade now.

“Your matches, Dom.” I strode through the dust, sending it billowing into the air. Simon was almost fully sunken into the surface now, all his defining features melted away. “We must burn the fetch.”

“A nothingness like a long sleep,” Simon said, no louder than a sigh. “I’m ready.”

Dominic gently laid Lu’s spirit on the ground and rose to his feet, rummaging in his jacket for the matches. His eyes, bright with life against the gray of Death, widened when he looked up, focused over my shoulder. 

Cold pain slashed at my shoulder. My blackened blood trickled over my shoulder and back to drop into the dust. Dominic shoved me aside, the venom in his bloodstream lending him unnatural strength and sending me flying almost ten feet away. 

Albrecht’s spirit was still strong, as corporeal as a living body after being fed by hundreds of souls. 

It was also twisted, his form in Death warped by his unnatural life-span and cruelty. Long arms extended into the dust and his skull was domed, ridged with spurs of bone like horns. His eyes were clouded, but they flicked between Dominic and his target, the one vulnerable soul left outside the pentagram.

His massively deformed jaw scooped open as he charged, aiming for Lucrezia’s limp spirit. 

Dominic had his knives in his hands before I blinked, one dagger burying itself in Albrecht’s chest- and the other trapped between those massive jaws, driving the knife into Albrecht’s skull. 

I rolled to my feet, too slow to cover the distance between us.

Albrecht bit down and ground his jaw, blood spraying between his pointed teeth. 

Dominic didn’t make a sound, but the cords and muscles of his neck stood out starkly as he ripped out the rowan dagger and punched it back into Albrecht’s heart over and over, sending black ooze sluicing to the dust underfoot. 

I didn’t think as I lunged forward, charging towards my oldest enemy and piercing straight through his rib cage. 

The revenant howled, several ear-piercing tones layered over each other, but he released Dominic. A disembodied arm, still twitching, fell out of his mouth.

His insides writhed over my fist and I heaved Albrecht away, pushing him into the pentagram. Black fluid spurted over my hand as he fell, snatching out with his long, claw-tipped arms, but I stomped on a creeping hand and heard bones shatter underfoot.

The swirling surface of the pentagram began writhing as half-absorbed spirits woke up, sensing their tormentor caught among them. 

Albrecht’s dead eyes focused on me, and he went down howling and clawing, dragged beneath the surface by his victims.

Dominic fell to one knee next to Lucrezia’s spirit, his arm ending below the elbow in a ragged stump. “Burn the fetch,” he whispered. “Trap him in the pentagram.” He’d gone ashen with shock and blood loss. 

I scrabbled in the dust, finding the dropped matches. My hands didn’t shake, with my body incapable of feeling adrenaline, but the matches were bloody and didn’t want to light, and he was bleeding out in Life with every second I failed…

One of the matches flared, a bright spot of true light, and I touched it to the fetch. The stink of burning hair and blood washed over us as the bag caught fire, curling into blackened remnants. 

The pentagram’s light dimmed and winked out as the last of the fetch was consumed, dissipating into the mist of the deadside. 

I wrapped my arms under Dominic’s arms and lifted his spirit, dragging him to the one tiny spot of light left in the deadside: the hand mirror he’d come in through. “Not without Lucrezia,” he grated out.

“You need to go back. I’ll bring her.”

I had to force his spirit through, cajoling and pushing, and as soon as his weight vanished, forced through to the other side, I turned back to Lucrezia. 

Like Simon, her features were drained, the light sustaining her form pale and flickering. Albrecht had bled too much from her. 

But I still had the Cage. It wasn’t burned yet. 

I stared up at the legs of the machine, converging on the leylines that could power eternal life into someone. If I left a lock of her hair, a makeshift fetch, here on the cornerstone… we could be together forever. 

I touched her cold cheek, sick with the battle within myself. 

She would never accept it. She would hate every moment of living a half-life torn from other people, and me for causing it most of all. Although I knew that every day brought us a step closer to her death, there was no future using the Vita Machina. 

Still, the idea called out to me, seducing me with the promise of a second life worth living, one where my deepest love was always with me.

She would say… that is not you, Elijah Locke.

I forced myself to scoop her spirit into my arms, turning my back on the Cage. She was far too light, like a feather that I carried back through the mirror with me. I opened my eyes to blackness pressing down on us without the light of the pentagram to fill the cavern. 

Shane worked feverishly to staunch the flow of blood from Dominic, whose severed arm was curled on the floor next to his sprawled body, still gripping his knife. His injuries had carried over into Life, mirroring the carnage wrought in Death. 

His heartbeat was weak. I heard it struggling in his chest, faint as a whisper.

Roman held off the last of Gilt’s misbegotten sisters, who crouched over her siblings’ bodies, eyeing Dom, her nostrils flared from the smell of fresh blood.

I carried Lucrezia’s spirit back to her body. On this side of the mirror, her spirit would only be visible to myself and Dominic, the mirrorwalker and the walking dead. I let her incorporeal self slip back into her living body. It was like watching water pour into a vessel.

Without her spirit, she still lived, but it took shallow, automatic breaths, with no color in her face. As soon as she fell back into herself, a hint of life touched her, her breath hitching and deepening. 

Roman bolted to the cage, heedless of the last living Gilt, threw the locks open and ripped the bars off. He pulled her out, scattering tiny seed-pearls all over the black, inert sigils. “Lu! Oh hell, please wake up, please be alive.”

“Locke.” Shane’s voice was tight with strain. As much as I wanted to hold Lu for myself, I joined him, crouched over Dominic. “Can you turn him?”

The Seer had tied a rough tourniquet on Dominic’s arm. “No. He wouldn’t wish to live like this, and we would never be able to coexist.”

 I touched the mangled flesh where Albrecht’s teeth had sheared right through muscle and bone, and my mouth filled with saliva. 

Shane made a sound of mingled disgust and understanding as I ran my tongue over the brutalized stump, sealing the wound with new skin, healing the bone. 

It wouldn’t be perfect, but he might still live.

“He needs blood,” Shane muttered. “Shit. Fuck. I can give him enough of my life force to hold on a while longer, but we need to get upstairs and call for help now.”

Shane forced Dominic’s mouth open and leaned in, almost close enough to kiss him, and exhaled, transferring his own energy with his breath. A little sing-song rhyme from my past came back to me in a fragment, Jo flipping through a witches’ nursery rhymes book: blood or breath, a drop or a kiss, to keep you outside the mirror. 

Dominic’s heartbeat steadied. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. 

Shane cast a burning glance at Lucrezia and Roman. One of her hands rose to touch the waterwitch’s face and he kissed her, exhaling as he did for her what Shane had done for Dominic. 

“Get him on my back, Locke,” Shane grated out. “We can’t waste a single minute or he’s lost.” 

He shifted, becoming a wolf, but Lucrezia’s weak voice rang through the cavern. “Wait. Don’t go. We have to finish what we started.”

Roman helped her to her feet, supporting her as she gained her footing. Lucrezia scrubbed at her face, wiping away the white powder and rouge, and the last of the Gilt sisters made an incomprehensible sound at the sight of her. The poor thing was completely out of her mind. 

Lucrezia gave her what was almost an apologetic look and stepped out of Roman’s arms, holding out her hands to the witch. She hadn’t yet seen what had happened to Dominic. “Aunt Annabelle, you can come with us. You don’t have to stay down here. Albrecht can’t torture you anymore.”

It was an empty offer. The witch had fed on human flesh. She was a lost cause.

Lu’s gaze met mine, then Shane’s… and saw Dominic’s body on the floor and the pool of blood around him. She went even whiter than the powder had made her and became luminescent as her wildfire exploded into life. 


Chapter 18

 Lu

 

Every fiber of my body ached, fire nibbling away at the edges of my cells. My inner self was a black abyss. 

There was no such concept as peace anymore. Only a deep, heart-crushing agony and tempestuous rage.

My guardians were bloody and bruised. They looked like they’d crawled through every level of hell, Shane’s face tight with strain and Locke taut as they crouched over Dominic’s lifeless, pale form. 

There was so much blood. My eyes skittered away from his ragged wounds, my mind refusing to accept them. He couldn’t die. I wouldn’t allow it.

Roman held out his hands, a shield of frosted water swirling between us. “He’s still alive, Lu. You need to pull it back in.” 

I dimly realized that the fire wasn’t eating me away from the inside. It was everywhere, billowing around me in a cloud of flame and ash, gnawing away at the wedding dress and blackening the seed-pearls. 

But I didn’t want to pull it in. I wanted to let it go and burn the people responsible alive, inch by inch, and show them no mercy.

Albrecht had done this. Albrecht, Mallory, Ivy, his fucked-up children…

Bits of charred silk flaked away as I took a step closer to Dominic. “You’ll burn him,” Roman said, throwing himself between me and the Warden’s limp body, so close that his shield of witchwater was billowing into steam. “You have to stop.”

I forced myself to take a breath that shuddered in and out of my lungs, and tried to pull some of the pulsing magic back inside myself.

 The wildfire was furious, but even its devouring hunger flinched away from the idea of hurting Roman. He released his witchwater shield and let it trickle to the ground as I wrestled the flames back into embers, tucking them away in the wellspring of my chest. 

Roman breathed a sigh of relief as the last of the flames died, but he didn’t come any closer. Wisps of smoke drifted off the singed dress. I was still throwing off waves of heat.

“Which one did this to him?” I looked over Roman, the shadows under his eyes, scars that hadn’t been there the last time I saw him tracing his dusky skin in a silver patchwork, so that he now looked more like Shane than ever. “How long…?”

Locke wiped at his face, scrubbing away a crackled-glaze mask of dry blood. “You’ve been under Cimmerian for half a day,” he said, his voice soothing despite the insanity of gore and death around us. “Half of the Vita Machina is broken. Albrecht is dead, and we’ve all survived, but… not without great injury.” 

I wanted to touch Dominic and reassure myself that there was still a pulse in his veins, and Shane had risen to his feet, gazing at me like all he wanted to do was lunge forward and wrap around me.

The only thing holding them all back was the shimmer of heat rising from my limbs, the blackening edges of whatever silk hadn’t been burned in the flames, and I couldn’t go any closer to my broken Warden. Roman was right, even though my chest ached with a physical agony to touch Dom, to feel his heartbeat for myself.

“You must finish what he started, sunlight. We must cleanse the cornerstone, destroy Albrecht’s fetch and… ensure that the Cage can never be used again.” 

He looked down, a different, secret sort of pain in his amber eyes. 

The cornerstone. I was here for one reason: to purify the cornerstone with fire and release the mansion and its endless spirits from their torment.

My gaze ran over Dominic as I clung to the swirling embers in my heart. “Take him out of here,” I said. My voice was scratchy but hard. Shane’s eyes narrowed. “I need to finish this, but I’ll be right behind you.”

A chittering noise echoed through the cavern and I looked over at Annabelle. Knowing what she was and what she’d done horrified me to the marrow, but she hadn’t asked to be born to this life. I wondered if she’d ever even seen the sun, even for one minute. 

“You’re free to go.” I pointed to the door. Annabelle just stared at me with bulging eyes, kneeling among the twisted bodies of Patricia and Eleanor. I thought I understood a little of how she might’ve felt in that moment. 

The pentagram beneath the Cage was scorched black. Shane shifted with a ripple of fur, and Locke carefully lifted Dominic and draped him over the wolf’s broad back. I bit my lip, watching as he loped away, trying his hardest not to jostle his cargo. 

A muscle twitched in Roman’s jaw as our eyes fell on the shattered mirror and Dominic’s severed arm. One of his rowan daggers was still clutched in his fingers. I walked over and knelt to pull the dagger from his grasp, cradling it in my swollen left hand. The pain was dulled by shock for now. I’d be paying for this numbness later. 

The edges of his arm were ragged and blackened. Locke was suddenly at my side, as close as he could get without getting burned by the heat I was throwing off. “Albrecht did this. No healer could fix this wound.”

I touched Dominic’s arm and sent a spark of wildfire into the dead flesh, consuming it within seconds. I wanted no part of him left to rot down here in the darkness. 

Locke has picked up a thin object I recognized as the Lockheart sword. He held it out to me hilt-first, and I silently drew the rowan sword from its sheath. 

Silver spirals and whorls patterned the blade, shining like it had been forged and enspelled that very day. “Use it for the Rite,” Locke said. “This is yours to use now, sunlight.”

 It was perfectly balanced in my hand, the wood warming under my palm. 

The cornerstone was a flat slab of glassy stone, roiling with faint flashes of internal light like a heartbeat. The blood flaking from its surface stained the floor around it black, and a dense little object laid on top of the stone. I pushed a tongue of wildfire through the sword, illuminating the corner’s stone filthy surface, and the object glinted rusty red. 

It was a tiny bag sewn with Albrecht’s hair, the sort of fetch a witch created to work sympathetic necromancy on. Dom’s lessons on necromantic rituals from over a month ago ran through my head: as above, so below. Destroying the fetch on both sides cut the link between Life and Death.

The fucker had taken Dom’s arm, so I would use his dagger to destroy the last of Albrecht’s work on this earth. Tongues of wildfire licked the rowan blade in my left hand, and I plunged it into the heart of the fetch. 

I felt the last of the magic surrounding it shatter, sending a tiny shockwave through the air as the bag burst into flames. The acrid scent of burning hair filled the air. 

The Lockheart sword shimmered with latent wildfire, and I swept the blade over the cornerstone, igniting the layer of dried blood coating the obsidian. It crackled to life, black smoke billowing into the air, the cornerstone humming as it broke free from its binding.

I pushed more of myself into the blade, channeling a storm of flames. 

The light within the stone moved faster, like fish in a pond, flashing as Josephine’s magic-binding blood burned away and revealed the glassy black surface of the stone. 

The cornerstone pounded against my mental wards, thrumming in my mind in a steady, bone-quaking drumbeat. It was free, desperately lonely and searching for a covenmistress to bind with. I felt it searching, touching my mind and asking a tentative question.

I took a deep, shaky breath, inhaling smoke and ash. It was sloppy, off-the-cuff, and completely against the traditions outlined in the books, but if I completed the Grand Rite without losing my mind, I would be a part of this house, and every sliver of wood, every pebble down to a grain of sand, would belong to me.

I flipped the rowan sword to the sharp edge and ran my arm over the blade. Blood welled and spattered on the stone, bubbling from the heat. I squeezed my eyes shut, lowered my mental wards, and reached out towards the cornerstone’s battering, searching force as I pressed my palm to the cornerstone.

Please, Aradia, Hecate, Diana, don’t let this kill me. 

It instantly felt like my mind was hit with a train, every thought of my own pummeled into darkness as Cimmerian’s consciousness invaded mine. It was a massive force, such a titanic thought-construct that the massive slab of the cornerstone suddenly seemed tiny in comparison. How could it hold so much?

Thoughts, images, emotions slammed into my head, memories that weren’t mine spooling out in a long reel through my mind. 

An older man with a long beard and a young man with a head of thick black hair stood in a dripping cavern, cutting their hands over this exact slab of stone as the leylines thrummed through the rocks around them. “We will call it Lockheart,” the older man said. He drew a hissing breath as a faint crimson light came to life in the heart of the stone. “This will be our home for all our days. The leylines are strong enough to shield us.”

The two men faded.

A young witch with dark hair cried into a handkerchief as they laid the older man’s body on the cornerstone and cremated him with witchfire, sending his spirit on to become part of the covenstead. I recognized her older brother, now with lines cut in his face; he’d helped lay the cornerstone with their patriarch. 

Then I saw that same witch, seconds later and years older, communing with the cornerstone as a small child clung to her skirt. From the swell of her belly, there would soon be another sibling, and the mansion was filled with their love and contentment. The cornerstone radiated happiness. 

The memories began to blur, but the cornerstone was warm with contentment, feeding visions of a happier time. 

I saw every Lockheart who had ever lived. Finally, I saw Locke, his eyes still dark, skin still warm with living blood, cutting his own hand over the cornerstone. He and Josephine performed the Rite for themselves and became the master and mistress of Lockheart, grinning at each other the entire time. 

When I saw Josephine next, my entire body flinched, curling in on itself. 

Albrecht forced her over the stone, his hand tangled in her hair as she screamed. He drew a knife across her throat and shouted the words of the binding ritual. The cornerstone’s light went dim under a gush of arterial blood, and her magic wrapped around it against her will. 

“We will call it… Cimmerian,” he said, cool and contemplative as his wife bled to death on the stone under him. “The land of the shades.”

Her fear crashed through me, woven through with strands of red rage and betrayal.

My limbs were shaking as the cornerstone flashed through Albrecht’s life for me, showing me the creation of the fetch, the building of the Cage, the mirrorwalker who supervised the creation of its deadside-half and their subsequent death at Albrecht’s hands.

 Its anger over the betrayal built into a massive rage that thrummed through every fiber of my body. I felt the cornerstone’s emotions clearly: if it had been free to act, it would’ve brought down every beam of the mansion itself to crush Albrecht alive.

I saw myself, kneeling before Albrecht’s wheelchair as Patricia flung my blood across the cornerstone. A bright point of hope grew in the darkness of the cornerstone’s heart when it tasted the wildfire in my blood.

The residual fear of that night washed over me and the images finally began to fade. My mental wards felt heavier, like the cornerstone had filled my skull with lead, and a new awareness began to blossom at the back of my mind. 

I physically felt the cornerstone, the mind of the mansion itself, and the skeleton of the home far overhead. It had been made as a refuge with loving hands. A home, not a butcher’s slab. Every beam, every wall and door and window were part of that awareness, sinking into the depths of my mind. I felt the mansion’s pain like my own, walls torn by vines, the Helping Hands choking the flow of magic, every blade of grass and the trees extending out onto the grounds. 

The wall surrounding Cimmerian was a black ring in my mind. It had once been a protection, maintained by the Lockes themselves, and I almost doubled over as I felt what the cornerstone told me: the Gilts had walled skeletons into the stone, binding them to serve as angry, unwilling guardians. I felt their fury at their imprisonment pummeling against my wards.

The cornerstone’s raging touch finally gentled, soothing my mind after the onslaught of emotions and memories, and it began to settle into me. It melted against my own mental wards, sank into my bones, until I could no longer tell that it hadn’t been an essential part of me before. 

I opened my eyes. The cornerstone’s touch soothed me as hundreds of ghostly faces looked back. 

Every Locke, the family who had created this home with their love and been burned on the cornerstone upon death… except for Josephine and Elijah. Her remains had been burned away from her home, and he lived a second life.

But I still had two of Josephine’s bones in the mansion overhead. It might be enough to let her rest with her family. 

I held out my hands and concentrated on what the cornerstone whispered to me, how to move the mansion to fit my will. Everything in it was mine to rearrange as I saw fit.

Pearls of sweat broke out on my forehead, but after several long minutes, the bones materialized in thin air and fell into my outstretched hands. 

I laid the ivory pieces on the cornerstone’s surface and conjured the tiniest flame of wildfire on the tip of my finger. Just enough to reduce the two small finger bones to ash. 

They burned in seconds, and another shimmering face materialized in the crowd of Lockes. Josephine sighed, touching her whole, unmarked throat, and melted into the welcoming embrace of an older man and woman: their parents. A thousand arms of her ancestors reached out to embrace her.  

The Lockes slowly faded, some reaching out to touch me as well before they vanished back into the cornerstone. 

I lowered the Lockheart sword, my limbs shaking with exhaustion and stress.

 It was done. I’d performed the Grand Rite of Initiation on the fly and survived. The wound I’d carved across my hand and wrist has sealed, the scar already looking years old.

But the hand with the broken finger was starting to throb, and Dominic’s rowan dagger clattered to the floor. Roman was at my side in an instant despite the lingering heat, his skin turning pink as he held me upright. 

“You released her,” Locke said, picking up the dagger and taking the sword from my limp fingers. “Thank you.”

I pulled him against me, kissing him as hard as I could until my own mouth hurt. Then I grabbed Roman and did the same. Both held me for a long moment. 

“Everyone here will be put to rest,” I whispered. Through the cornerstone in my mind, I felt thousands of blots of death throughout the mansion and grounds. The task of releasing all the spirits trapped here was an enormous one. 

But we were already well on our way. Roman and Locke supported me as we turned towards the door where Shane had gone before us. I looked up at the legs of the Vita Machina towering overhead, felt the terminal overhead where the leylines intersected with the machine. 

Albrecht’s headless body laid beneath it. I tugged on the wards, and the terminal shattered. The legs groaned as they began to collapse, the massive lengths of steel plunging downwards. 

A bright red flash moved through the room as Annabelle threw herself over Albrecht’s corpse. I didn’t have time to shout for her before the Cage collapsed entirely, burying both of them under it. 

I felt the remnants of their deaths through the wards, dark and violent splotches in my mind. 

Roman’s lip curled back in a grimace; Locke just shook his head. We continued on in silence. 

Now that we were fully entwined, the mansion’s wards and I dismantled each curse, every cantrip, destroyed the sigils of guardians, and released spirits as we passed. It wasn’t perfect, but no one would die descending to the cornerstone again. 

Ivy’s dead, glazed eyes watch us pass. Her remains were tangled with a warped guardian. I closed my eyes and concentrated, and the mansion absorbed her corpse into the floor. I asked it to leave her near the remains of the conservatory, and from there I would send her body back to Springbloom to do with as they pleased. I didn’t want her buried here.

By the time we caught up to Shane and Dominic, the lingering heat on my skin had cooled. I ran my fingers through Shane’s fur, kissed the cream star of fur on his forehead, and walked alongside Dominic as we made our way back to the surface, my hand resting on his shoulder. The faint, thready pulse of his heartbeat under my palm was reassuring.

With each level we ascended the weight of responsibility grew heavier on my shoulders. Each step reminded me that our journey hadn’t ended; it had just begun. 

Locke stopped when we passed his abandoned chains. “The sun,” he said, and I stopped, rising on my toes to kiss his cheek. 

“No. You’re not living in the basement anymore. You’re one of us, and you belong with us.” 

The wards responded to my touch when I closed my eyes and concentrated, changing the mansion to suit a vampire. 

When we stepped through the black door, the only light in the halls was the old-fashioned bronze lamps. Every window in the corridor had vanished, replaced with solid walls. 

Demonseed came yowling down the hall, launching himself at Roman’s leg and climbing until he was perched on his shoulder. He even deigned to purr frantically when Roman scratched his ears.

We needed an infirmary and a healer, neither of which Cimmerian was equipped with. I opened the door on the first classroom, replaced the windows with solid walls, and asked the wards to move one of the beds in here. 

We moved Dominic as gently as possible, but his eyes flickered open, his pupils wide. The hazel was brilliant against his bloodless skin. “Lucrezia.” His lips moved, but hardly a sound came out. 

“Shh, don’t say anything. I love you and I’m going to get help, okay?” I cradled his head, lowered him to the mattress and brushed a faint kiss over his lips. I was afraid to press any harder. He was strained to the absolute limit. 

I left Locke with him and took the twins, my heart galloping in my chest as I pushed out the front doors into the sun. The grounds were a sea of churned earth and burned brambles. I picked my way through them, pricking my bare feet on the odd stray thorn, and found the white stone circle set in the ground. Black roses wilted on its brown-stained surface. 

“Stay back,” I said, stepping onto the waystone. 

“It could take years to clear it,” Roman said, cradling Demonseed against his neck. “We might have to consider turning him, Blondie-”

“It can’t take years,” I said, tears prickling the back of my eyes. Dominic’s life depended on this. “This will work. I know who I’m looking for.”

I crouched and splayed my hands across the warm stone. Wildfire gushed from my palms, eating through a hundred layers of blood. The wards pulsed with sadness when it reached the final layer, a wash of Josephine’s blood. Her spirit, now part of the wards, felt itself and reached out to brush the remains away. 

Finally, the waystone shone a clear bright white again, the runes sparkling faintly. I gathered the wards in my mind and pushed them down, reaching inside the stone. 

It felt like falling into a web with bright points of light in the distance: other covensteads, their consciousnesses reaching out to feel me in return. I sorted through them, finding the one that felt most familiar, its essence once embedded in a runestone.

I sent a call through that web, a desperate plea to Whitefawn’s sparkling beacon, asking for aid for someone gravely injured.

 It responded to Cimmerian’s call, tentative at first, and then reaching out with increasing sense of curiosity and amazement. They knew we were here. Now all I could was wait. 

 I broke the connection, gasping for breath, amazed by the sheer number of other covens out there. Many of them had turned towards Cimmerian as I reached through the web, the weight of their regard pushing against me.

Roman gripped my arm as I stumbled from the waystone, and a shout echoed from the forest. 

Daphne and the Cinder brothers stumbled from the trees, their eyes wide as they took us in. I hadn’t given much thought to our state, caked in ashes, blood, and grime, but now I realized that most of the wedding dress had flaked away, and the twins looked like they’d crawled through a battlefield. 

Everyone was fresh off death’s doorstep.

“What the fuck happened, Darke?” Daphne took us in with wide eyes, flinging out an arm to stop Leon from coming any closer. “The mansion went batshit and the ground was shaking…”

The waystone chose that moment to light up like a supernova, flashing bright white and winking out again just as suddenly. 

An old man stood in the center of the circle, the air sparkling around him. His beard nearly reached his knees, braided with sticks and feathers, and a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles perched on his nose enlarged his green eyes to nearly three times their natural size. 

He blinked at us and we stared back at him, and those massive eyeballs roved around the demolished grounds and the groaning mansion. He didn’t move a single step from the waystone, eyeing us warily when his gaze fell back on me and the twins. 

“Covenmaster White at your service.” He sounded like a bullfrog, belying his narrow stature. “What in Cybele’s name happened here? Are you injured?”

Those massively magnified eyes landed on my swollen, broken hand.

I stared at him blankly for a moment, unsure of how to answer that question, but I couldn’t just shrink back and let everyone else handle my business anymore. Every inch of this place was now a part of me, and everyone here was under my protection. “I’m the covenmistress. Lucrezia… just Lucrezia, for now.” 

I wanted to give him a coven name, but I was no longer the Lu Darke who had walked in, and I would never call myself a Gilt again as long as I lived. 

“I performed the Rite.” I swallowed hard, fighting back the exhausted tears that desperately wanted to burst out. “Someone’s been badly hurt, and we don’t have a healer…”

Covenmaster White’s mouth twitched as he took me in, a mess from head to toe, and he finally stepped off the stone. “Lead the way, then.” 

“We’ll stay and guard the waystone,” Daphne said, standing in front of it with her arms crossed. Now that it was open, I would need to pull the wards back over it to prevent other covens from traveling through at will, but I didn’t want to alarm Covenmaster White by trapping him here.

I led Covenmaster White back to Dominic as quickly as possible, but he shooed us out as soon as he took in the damage, his face paling, and closed the door in our faces. A moment later the door opened again, and Locke was shoved into the hallway as well, looking defiant.

I sighed, collapsed against a wall, and closed my eyes as the twins surrounded me. I was so tired I felt like I could sleep for years. The mansion creaked and groaned, adjusting to its newfound freedom, and I felt every one of those creaks in the marrow of my bones. 

All I wanted to do was rest, but there would be no sleep until I knew Dominic would pull through. 

The mansion reached out to me, directing my attention to two blots of consciousness, trapped in an upstairs broom closet that had suddenly found itself lacking a door when I took control: Anthony, Gilt’s servitor, and the stitchwitch, who was exhausted from screaming her lungs out. Professor Gray was unconscious in a hallway, her wrists bound with magical shackles.

The door finally opened, and Covenmaster White poked his grizzled head out. “He’ll live,” he said gruffly. “You’re up next. I’ve sent a message to my coven. They’ll bring the necessary medicine and a welcome casserole.”

“Dibs on the casserole,” Shane said, slumped on the floor. “I’m fucking starving.”

Cradling my broken hand, I stepped in at Covenmaster White’s invitation, sitting next to Dominic. He was out cold, pale and bloodless, but still breathing. 

I covered his hand with my unhurt one, squeezing his fingers as a little seedling of hope unfurled in my heart. 

Everything was going to be just fine.


Chapter 19

 Lu

 

I closed my eyes and concentrated hard, and opened them to bare white walls. That godawful floral pink wallpaper was finally gone. I hated staring at it every time I paused in writing these endless letters, searching for words to express how deeply sorry I was for my predecessor’s actions.

There was a lot to be sorry for, even if I hadn’t directly caused any of it.

In the month and a half since I’d purified the cornerstone and taken over as Cimmerian’s new covenmistress, we’d recovered nearly three hundred bodies, most of which were unidentifiable and their records lost. 

Of those we could identify, we built coffins for their remains, and I wrote a letter detailing all I knew about them and their time here. I was careful to cushion my words, even though there was every chance the covens who’d abandoned them wouldn’t care. Some were so old, the records so faded, that their home covensteads might not even remember their existence. 

But even so, it was worth writing letters until my hand was cramped and bloodless to tell their story and give them some hope of peace and closure. 

The door opened and I paused, raising my fountain pen from the parchment where I was expressing my condolences for Carmen Flora’s death. 

Dominic stepped in and shut the door, taking in the letters strewn across my desk, each shut with a plain black wax seal. I refused to use Gilt’s personal seal to send these letters.

He was still a little paler than I was used to seeing, drained both by mirrorwalking and how close he’d come to death himself. A scar cut through the reddish stubble on his cheeks, and the tip of his ear was permanently notched. 

His left arm now ended just below his elbow. He hadn’t voiced a single word of complaint, but at times his face tightened with frustration, and I knew he was reaching for something with a phantom limb and feeling its loss. 

Despite that, there was a serenity about him. He’d fulfilled his goal and made his peace with Simon’s loss. We’d brought the boy up and burned his remains, and when the time came, we’d travel to Steelblood for his funeral and to meet the coven.

I was looking forward to making our relationship- and engagement- a little more official, and meeting the others, even though my heart still squeezed at the memory of Simon and what he’d done for me. 

I hoped his rest was peaceful.

“Bluejasper’s sent a warlock,” he said. I stood up, abandoning my letters, and stepped around the desk to wrap my arms around his neck. The waystone’s awakening and the new warlock’s arrival had felt like a ripple of water in my consciousness. He was outside now, waiting for me. “And my report is complete. I’ll be delivering it to the Tribunal’s hands myself.” 

His hand snaked around my waist and pulled me close. He closed his eyes as he kissed me, sucking my lower lip between his teeth. I didn’t protest when he lifted me one-handed and sat me on the desk, pushing between my legs.

He released me with a final gentle kiss. “I was thinking of turning in my medallion while I’m there.” 

The ouroboros hung heavy around his neck. Now that the Gilts were gone, he wore what he was openly. Several witches and warlocks from other covens had showed up looking for trouble or revenge when the waystone put us back on the map, but when faced with a Justiciar, they backed down quickly. 

“Is that what you want?” I touched the ouroboros. Its ruby eyes shimmered at me like a living creature. 

He shrugged one shoulder, but the corners of his lips were curved down. “Being a Justiciar means traveling from home and long hours. I owe them service as long as I’m part of them.”

“And I hate Wardens.” I let the medallion fall back to his chest. “Or used to. Most of them. What I’m trying to say is that I think you should keep it, if you want.” 

A faint hope kindled in his eyes. “Being handfasted to a Warden wouldn’t disturb you after what you’ve dealt with?”

I shook my head, running my hands over the planes of his chest, only a pressed shirt between us. “It would make me feel so much better knowing there’s one decent Warden out in the world. And where there’s one good person, there’ll always be more. You need to keep the next generation of potentials in line, Dom.”

“If they’re willing to keep me on,” he said, looking at the remains of his left arm. “This might limit what jobs I take.”

“They’d be stupid not to want you. You’re the best of them.” I ran my hands over his shoulder, touching the ragged scar tissue. Covenmaster White had spent days working on him, replenishing his blood, tidying the scar tissue where he could, but it would never be a pretty wound. 

I didn’t care. All that mattered was that he was still here with us, among the living. I had nightmares about how close we’d come to another outcome.

Dominic rested his forehead against mine. His eyelashes brushed my cheeks when he blinked. “I’m leaving tonight, then. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

“I’ll be waiting right here for you,” I whispered, tracing the sharp angle of his jaw. We weren’t handfasted yet, but as soon as we had Cimmerian’s affairs in order, we’d finally have time to start planning it out. As far as we knew, nobody had ever attempted a handfasting between a witch, three warlocks, and a vampire, but we were going to do it anyways. I wondered how many handfasting guests would show up just out of morbid curiosity. 

“Speaking of waiting…” 

I pressed a kiss to his lips, making it last until I had to breathe again. 

 

***

 

The warlock from Bluejasper accepted the coffin with David Jasper’s remains, hiding a sea of pain behind his stoic expression.

 A few of the covens who had arrived to collect their dead had been blindsided by what they found here. Apparently, Jasper’s family had been under the impression that he would be serving his five years of juvenile correction in Serpentine and had never heard of Cimmerian at all. 

Dominic’s face hardened each time we gave remains back to their families. Joshua Jasper, David’s cousin, had offered his earthshaping coven’s magic to design a mausoleum for the nameless dead we couldn’t return to their rightful covensteads. I’d accepted the offer gratefully, hoping I’d handled covenmistress protocol correctly. 

Joshua returned to Bluejasper on the waystone with David’s remains, and Dominic’s hand tightened around mine. 

“It astounds me how easily they operated in plain sight,” he said bitterly. “The Wickes gave Simon up to what they believed was an institution for nonmagical warlocks. The Jaspers thought their son was in Serpentine. The Cinders were never even registered for Serpentine- Lyle Vega diverted them enroute to their correctional sentence.”

It seemed that a small group of Wardens on Gilt’s payroll had been skimming off the top of Serpentine’s overflowing prison for Minor Magical Infractions for years. Vega was already in custody. 

Daphne had sniffed when I told her, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Serves him right, the pig.”

But everybody believed something different about Cimmerian. Nobody had realized it was a farm for magical batteries. 

Daphne had also outright refused to return to Starlake, even though I’d burned her contract for Cimmerian right in front of her. “Some of my family knew about this place,” she’d said, her eyes dark. “I’m not going back to that snake pit.”

Several covens never came to collect their dead, and I took their silence as an admission of guilt. There was no doubt that a few covens, more than just Starlake, had an idea of what Cimmerian had been, and had turned a blind eye to it. 

The knowledge left a bitter taste in my mouth. 

“You’re still fine with this? You’ll be okay for a few days?” Dominic asked, pulling me back to the present. The sun was just starting to dip towards Cimmerian’s wall, sending long shadows across the grounds. 

With a little direction, the wards and I had smoothed out the ruined lawn, leaving dark scars across its surface. Maybe someday I’d have time to grow another garden, but I didn’t want to see roses here again. 

Two wolves rambled from the forest, both shining with different patterns of scars. “I’ll be fine, Dom. No one will try anything funny with them around,” I said, watching them bolt over the flat, empty stretch of grass. “Besides, I keep the sword on me at all times now.”

If two horse-sized therianthropes didn’t deter any angry relatives, I had no idea what would. One witch, a lesser cousin of one of the dead, had attacked me as soon as she’d materialized on the waystone. In that case, it had been both Shane’s flashing teeth and Dominic’s dagger that had stopped her from attempting to bury her sword right through my chest. 

I tried not to be angry at the near-miss. As soon as I’d reached out to Whitefawn through the waystone, a hundred other covens had immediately gone into disarray, sensing the awakening of Cimmerian’s waystone after decades of silence. Rumors were flying thick and fast, coven to coven, and some family members had showed up with vengeance on their minds, full of righteous fury when they’d discovered the fate of the missing.

I couldn’t blame them. I would’ve done the same if I’d discovered that one of my own had been betrayed and sent here to die. Many of the covens who came to collect the bodies were not the ones who had sent their kin here to die, but relatives who had gone years without knowing what had become of the lost. I was glad that it wasn’t the careless traitors, those like my own matriarch, who were coming to collect.

But I’d had to repeatedly explain that Mallory Gilt was dead, and that I wasn’t her. Even so, some had taken their dead in a huff and gave me the evil eye on the way out, and others had broken down in front of me. 

It was exhausting and awful, but also cathartic. One by one, Cimmerian’s spirits were slowly being laid to rest. 

The twins shed their wolfskins and ambled over. Shane’s twilight eyes ran up and down my form from head to toe: I’d tossed most of my school uniforms on a pile of debris and set them on fire. One set I kept, a sick, masochistic sort of memento from my trials as a student of Mallory Gilt. I also kept the Giltglass ring, a heavy reminder on my hand next to the Steelblood ruby.

Now I wore the same clothes I’d showed up in: a dark blue silk blouse, jeans, my Docs. It wasn’t exactly covenmistress-issue apparel, but it would do for now. 

And yet, the guys made me feel like I was wearing nothing at all when they eyed me like that.

“Is it time?” Shane wrapped a lock of blonde hair around his finger and brushed my cheek. 

Dominic glanced up at the sinking sun. “I should go before nightfall. Deepwood’s guardians get a little twitchy at night.” In contrast to my casual attire, he was wearing his Warden armor, the medallion gleaming against the black leather. His report was a stack of papers he kept tucked under his right arm. We’d cut and sewn the left sleeve, making his injury all the more obvious. 

I kissed Dominic deeply, my nails sinking into his back. He didn’t pull away until I released him but stepped on the waystone decisively with a scowl. “I love you, and I’ll be back as soon as they release me.” 

“I love you too, and if they don’t want to release you, you’d better just come back anyways.”

“Don’t let anyone so much as lay a finger on her,” he said. “And don’t let her overwork herself. This doesn’t have to get done overnight.” Roman tipped his hand in a salute. 

With a burst of light, he vanished, zipping through the web of the waystones to Deepwood Sanctum. With the report under his arms and the help of the Tribunal’s archivists, we might be able to piece together more of the unnamed dead. 

I didn’t fool myself that anyone would pay the price for what had been done here. Those responsible were already dead, but Dominic didn’t want me going anywhere near Deepwood Sanctum in person, not until the rumors had cooled a little. 

The Tribunal’s sentence against me was still in effect, after all. Becoming the covenmistress might play a role in freeing me, but there was no way to be sure, and he refused to risk a sentence to Obsidian for me. 

I sighed as the sparkles faded from the air, but the twins surrounded me. “Don’t worry, we won’t let you get bored,” Shane said, nibbling my ear. “Or overworked. Sometimes it’s okay to leave the offices and catacombs for a mental break, Lu.”

The two therianthropes had found themselves in a strange quandary since the night we’d won: their protectiveness had increased tenfold, but with the wards bound to my mind and the ability to control almost every aspect of Cimmerian, I was almost untouchable while I remained on covenstead grounds. There were no inherent dangers here anymore.

“Being bored would be a luxury right now. Bluejasper is starting on the mausoleum next week, we have to figure out a budget, and-”

“Please don’t talk about budgets and mausoleums while I’m trying to seduce you,” Roman growled. He hooked his fingers in the loops of my jeans and pulled me backwards. My ass bumped against his hardening cock. 

Shane kissed his way down my neck, making me shiver under his touch. 

“Was I not invited?” Locke tipped my chin up, his fangs sliding over my lips when he kissed me. The sun had finally dipped below the wall, casting the grounds in darkness. 

“Is this what I’ve been missing out on the whole time I was here?”

I yelped and jumped back. Beckwith Tatter cocked his head, amber eyes as vivid as Locke’s in the darkness. 

“Not with me you haven’t,” I said, backing away into Locke’s arms.

 Daphne came around the North Entrance, a shovel resting on her shoulder, herding Anthony and Anne, the stitchwitch, in front of her. “Keep it moving,” she snapped. They both looked miserable, covered in dirt from digging up the Gilt’s crude graves.

 I didn’t feel bad at all. Once the Tribunal had gone through Dom’s report, they would decide the fate of these two. I doubted there’d be much mercy, but they didn’t deserve any. It was only right that they help uncover the people they’d helped murder.

Beck licked his lips as Daphne strode by and she put her nose in the air, but I was sure there was a little extra sway to her hips. 

“You’re free from class today,” Locke said, watching Beck watch Daphne. He’d taken Beck under his wing, both teaching him about their kind and studying Beck’s apparent immunity to madness, and the lack of effect he had on Locke himself. “No feeding without permission.”

Beck grinned and vanished, appearing at Daphne’s side a second later. To her credit, she barely flinched at his sudden arrival. 

Locke slid an arm around my shoulders. “I’m stealing her for a moment,” he told the twins. Roman groaned. “Guard the waystone.”

He led me back to Cimmerian, more than a touch possessive in the way he held me. I leaned into him and looped my fingers through his as we walked. 

I’d renovated most of the North Entrance to be windowless, providing Locke as many corridors as possible that he could traverse during the day. Most of B Wing had become windowless as well, and he’d spent the last month combing through Cimmerian’s stores of old medical asylum equipment. He’d pieced together a passable laboratory, where he combed through various books on vampirism and took new notes on all he’d discovered about vampirism and his abilities. 

Beckwith Tatter was a major factor in his decision to study his own kind. They were the first two vampires to co-exist sanely in recorded history. 

But Beck’s brethren hadn’t been so lucky. Locke had killed the batch of fledglings in the underground laboratory himself. They’d been turned so quickly, and treated so brutally, that their minds had formed a singular hive that was impossible to untangle.

 I’d comforted him as best as I could, but he’d brooded for a week after his grisly task was done. 

What had once been Room 96 was now Locke’s main haunt. He ushered me inside, and I was greeted with an array of mismatched tables covered in foreign equipment. The room looked like a cross between an antique store and a mad alchemist’s lab, complete with an alembic full of vampire blood. Sometimes I stopped by just to watch a shirtless Locke poke away at beakers and take endless notes. He probably qualified as the world’s most gorgeous vampire scientist, fangs and all. 

This time, he shut the door behind him, his face uncharacteristically drawn. 

“Locke, what’s wrong?” I pushed back my constant awareness of the mansion and wards, focusing only on the vampire in front of me. His skin was silky and warm under my hands. 

He closed his eyes, the coal-black lashes shadowing his cheeks. “There’s something that’s been weighing on my mind since the night you were taken by Albrecht.”

I breathed in his natural incense scent and ran my thumb over the sharp angle of his cheekbone. Locke’s lashes fluttered open, revealing the dark amber of his irises, flecked with bits of bright gold. 

“Albrecht took everything from me, my home, my sister, my humanity, and used it to build that vile machine. But when we destroyed it… I felt regret. I regretted destroying the only thing that could keep you with me forever, even though that machine was built of the blood on my family.” His brows drew together and a muscle flexed in his jaw. “I feel such conflict over what I’ve done. If the others hadn’t been with me, would I have become the same kind of man that Albrecht was? Would I have sacrificed the innocent and unwilling to keep you alive, even if it was for my own selfish desires? And yet, despite my disgust at myself for doing that very thing, I fear the answer would have been yes.”

I laid my head on his chest, tucking myself under his chin and pressing my palm flat where the heartbeat would be in a mortal man. There was nothing but a steady stillness under my hand. 

“No, Locke. You wouldn’t have done it. Even if I would’ve let you- and I wouldn’t have- you could never be the kind of man he was.” I kissed his neck and felt him swallow reflexively under my lips. “The Cage wasn’t the answer to immortality. And you have two thralls now- you never need to worry about hurting someone to feed again.”

Locke wrapped his arms around me and buried his nose in my hair, taking a deep breath. “Perhaps you are right. But my own willingness to consider taking that path is disturbing to me.” 

“We’ve all done or considered doing things we never would’ve done otherwise. It doesn’t make you evil, Locke. It makes you human.” A lump formed in my throat at the thought of Locke being left alone in the world when I did finally die. After decades incarcerated underground, alone and forgotten, who could blame Locke for wanting one person who could walk alongside him forever? “But even if we hadn’t destroyed the Cage, I couldn’t have lived by consuming other people’s souls. I’d rather just love you with the time I do have on this earth.”

He was silent for a long time, and I just hugged him, letting him know that he wasn’t alone. He had me for as long as we lived.

“I followed Dominic into Death,” he finally said. “Even if we unlock the key to perfecting the vampire virus, and you choose to remain mortal… that is where I’ll follow you.”

I mulled over the possibility, but unlike Albrecht, immortality had never sounded appealing to me. It sounded more like a curse.

On the other hand, Locke might be the one to find that key. It could exist. And if that time ever came...

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” I looked up at him, seeing both my Locke and the Elijah of the past just under his perfected features. “But whether it’s in Life or Death, I’m yours forever.”

“This I know,” he said, lowering his head to kiss me. “Because I am yours.”

 

***

 

Several nights later, I ran my fingers over the smooth surface of the black door. It was locked; the wards in my head hummed soothingly, reassuring me that no one could get in or out without my permission.

Most nights I slept just fine. Other nights, I dreamed of Albrecht scratching at the other side of the door, relentlessly clawing his way through even as he decayed. Rationally I knew that was impossible: his spirit wasn’t just exorcised, it had vanished entirely, consumed by the breaking of the Cage. I’d overseen the burning of the Cage’s remnants and the bodies of Albrecht and the Gilt witches myself. He would never rise from Death again. 

But in those nightmares, I was still wearing Josephine’s moth-eaten wedding gown, still caked with old powder for a sham of a handfasting, frozen in place as Albrecht scratched, and scratched, and scratched.

“You’re brooding.” 

I leaned against Shane’s warm chest and he wrapped his arms around me. He was more scarred than ever before, his entire body crisscrossed with quicksilver knots and lines. 

They’d suffered so much just to come for me. I wouldn’t have believed it was possible for anyone to make it down without protection. 

“I was just checking the wards.” I tried to move away from the door surreptitiously, but Shane raised an eyebrow and pulled me away from it entirely, putting himself between me and it. 

“No, you’re brooding. You think we don’t know what that looks like at this point?” 

I was dressed in nothing but pajama shorts and a tank top, but Shane led me outside anyways, where the air was still balmy from the sun, and sat me down on a marble bench that had escaped Ivy’s warpath of destruction. 

“He’s not coming back, Lu.” Shane straddled the bench with a leg on either side and pulled me against him. I stared out at the dark forest as his hands snaked around me, his chin resting on my shoulder, but it was impossible to tell if anything stared back. “None of them are. The vampires and all the Gilts are gone.”

“Not all of them,” I murmured. Through the web of wards in my mind, I felt the Giltglass grimoire as a dark, malignant blot of magic against Cimmerian’s magic. And my name was in that book. “Just by existing, I keep their legacy alive.”

“You’re not really one of them, and you never were.” He ran his finger over my arm, tracing aimless curlicue patterns on my skin. Goosebumps rose where he touched me. “What if we called in the Tribunal and changed it to something that was special to us?”

I turned my head to look at him over my shoulder. The light of the waxing moon just picked out his features in silver. “What do you mean?”

He shrugged, in the nonchalant way he used when he was about to tell me something that was commonplace knowledge among covens that I’d had no idea of. “They have their own archives where they keep the grimoires of dead or forgotten covens. We can give them Gilt’s grimoire, rename ourselves and make our own grimoire.” 

I mulled it over even though I’d settled on a decision before he’d even finished speaking. “That’s what we’ll do, then. Rename ourselves.” 

Two shadows strolled from the darkness. Locke had his hands in his pockets, an all-too-human mannerism, and Roman was glistening with sweat. He’d been running the forest. 

Only one was missing. 

“What do you See for us, Shane?” I asked. 

I felt him smile against my shoulder. “What you already decided to do with it. Your plans have determined the future... or maybe the future determined your plans. We’re here to bring Cimmerian back to its roots,” he said. “A haven for the lost and unwanted and outcasts. But this time it’s going to be a home for them, not a prison.” 

“A haven,” I mused, looking over the grounds and imagining them repaired and brimming with flowers, a new conservatory, and lots of room for young therianthropes to run. A place where people could explode into wildfire or witchblades in safety until they learned control. An academy where no one would be treated like a pariah for their visions, their uncontrollable magic, or their upbringing. 

Not a cage, but a refuge.


Chapter 20

 Lu

 

I finally slept without fear. No nightmares clawed at the inside of my skull, but even if they had, Locke was watching my dreams, prepared to crush them out at a moment’s notice if they darkened into anything else. Demonseed was curled near my head, taking up most of the pillow.

I woke up to soft lips pressed against my temple. When I opened my eyes to the blackness of night, for a moment I was back in the depths of Cimmerian’s tunnels, the complete lack of light pressing down on me like a cruel hand. 

Then I blinked and took a breath of fresh air, saw the slice of pale moon through the window, and felt a familiar presence next to me. “You’re back.”

I reached for Dominic and pulled him down. He wrapped himself around me, dusting kisses over my face and neck, nibbling my earlobe until goosebumps rose all over my body. 

“I missed you every second I was gone,” he breathed. It took a quick wriggle to pull him halfway over me so I could kiss him at my leisure, run my hands through his hair and breathe in the scent of his spicy cologne. 

Everyone was home. A tension I hadn’t even felt cramping up my limbs slowly flowed away. I hadn’t realized how much I feared the Tribunal’s retribution until right now. They could’ve chosen to strip Dominic of his rank or keep him in custody for as long as they wanted out of sheer spite.

My sigh of relief ruffled his hair. “What did they think of it?”

“Exactly what I thought they would.” He barely hid the acerbic bite in his tone. “Perhaps Mallory should be grateful she’s dead. Naomi Gray and Anne Lace will be sentenced to Obsidian before the week is out, and Anthony will be sent into the human justice system. He’ll never work for another coven again.”

That was one bright spot of relief. 

“Did they read the report? They know everything that happened?”

Dominic paused in the middle of kissing his way down my neck and jerked his head in a short nod. “They know.”

My breath seemed caught in my throat. “And… do they care?”

His pause took far too long for my comfort. “They’ve sealed the official report and Temple’s book. Very few people will ever know the full truth of this place.”

I pushed back a wave of disappointment. What did it really matter if the report was sealed? Albrecht and Mallory Gilt were dead, along with his poor, misbegotten daughters. The culpable staff would live out the rest of their lives in Obsidian. 

Everyone had paid for their crimes. It was done. 

I rested my palm flat against Dom’s back, feeling his heartbeat through my palm. “I don’t know why I’m upset about that. It just seems wrong to lock away the records like it never happened at all.”

Dom made a noise low in his throat and pulled me just a little closer. “I know what you mean, but the Pacts aren’t going to be dissolved anytime soon, and the last thing we’d want is for the knowledge of how to create something like the Cage to become widespread. Cimmerian isn’t the only covenstead that was built over leylines strong enough to power necromantic machinery. We’ll tell their families as much as we can, and let the rest die out.” 

I breathed out a sigh. “It’s fine. I’m just glad they didn’t try to keep you there. Or fire you, or whatever it is Wardens do.”

He let out a rough laugh. “Even without a functional left arm, they weren’t willing to let me go. I’ll need new training before I go back to fieldwork, but I’d rather take the prison jobs for a while. At least I’d get to come home at night that way.” 

“Do what you need to do,” I said, but a small part of me hoped he wouldn’t take too much fieldwork. Things didn’t feel quite the same without all of them here. “I’d like to really start fixing this place up into a real boarding-school. I’ve already got some ideas for it; Roman and I can handle the elementalists’ classes, the twins can teach the therianthropes, Shane has the clairvoyants…”

I didn’t bother to mention mirrorwalkers. Dom and I both knew the mirrorwalker families were far too possessive of their own to let one go without a fight. It explained why Mallory had wanted Dom around so badly, even after discovering he was a Warden; with half of the Cage’s mechanisms located in Death, it was bound to need a mirrorwalker’s expertise at some point, if Albrecht wanted to continue perfecting his creation. 

“And when I’m home, I’ll teach my usual courses, of course.” 

“But of course.” I rolled over and straddled him, planting my hands on his chest and lightly pinning him down. He’d already stripped off the Warden’s armor; it took me only a second to yank his white tee over his head, revealing the hard planes of his chest and stomach. “It wouldn’t be the same without Professor Steele.”

Thin silvery lines marked his tawny skin. None of the guys had come out of the depths of Cimmerian unscathed, even if Dom had taken the worst of it. 

Every inch of me was already tingling at how close he was, and I stripped off my tank top, biting back a hiss when I felt him harden under me. 

“I ran into Locke on the way in,” he said, sitting up. He wrapped his arm around my waist. A sliver of moonlight caught his features, illuminating the two small neat holes scarring his neck. “If you want him to join us.”

A pleasurable shiver went through me. Unlike the twins and the vampire, Dom had never shared me before. 

I ran my thumb over the marks on his neck, raising goosebumps on his skin. Locke would feel the thrall-bond calling him. I wondered if it was the same for them as it was for Locke and myself, a bone-deep pull between us.

“What did it feel like for you?” 

It couldn’t have felt good, could it? If you were worn down to the last dregs, not even sure that you were going to survive, would vampire venom have the same glittering, euphoric sparkle?

“It felt like everything vanished,” he said, his fingers running over my breasts and down my stomach until he found the matching silver marks on my inner thigh. “All the pain, the exhaustion… it was like being numb and drunk at the same time.”

My breath hitched when he ran his fingers over the marks, sending tingles through all my nerve endings. 

“I wonder if you took the euphoria now, if you’d feel what I feel.” The stubble on his cheek scratched against my lips gently as I kissed along his jaw. “The glitter of it.”

His fingers slipped to the side, parting my lips and finding me already wet. “Maybe we’ll find out when he gets here.”

The lock clicked open and shut again, and a vague shape resolved from the darkness. Locke, his skin just tinged with ashen color, amber eyes shining from the shadows. He silently padded through the room. 

I touched the mark on Dom’s neck and his pulse jumped under my fingertips. Locke’s eyes snapped to the movement, his features touched with both hunger and desire. 

He shivered when I glided over them again and licked his lips. His fangs flashed, white and sharp. 

“Do you want this?” I whispered in Dom’s ear. He was a thrall, but he always had a choice to slowly dissolve that bond between them. 

He nodded, hazel eyes glittering. “Come here, Locke.” 

I wound my fingers through his hair and gripped a handful, gently pulling his head to the side and exposing the delicate artery. 

Locke hesitated for only a second, then he climbed onto the bed just behind Dom. My heart pounded a little faster when he ran his tongue over the thrall-mark, his eyes heavy-lidded, and aligned his fangs with them perfectly. 

I met Dom’s eyes, leaning forward the mere inch between us to kiss him as Locke pierced his flesh. Dom winced, let out a soft gasp against my lips, but it became a low groan as Locke released his venom and flooded his system with euphoric venom. 

His cock pulsed against my wet pussy, growing even harder as Locke drank from him. 

My vampire finally broke away with his own gasp, gliding his tongue over the wounds and healing them instantly. 

Dom traced the ridge of my cupid’s bow with his tongue, tracing my lower lip, and nipped at me. “Your turn,” he whispered. There was the slightest slur to his words. 

“Do you feel it?” I asked, swallowing hard when he pushed my shoulder, pressing me back against the pillows. 

“I feel the glitter now,” he said with a crooked grin. “You were right.”

Both Dom and Locke gripped my pajama shorts and pulled them down over my hips and thighs in tandem, like they’d read each other’s minds. 

The vampire hooked his hands under my knees and spread my legs apart, a low growl purring in the back of his throat. 

He kissed the inside of my knee while his fingers pressed into my skin. 

There was a faint click of a belt buckle and Dom left the rest of his clothes in a pile, stretching across the head of the bed to claim my mouth as Locke slowly, sensuously worked his way down my thigh, until his tongue ran over my wet folds and found my thrall-mark.

He teased me until I was trembling under him, the tip of his warm tongue sliding between my lips and over my clit before moving to the mark and back. 

Dom kissed me ravenously, cupping a breast and thumbing a hard nipple until I arched under him. “Now I want you to feel how intense it gets,” I said, barely able to get the words out without moaning out loud. Locke chose that exact moment to suck my clit before plunging his tongue into me. “Come here, let me show you.” I ran my hand over his side, his muscles flexing under my palm. 

Dom made a muffled groan against my mouth and rose onto his knees. The long, thick length of his cock slid over my lips, hot and velvet-smooth. 

I pushed my hips against Locke’s mouth and opened my own, cupping Dom’s heavy balls and wrapping my lips around the liquid-beaded crown. 

A full-body shudder ran through him when I skimmed my tongue down the underside of his cock, swirling the tip over the sensitive skin of the head. Each time Locke pushed into me with fingers and tongue, I pulled Dom a little deeper, stretching my jaw to take as much of him as I could. 

The muscles in his densely-corded thighs jumped when I gripped his hip and pulled him forward. He made a low noise in his throat, tangling his hand in my hair and cupping my cheek. 

Locke pushed two fingers in my wet center and licked the thrall-mark. Just before his fangs pierced my skin, a jolt of anticipation shot through me, every sinew in my body aching for him to bite down and join us together. 

The euphoria flooded my veins and washed away the spark of pain. The world felt like it was melting around me, every inch of my skin hyper-sensitive of where we touched. The warm rush of Locke taking my blood and sealing the wounds with a kiss, the hot silk of Dominic’s iron-hard cock between my lips, their hands tangled in my hair and running over my thighs…

Even with Dom filling my mouth, I couldn’t help but moan at how intense everything felt, but he pulled back, sliding out from between my lips. 

“We’re going to try something new,” he said, his voice rough. 

Goosebumps rose all over my body when Locke took my hands and laced my fingers together, and Dom held them cradled in his palm. The vampire unspooled a length of shiny red cord the thickness of my ring finger. 

He carefully laced it around my wrists and between my hands, taking his time to painstakingly tie the knots perfectly, and a wide grin split my mouth. “Dom taught you.”

Locke nodded once, focused on his task, and when it was done my wrists were perfectly bound in a ritualistic work of art. 

“Since I can’t do it anymore, Locke will be my hands now.” Dom gave me a scorching look, his eyes running over me from head to toe, and lifting my wrists above my head. 

Locke carefully slid a metal hook between the ropes, and unveiled another, much shorter length of dark cloth. 

My breath caught in my throat when he captured my mouth in a deep kiss and placed the cloth over my eyes, blocking out the glittering world and tying a careful knot at the back of my head. 

With the euphoria tilting everything sideways, I could’ve been floating in an abyssal void, no stars or light to show me where I was. Only their hands kept me tethered to earth. 

A soft scuff reached my ears and the hook silently rose, until I was standing on the bed ankle-deep in the sheets.

Locke’s hands danced over my legs, wrapping soft cuffs around my ankles, and when he was done buckling them, I realized they weren’t just cuffs. I couldn’t close my legs, leaving my slick center exposed to them. 

“The bar will keep you open for us,” Dom whispered in my ear, and heat tore through me at the masculine gruffness of his voice.

His lips brushed my jaw, all the way down the column of my neck to my breasts. I made a stifled sound when his teeth grazed a nipple, biting down just hard enough to send a zing through my nerves.

Powerful hands gripped the outside of my calves and I shuddered pleasurably when soft lips found the inside of my legs, kissing upwards in a slow trail as Dom traced the contours of my breasts, scraping gently over each pebbled peak.

When a tongue lapped the juncture of my thighs, finding my swollen clit and lashing it, my knees started quivering uncontrollably. Nothing could’ve held back my breathy cries no matter how hard I bit my lip against them, but Dom gripped my jaw and kissed me, growling in my ear. “Don’t you dare keep quiet.”

But it felt so intense it was almost overwhelming, with the euphoria singing through me and heightening everything. 

Locke’s fangs skimmed over my shoulder, his weight dimpling the mattress behind me. I shivered and gasped when those fangs pierced my shoulder next to the mate-marks the twins had left, the pain gone with another heavenly flood of euphoria. 

But that hot, wet mouth kept devouring me, the sensations so bright and intense my pussy was tingling, as Locke closed the bite and Dom laved my breasts. 

I wasn’t alone with them anymore. 

“Shane? Roman?” I gasped, my words coming out in a slur. 

One of them growled between my legs, the mate-mark on my left shoulder flooding me with possessive hunger. Shane. He suckled my clit between his teeth, the reverberation of his growl trembling through me. 

A gasp ripped out of me again as the extra dose of euphoria filled my cells. Every sweep of Shane’s tongue, the smoothness of Dom and Locke’s teeth, felt like it pounded through me. 

I tried in vain to close my ankles, overwhelmed, but the bar kept my legs apart. 

“You’re not done until you come for us,” Locke murmured. He ran his hands over my taut shoulder blades and the small of my back, sliding under my ass to cup my wetness and push into the cleft of my ass. 

The sensation of fingers rubbing against me sent me over the edge. Shane groaned when I spasmed with a scream, desire rising into an uncontrollable crest.

My veins were still scintillating when he ran his tongue over my aching clit and sent a fresh wave of pleasure through me. Locke had flooded me with so much venom I could come a hundred times and still be ready for more. 

I took a hoarse, shaky breath, a cry escaping me. “Lower her,” Roman commanded gruffly, and a second later the rope went slack. Several hands guided me down, which I was grateful for with the shakiness of my legs. 

The bar still held my ankles apart, and my knees hit the mattress, pushing up against something warm and hard. 

Roman let out a long, satisfied groan from between my legs. They’d lowered me so I was straddling his face, his mouth pushing against my pussy to eat me. 

Someone unhooked me and carefully lowered my arms, forcing me to lean forward. Roman’s arms encircled my hips and gripped my ass, keeping my wetness firmly planted against his hungry mouth. 

My body was spasming from the over-sensitive aftershocks of the orgasm each time he licked my clit, so good it was almost painful. 

“I can’t,” I gasped, my thighs trembling and heart racing. My nipples were so hard and swollen each lap of Dom’s tongue was devastating. 

“You can,” Locke whispered. His cock was pulsing, pushed against my ass as he readied me. 

Roman growled and plunged deeper, his tongue delving as far as he could go. 

I moaned and writhed, the pleasure and desire crashing over me, flooding my mind. Roman ground against my clit and I came again, my hips bucking against his mouth. 

I almost blacked out. When I came back, still behind the darkness of the blindfold, all I heard was the rasp of breath, felt hands shifting me, stroking, caressing. 

I was knee-walked over a hard body until a cock slid against my slickness. Whoever it was, his hips pushed up, driving his hard thickness into my pussy and stretching me apart. 

Hands parted my ass, and there was a moment of pressure before a cock slid into my tightness, moving inch by slow inch. 

It felt so good, the desire driving through me so fiercely I couldn’t even speak. All I could do was moan when they moved in me. Hard slickness touched my lips and I opened my mouth, wrapping around the head of a pulsing cock. 

The third orgasm was so powerful I almost cried, ravaging every fiber of my body. Locke’s teeth found my other shoulder, sending a third dose of venom next to Shane’s mate-mark. 

My pussy clenched when he moaned against me, driving into my ass while he bit me. His hips sped up, pumping into me until I felt him stiffen and pulse, filling me with his seed.

He withdrew slowly, my nerve endings sizzling, and Roman withdrew from my mouth. He pushed into my ass next, a little less gentle than Locke, thrusting into me so hard my breasts bounced and sent another wave of scorching sparkles through my veins. 

The man under me groaned, palming my breasts, and I realized I’d been riding Dom, so lost in the euphoria I no longer knew who was where, just that the hands all over me were torturing me deliciously.

I pushed down harder, grinding my tender clit against him until another orgasm rocketed through me. My pussy tightened around him and he thrust upwards with a gasp, releasing into me. 

I couldn’t take anymore. My center ached for more and more, but every sensation was a blur, blending one feeling into another. 

Roman wrapped his arms around me, still buried to the hilt as he lifted me up, and Shane was suddenly in front of me, his cock sliding up into my slick core.

Between being the twins was like being in the ocean, rocked between untamable forces that bent me to their pleasure, pounding into me until I was screaming. 

The climax wouldn’t stop, raw and molten-hot with each of the twins’ thrusts. I was going to explode, sucked into a dark vacuum where there was only the glitter of euphoria and endless, pleasurable pain. 

They both came when I tightened around them, the euphoria and never-ending orgasm ripping through me, and lowered my quivering body to the bed. 

Someone gripped the bar between my ankles, carefully pushing it so my knees were bent towards my chest, leaving all of me open and exposed. 

A thick cock pushed into my dripping pussy and surged forward to fill me. A gentle thumb ran over my clit, teasing the hyper-sensitive flesh with each brush, forcing the orgasm out of me as my core throbbed into a painful crescendo.

“Wildfire!” I gasped, barely able to form coherent words, let alone my safe word, and the fingers were gone in an instant, Dom’s thickness sliding out of me. 

I was still quivering from the aftershocks of peaking so many times as Locke untied the ropes around my wrists and Roman unbuckled the ankle straps of the bar. 

Gentle fingers peeled the blindfold off and I blinked, looking up into Dom’s eyes. “Was it too much?” he asked, cupping my face.

I shook my head, nodded, shook my head again. “I just came eighty times,” I said, my voice throaty from screaming. “I can’t anymore. I just can’t. It feels so good it hurts.”

He shifted me so I was sprawled over the bed, and the other three joined us. Sweat shone on Shane and Roman’s skin in a fine sheen, and Locke looked radiant from the thrall-blood he’d drunk, but their warm hands on me felt soothing instead of overwhelming now. 

The last of the trembling finally faded. Whenever someone touched me, which was almost constantly, a hand kneading my wrists, massaging my ankles and calves, a deep, languorous glow seeped through me. 

“You told them the safe word,” I finally said. I felt Dom at my back, the steady rise and fall of his breathing and how easily he curved around me. 

“Of course I did,” he said, my hair rustling under his breath. “I had you choose one for a reason. It applies to all of us.”

“We weren’t going to do this without knowing it,” Shane said. He was sprawled next to me, and Locke was somewhere near my feet. If this was going to be a normal part of my future, and I very much hoped it was, I was going to need to find a bigger bed.

“I hope I didn’t take it too far, sunlight.” Locke’s amber eyes glowed in the dark.

“Hell no, you didn’t,” I blurted out. Roman came back a moment later and handed me a bottle of water. 

“Drink it all,” he said, his tone brooking no argument. “And make room.”

I ended up chugging the bottle, thirsty from the sheer amount of venom coursing through me, and tried not to think too hard about how the euphoria made drinking water feel like one of the most interesting sensations I’d ever felt.

It was slowly dissipating, at least, like it’d been used up after putting my body and nerve endings through the wringer. 

“I love you all so much,” I said with a sigh. 

“Are you still high on venom?” Roman asked. 

“Very much so,” Locke said. “‘High as a kite’, I believe is the modern term.” I nodded in agreement, making the room spin around us. 

“We love you too, Bambi,” Shane growled, pushing forward to kiss me, and holding back for a butterfly-light kiss at the last moment. Even that tiny sexual touch was enough to send a ripple of pleasant waves through me. 

“How did you guys get in here?” Somewhere between Locke tying the blindfold over my eyes and strapping my legs apart with the bar, the twins had sneaked in. The onslaught of fresh euphoria had tipped everything into a dizzying whirlwind. “I didn’t hear a thing.”

“Silencing charm,” Roman said with a smirk. “Comes in handy for sneak-attack orgies.”

“You absolute perv,” I murmured.

“I’m your perv, though,” he said, nibbling the soft rise of my hip and making me squirm.

For several long minutes, or maybe a few eternities, I just luxuriated in their embraces, soaking up their warmth and every inch of skin I could touch. At that moment, surrounded by the four most ferocious protectors and lovers I’d ever met, I almost couldn’t believe my luck. 

The universe has aligned perfectly to put me here and give me everything I could’ve wanted. Everything we could’ve wanted. Shane and Roman would have their coven of freedom, Dom could choose to keep teaching or remain a Warden, his mission fulfilled… and I had a home surrounded by those who loved me.

Before I fell asleep, I kissed each one of them, putting as much of my love into as I could, letting each one of them know how much they meant to me. My heart was made of four equal pieces, bonded to them so close that nothing could come between us. 

They were mine, and I was theirs forever.


Chapter 21

 Shane

 

A shivering hum rippled through the air as the waystone came to life. The sigils brightened until the hot, blue-white glare was too vivid to look at directly. 

Lu was almost vibrating with excitement. As soon as Holly Cold materialized on the waystone’s surface she flung herself at the new arrival, holding her so tightly Holly groaned. 

“Lu, I can’t breathe.” Our mate’s grip loosened fractionally and Holly drew a deep breath. “Or should I say covenmistress?”

A tiny smile touched her heart-shaped face. The last time we’d seen Holly, she’d been drawn, introverted, always wan. Now, for the first time since we’d met her, she looked well-rested, stood up straighter, and wasn’t clutching a sketchbook to her chest like a shield. 

She’d changed a Seen future. I would be the first one to say that it wasn’t impossible… just highly unlikely. 

“Definitely not covenmistress. It just sounds so important and… matronly. Is Covenmaster White coming?”

Holly shook her head and stepped from the waystone. Her eyes landed on Dom, sitting on the sole remaining marble bench and checking his watch periodically. Even for a Warden, the guy seemed strung tighter than usual. 

She blanched when she took in his missing arm and the fresh scars covering everyone who’d made it out of Cimmerian’s abyss, but shook her head. “No. He’s been busy deciphering his brother’s journals and experiments since the funeral. I’ve been helping most days.” 

Several days after we’d escaped, when Steele had still been teetering on that thin border between Life and Death, tended by Covenmaster White, Lu had stormed out of the infirmary in a helpless fury. She’d gone down to the slowly-withering pile of vines and brambles left by Ivy and ripped through them until she’d found the remainders of Professor White’s remains, almost reduced entirely to ash. 

She’d poured what she could into an urn, scavenged the remains of his bones, and given it to Covenmaster White. The dead professor was the first body of many to be returned to their rightful family.

Holly and Lu linked arms and strolled towards a room Lu had repurposed into a modernized tea parlor, a refuge where she disappeared when the endless monotony of identifying bodies and writing to their covens became too much to bear. 

Daphne was waiting for them. Lu had convinced her to apologize to Holly and start over, which the Vega witch was skeptical of, but Cimmerian’s latest covenmistress had a talent for compelling people to mend bridges and do things for the good of the coven. Sometimes I wondered if she was part vampire and had a touch of true Compulsion about her.

I settled next to Steele. “They’ll be here when they’re here.” 

Holly wasn’t just visiting because Lu missed her. She was here because the creation of a new coven required witnesses. 

The Tribunal had responded to Lu’s message with a curt reply of their own: they’d arrive in the afternoon with an untouched grimoire for her new coven, and an archivist to handle the Giltglass grimoire, which would be extinct once she renounced her allegiance to them. With Ivy Bloom, their only living blood relative, dead and burned, Lu was the only Gilt left.

Lu had been a bundle of nerves since the reply, which was why I’d conspired with Steele to send a message to Holly requesting her presence. Daphne and Beck had already volunteered to stand as witnesses. 

“They’re not who I’m waiting for.” There was just a touch of curtness to his tone. 

I stared at the waystone with him. After everything we’d been through, everything we’d done, Steele had proved himself loyal. 

When we’d gone down into the tunnels together, sure we were going to die and willing to try anyways, I’d been mad with rage. My coherent thoughts had flown away from me like birds released into a stormy sky, and I’d meant every word when I’d told him to save her or die trying. 

I hadn’t expected it to come so close. When I saw Lu wake up, alive against all odds and safe with Roman, I’d known that if Steele died on our watch she’d be destroyed. 

He’d given everything he could. What rage was left in me from his betrayal had been satisfied that night. Now, our tentative relationship, bonded by Lu, was becoming a brotherhood. 

“Who are you waiting for, then?” 

As soon as I spoke, the world tilted around me and I was looking at a new day, a rainy afternoon somewhere in our future. 

A black-haired girl, lanky with young adolescence, glared at an older teenage boy on the waystone. Her jaw jutted out just like Roman’s when he was being stubborn, his daughter down to her stance. 

The boy’s dark hair was plastered to head from the rain, but his hazel eyes were brilliant, the same as the man sitting next to me. “You can’t come, Sidonie, sorry. Mastery training is no place for a kid.”

For all her posturing, Sidonie’s lower lip trembled. “But you’re leaving me alone here, and I’m not a kid anymore. Besides, the new ‘thropes are taking all Mom’s time.” 

The boy’s shoulders slumped. “I’ll come back as soon as I can. With a wildfire mastery- which makes me the coolest big brother ever, right?” He held out his arms. 

She gave him a watery smile. “I love you, Simon. You’re the coolest big brother ever no matter what.” 

Sidonie took a breath and shivered, leaving her clothes behind in a pile. A tiny, rainbow-bright bird darted from the cloth and zipped to his cheek. Simon cradled the hummingbird and planted a kiss on her tiny head. “I love you too. Be good for our parents, Sid, and stay out of the sugar jar, okay? You’re gonna get stuck in that thing someday.”

She buzzed around his head and fled to an approaching figure: Roman, his face a touch older, with tiny lines at the corners of his eyes. Demonseed, rounder in the middle and touched with patches of white fur, trotted at his feet.

“Make us proud, Simon.” He cradled his hummingbird daughter to his chest.

Steele was right behind him and gave his son a one-armed hug. He’d collected many more scars in the years that had passed, and had a touch of frost at his temples. 

Simon’s biological father whispered something in his ear, and when he stepped back, Simon raised his hand in a salute, giving them a wry smile that was all Lu. 

“Behave yourself for Lord Ember,” Steele said. Sidonie perched on his shoulder like a living, breathing emerald. “Come home safe and whole. We love you.”

“Sure thing, Dads, I love you too. And tell Mom not to worry. I’ll be back before she knows I’m gone.” The waystone flashed in a blinding light and when I blinked, the rain was gone, and I was sitting on a marble bench next to Steele while the afternoon sun beat down on our heads. 

Steele eyed me. 

“Aren’t you curious?” I asked.

Not everyone wanted to know their future. He rubbed the stump of his missing arm absent-mindedly. Since he’d bonded with Locke as the vampire’s thrall, the two had become almost as close as Roman and I, literal blood-brothers. “Will we be happy?”

I nodded, staring at the waystone where his son would stand years later and Roman’s daughter would say goodbye. “Yeah. Looked pretty happy to me.” 

“That’s all I need to know, then.” His brow creased. “I can wait to live the rest. As for who I’m waiting for… the Tribunal will be sending a sigilist alongside the archivist.” 

I shot him a sharp look. 

“While I was in Deepwood, I had a talk with an old mentor of mine. Lucrezia’s sentence was predicated upon her mastery of wildfire. After all we’ve seen and done here, I feel she’s proved her mastery beyond what most students are called upon to perform. I will sign the sigilists’ book as her witness. She’s earned it.”

“That’ll be a weight off her shoulders. How did the other Wardens feel about your role in all this?”

Steele finally cracked a smile, but there was a bitter tinge to it. “Let’s just say the ranks of the Wardens will be in upheaval for some time. Some of them never imagined they’d see the inside of a Carnelian prison cell for themselves.”

I nodded as the sigils began to glow. Someone was searching for Cimmerian’s psychic signature from the other end of the waystone web. “Good. I’m glad you stayed with us, Steele. Both then and now.” 

The light flared and vanished. A gaggle of witches and warlocks stood clustered on the white stone. 

“Is this Cimmerian Reform Academy?” The warlock was older, with iron-gray hair trailing over his shoulders, wearing heavy, dark robes embroidered with silver.

“Not for long, Judge Everhardt.” Steele got to his feet. “The covenmistress is waiting. Did you send a sigilist?” 

A young man in navy blue robes looked up at him with wide eyes, his nerves evident. “I- I’m the sigilist, Justiciar Steele, s-sir.” 

Steele stared at him. “I hope you’re steadier with a needle in your hand.” 

The sigilist blanched. 

“He’s a new pup, Dom.” A witch in leather armor, tinged with red, stepped forward and took his hand. She was as old as the first warlock, her icy hair wound in a neat bun, but nothing about her was soft or frail. Every line on her face looked like it had been carved with iron and her pale eyes were sharp. “Don’t forget- I knew you when you were a fresh young recruit, too.” 

She took his remaining hand, giving him an almost motherly smile. 

“Good to see you again so soon, Inquisitor Merry. I’ll try to keep my barking to a minimum.” Dom still gave the sigilist a stern look- but so would I, in his shoes. Nobody wanted a shaky sigilist on one of the most important days of their lives.

Inquisitor Merry looked like she wanted to pat his cheek, but she refrained in the presence of the other Inquisitors and the sigilists. “We’ll have time for visits later, dear boy. Where’s this covenmistress of yours?” 

I trailed behind the group, debating whether to become a wolf and sniff at the cowering sigilist’s hem, but the thought of a shaky mastery tattoo on my mate held me back. 

“That’s your mentor?” I muttered, jerking my chin towards Merry, who was plowing ahead of the Judge and his retinue.

“Yes, my first teacher when I joined the Sanctum,” Steele said. “She’s… different from the rest, for an Inquisitor.”

Lu, Holly, and Daphne’s laughter cut short when the Tribunal members filed into the parlor. Lu had put the wards to work cleaning out the room, turning an empty classroom into a sun-filled room that echoed the clean lines of her bedroom, all white paint and black trim, with a splash of red flowers in a vase. 

She stood up, smoothing her indigo blouse and jeans, looking nothing like the mistress of a several-hundred-year old covenstead. It was impossible to tell from looking at her now that she could burst into flames in less than a second, or that she’d taken over an ancient covenstead’s cornerstone on the fly without losing her mind. The only giveaway was the ancient rowan sword at her side. She never went anywhere without it now.

 The color flooded out of her cheeks when she took in the audience, some eyeing her sourly, Inquisitor Merry with intense interest, and the sigilist with something like terror. 

“Welcome to Cimmerian,” she said. Her voice remained strong, betraying none of the nerves evident in her face. 

“Pleased to be here, dear,” Merry said, her eyes sweeping over everyone. “Archivist Betony?”

A witch in black stepped forward, clutching a thick book bound in dark blue leather. Gilded sigils had been stamped over its surface, with a blank space left in the center of the cover for our future coven sigil to be tooled on. 

Roman slipped into the room. Lu’s eyes flicked to the windows and they folded in on themselves, becoming solid walls. 

Merry didn’t so much as flinch, but the other Inquisitors’ shoulders were stiff. Judge Everhardt’s eyebrows rose almost to his hairline when Locke followed Roman in, safely shielded from the sun, and took a position at Lu’s back. 

Lu pulled a silk-wrapped bundle from the coffee table: the Giltglass grimoire. “This is for you,” she said, extending to the book to the archivist.

Betony glanced at the gray-haired Judge before she laid the blank grimoire on the table in its place and took the Giltglass grimoire from Lu. 

“I understand this isn’t the way this is normally done,” Lu began, but Judge Everhardt interrupted her. 

“No, it isn’t,” he said, his voice sour. “If it weren’t for Justiciar Steele’s interference, you’d still have an outstanding warrant from the Tribunal that would render your claim on this covenstead null and void. You’ve taken one of our finest Wardens-” Steele’s lip curled at that- “Celebrate dangerous therianthropes, and ask a vampire to sign a grimoire? Preposterous.”

A low rumble rose in my throat, which I stopped dead in its tracks. No way I was giving this pinched old asshole any reason to drag Lu back to Deepwood Sanctum.

“Do you have the Lockheart grimoire?” Locke’s amber eyes fixed on Betony, who hid behind the warlock. “I would like it back, if you please. I remember so little of my family’s history, you see.” 

A little of Betony’s color came back. She seems surprised that Locke was not only sane, but spoke with a formal, thoughtful cadence that clearly wasn’t of this era.

“If your covenmistress signs a formal petition, we can pull grimoires from the Shadow Archives… if we have it.” Lu nodded and touched Locke’s hand. 

“You might not see eye to eye with how we do things here, but that’s not our concern.” Her tone had gone cold as she looked the Judge over in kind. “This vampire is the last remaining descendant of Lockheart. He has every right to be here and sign this new grimoire, and we welcome all therianthropes, dangerous or not. In fact, I intend to become one myself. And as for your Warden, he had every chance to go back to Deepwood. I didn’t steal him. He’s right where he wants to be.”

Steele broke away from the Tribunal’s representatives and went to the other side of the room, making his choice very clear. 

Inquisitor Merry grinned at him and clapped silently behind the Judge’s back.

Daphne, Holly, and Beck stood and made their own little group, part of neither side but willing to witness. Archivist Betony’s eyes widened at the sight of a second vampire who’d seemingly appeared from thin air, but she said nothing.

Judge Everhardt’s sneer never left his face. “There’s no accounting for taste. Open your grimoire, covenmistress.”

Lu was pale with fury at his snub, but she ran her hand over the blue-and-gold cover before opening the cover reverently. Blank white pages shone up at us. 

“State your coven name and write in your book.” 

Alongside the tea, she’d also laid out the tools she needed to bind her magic to the grimoire: a blood-letting knife and a gold-dipped quill. Lu pressed the tiny, razor-sharp blade to her wrist without so much as a wince and loaded the quill with her own blood. 

Her eyes flickered over us, surrounding her, before her expression solidified. “I name us Wildhaven.” She wrote our name at the top of the page, with the witnessed year below. 

“We witness the naming of Wildhaven,” the other groups echoed. 

“State your name, covenmistress.” Judge Everhardt looked like he’d swallowed a burr. 

“I am Lucrezia Wilde, covenmistress and defender of Wildhaven.” She signed her name with a triumphant flourish and handed the quill to me. 

The cut in my wrist felt like nothing more than a sharp sting. “I am Shane Wilde.” I signed my name in the book and handed it to Roman. 

“I am Roman Wilde.”

Steele went next, and Inquisitor Merry beamed like a proud mother. “I am Dominic Wilde.” 

Locke finally took the quill, and hesitated for only the barest second before signing. “I am Elijah Locke Wilde.”

As soon as I’d signed my name, a warm feeling had bloomed to life in my chest, like a flame unfurling. With every name that was signed, that warmth pulled me towards them, with Lu being the brightest point of light among us. 

“We witness the names of Wildhaven,” our friends said, Daphne’s voice amused, Beck’s curious, and Holly’s cheerful. 

Judge Everhardt’s lips were set in a thin line. “As a judge of the Tribunal, I witness the naming of a new coven, signed and sealed in blood.” His cold eyes looked over us one by one, reserving most of his hatred for Locke, Roman, and myself. His disdain was palpable. 

I didn’t care at all. This was our home, our rules, our coven. 

“Enjoy your new and entirely unearned status. Come, Merry.” Judge Everhardt swept out, his Tribunal cronies on his heels, but Inquisitor Merry and the sigilist ignored him entirely. 

“He’s a puckered old arse, isn’t he?” Merry muttered, echoing my earlier thoughts. “Are you ready, Apprentice Horne?” 

The sigilist, Horne, nodded, clutching a leather case to his chest. His gaze kept skittering to Steele and back to Lu, as though he wasn’t sure who he should be more panicked about. 

“What is this?” Lu asked, frowning. She touched the page of the grimoire with all of our names signed in blood, and closed the book with the same reverence she’d opened it with. “Ready for what?”

She went still and I knew she was reaching through the wards, feeling for Judge Everhardt’s departure. Lu was getting better at looking natural when she vanished inside herself and became part of Wildhaven’s walls. 

Wildhaven. That would take some getting used to, but it felt perfectly right. My Sight was becoming clearer with each passing day, giving me bits and pieces of our future. 

It was the whole of our purpose for being led here: to become a home for those who didn’t have one. I’d already been sent a vision of an ill-tempered, twelve-year-old badger therianthrope who’d be coming our way soon, cast out by his own coven. 

We’d be waiting here with open arms, ready to give him a new home. 

“To be added to the grand annals of witchfire masters, Lucrezia Wilde.” Merry gave her a smile, the warmth belying the cool sharpness of her eyes, and elbowed Steele. “My boy put his neck on the line to witness your mastery.” 

Lu’s eyes went to Dom, and to my surprise the slightest hint of color touched his face. “It’s tradition,” he said. “A master witnesses another master, and you receive your mark.”

“When was I witnessed-” she started to say, but understanding flashed across her face. “That’s what you were doing, taking so long to come back. You signed my name into the mastery books while you were gone.”

“I thought it safest to do it before you stepped foot in Deepwood.” Steele didn’t look away from Lu.

“Rightfully so,” Merry interjected. 

“Judge Everhardt’s been on the warpath since he heard about our… unusual coven,” he continued. “I didn’t want you near him until the paperwork was done, so to speak. Whether you receive the tattoo or not, you’re still registered as a master in the elementalist branch of witchfire.” He gave her a wry smile. “Right under Lord Danteus Ember. Technically, you’re Lady Wilde now.”

Lu stared at him like she’d been frozen. Steele’s smile slipped a little. “I’m sorry, Lu. I would’ve waited for you, but I didn’t want to give Everhardt the slightest excuse to-”

“No, wait,” she said, pressing a hand to her chest. “I’m just too happy to talk. Honestly, if one more good thing happens to me today, I think I might explode.”

Demonseed wound around her feet, his orange eyes focused longingly on my twin. She reached down to touch his soft gray fur. 

“Well, instead of exploding, you should get your tattoo done before Apprentice Horne dies of old age,” Merry said. She fixed a beady eye on Lu. “Good luck, Lady Wilde. It seems that you’ll need it.” 

She rose on her toes and kissed Steele’s cheek. “Behave yourself,” she whispered. If Horne’s eyes got any wider, they’d fall out of his head. 

“I only learned from the best,” Steele said. Merry shook her head and left. 

“She’s not your mother.” Lu was still looking at the door thoughtfully. 

“Not by blood, no. But if there’s anything my time here has taught me, it’s that love is thicker than blood. Merry was the parent I never had when I first went to Deepwood. It’s because of her that I got through Everhardt without winding up in Carnelian myself.” 

Lu’s gray eyes settled on him. She and Demonseed looked disconcertingly similar in that moment. “Thank you, Dom,” she said fervently. “It almost feels like a dream I’m going to wake from at any moment.” 

Roman leaned over the back of her chair and threw his arms around her neck. “No dream here, Blondie.” 

He planted a kiss on the side of her neck, and Beck eyed Daphne speculatively, who sidled away from him. “Don’t even think about it,” she whispered.

Steele held out his hand. “Your mark awaits, Lady Wilde.” 

Lu stood up and took it, wrapping her fingers through his tightly. 

 

***

 

After we said goodbye to Holly, Lu stretched out on an armless chaise, wincing as Horne’s hand flittered over her inner arm. He dipped a needle in shimmering ink and took it to her arm, carefully limning the mastery tattoo by hand.

The tattoo glowed red against her skin, as scarlet as embers and glittering with imbued magic. 

Dom and Roman sat around her head, watching the sigil slowly take form, and Locke and I sat near her legs. The vampire’s pupils were wide. His attraction to her blood was controllable, though. “The ink smells of magic,” he said. “Not appetizing at all.”

Horne had gone pale at how casually we talked about Locke’s meals, but maybe he’d learn something from it. 

“How are you feeling, Lady?” he asked anxiously. 

Lu made a face. “It stings a little, but I’ve felt worse.” 

“It looks perfect, Apprentice,” Steele said, and Horne went from white with anxiety to flushed as red as a tomato. 

An hour later, the sigilist sat up and capped the bottle of enspelled ink. He snapped his fingers and the needle and tiny cap of used ink vanished. “Your sigil is done, Lady,” he said. 

Lu stretched out her arm. The tiny tattoo shimmered with its own internal light, like flames boiled just under the surface of her skin. “It’s beautiful,” she said, her voice thick. 

Horne realized she was near tears at the same time as the rest of us and stammered several unintelligible things. Steele took pity on him, wrapping his arm around the apprentice’s shoulders and leading him out to the waystone. 

As soon as the apprentice was gone, Lu sniffled and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “This is the best day ever,” she said. Tears still sparkled in her eyes. 

“No more tears then, Bambi.” I held her arm, careful not to touch her tender flesh as I examined the tattoo. “It’s the first day of the rest of our lives.” 

“The first day of being Wildhaven.” Roman toyed with Lu’s hair. “We need a new sign.” 

“We will always be Wildhaven,” Locke said, his voice quiet. “I will never let that change, no matter what.” He was full of stoic vehemence, determined to protect the newest incarnation of Lockheart.

He kissed Lu, careful not to touch her with his fangs, and Roman and I followed. I tasted everyone on her lips. It was strangely comforting. She belonged to all of us, the heart we gathered around.

She went down to find Steele and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him last. “Justiciar Wilde.” Lu touched the ouroboros on his chest. “You need a new medallion.” 

“I’ll take care of it next time I have to go,” he said, nibbling her lower lip. “I’d rather not leave home at all right now.” 

I took a breath and let it out. We were together. For the first time in years, we were finally home. 


Epilogue

Lu

 

Six months later I stepped outside the North Entrance, tired to the bone but happier than I’d ever been in my life.

It almost didn’t feel real. I’d come here as nothing, as a criminal, and now I was a Lady, a title most witches would never attain… and the Headmistress of the brand-new Wildhaven Academy.

We’d received our first student that day, a young boy named Colm River, whose soul was apparently a badger. It would take some time for him to warm up and trust us, after a lifetime of being treated like an outsider, but he’d taken to Shane immediately. 

He’d find a home here in time.

The air was still tonight, the moon full and the sky full of stars. The Bluejasper-made mausoleum shimmered like a white monolith on the distant grounds, but the wards of Wildhaven assured me that all was peaceful and quiet.

 I’d left Steele sleeping, Shane was prowling the forest, and Locke was studying Beck like he usually did, searching for the cure to vampire madness. I hoped he’d find it. 

Powerful arms slid over my shoulders, locking around me. “Want to go for a ride?” Roman asked, his voice just a breath above a rumble, but he stilled when he smelled fresh blood. “What is this?”

He touched the slowly-healing mark on my forearm. With Locke around, I’d almost forgotten what it was like to bleed, but this was something I’d wanted to make a choice on alone. 

“I took out the obstaculum charm,” I said contemplatively, holding my arm up. In the darkness of midnight, the pockmark on my skin was almost invisible except for the drop of blood. 

A shiver went through Roman. “Did they all agree to it, too?” he asked, his voice a purr now. Roman had been the first one to gleefully ask for the removal of the charm when I’d tentatively voiced the thought after we’d collapsed in a sweaty heap a few weeks ago.

“Shane Saw some interesting things. I asked Dominic what he thought, and he was… perfectly fine with the idea of letting things fall as they may. Everyone’s on the same page now.” 

Fine was a mild way of putting it. Dom didn’t want to hear a word of what Shane had Seen, but the loss of the obstaculum charm was no hardship in his view. 

“I’m going to keep drinking contraceptive tea. It might be a few years before anything happens.”

Roman touched the mark where the charm had been. “You don’t have to do that,” he said gruffly. “We’re settled here, we’re a family now, aren’t we?”

I smiled, gripping the arm he’d wrapped around my chest. “Yeah, but I’d still like a few years of peace with you guys before children come along. We’ve still got a whole academy to get moving. Shane says more are on the way.”

The side effects of the obstaculum could linger for several years, anyways. Even with the tea, it might be a few years before we had little ones of our own.

As intrigued as I was by the idea of my own future children and what Shane had Seen, I wanted to work on turning this place into a home for others as soon as possible. He’d Seen more therianthropes, an earthshaper, and a teen girl with uncontrollable witchwater. Part of me hoped she was another force of nature, blessed with tides, and together we could begin charting the ancestry and genetics of forces of nature while we helped her master herself. 

Now that I’d not only come to terms with but was proud of what I was, I’d made up my mind. Somewhere out there I had more family, and I was going to find my father. I wanted to know where I’d come from, and I wanted to help others like myself.

But first...

“And we’ve got a five-way handfasting to plan.” Roman bit the top of my ear, sending a shiver through me. 

“I wonder how many people will show up just to gawk.” 

“Hundreds, but just because Shane and I will be naked the entire time-”

“Oh no you won’t!” I spun, pressed against Roman’s warm chest. “If I have to look respectable, so do you.” 

“Does fur count as respectable?” 

I shook my head, close enough that the tips of our noses touched, then changed my head in mid-shake and nodded. “If you want to go as a wolf, go ahead. But I won’t be held responsible for any mass hysteria.”

I could already envision it: a witch, a Warden, a vampire, and two wolves walk into a handfasting… we’d disrupt polite society for years with that one. The idea appealed to me much more than it should have. 

Roman’s wicked grin was close to my own. “Wolf it is, then. We’ve got a lot of status quo to overthrow.” 

I wrapped my arms around him, brimming with hope for the future. As long as I had them, we’d always be a home, one family, for the lost and the wild at heart.
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Read ILL WILL, a reverse harem bully romance set in an urban fantasy universe!

Mercilessly beautiful cruel. Relentlessly sensual vicious. Utterly delicious vile.

Marrying into the famous Godalming slayer-clan was supposed to be my family’s big break. Our clan is fractured, my brother is dead, and my mother’s spirit was broken by the ordeal. I’d do anything to make her proud and see her truly smile again.

I’d even spend a year in the snobby, prestigious Libra Academy with Lord Godalming’s gorgeous son.

I don’t know what I did to earn Will Godalming’s seething hatred, but he’ll do anything to get rid of me for good, even if he sometimes seems like the only one who understands me. Sura Enver is almost irresistible with a cruel streak a mile wide, but he’s hiding dark secrets under those knockout looks. And when I put a dying vampire out of her misery, I end up at the very top of an ancient warrior’s hit list. No sane slayer angers Càel the White Wolf, the fiercest knight of the vampires’ Clouded Court. 

They’re unstoppable. Wicked. Malignant. And each wants to make me suffer. Between the torment of Libra’s eat-or-be-eaten rules and the rising threat of a new vampire king, enemies prowl on all sides.

But they’re messing with the wrong slayer.

Ill Will is the first book of Victoria’s Trilogy in the Bonds of Blood universe, a steamy, medium-burn reverse harem bully romance in a college-age academy setting. This book is for mature audiences and contains triggers.
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