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PROLOGUE

Lucifer Morningstar
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Fifty years prior

Loralei Hecate wandered the halls, her deep ebony hair swaying as she moved. The piece of onyx held in her palm would do nothing to protect her from the creature hunting her, but that didn’t stop her from clinging to it like a lifeline as I followed in the shadows. Her best friend was a White who had given Loralei the gem to protect herself against that nagging feeling of being followed that she just couldn’t seem to shake.

The only protection she would have found was safety in numbers, and she’d been foolish enough to leave the haven of her bed at night. It hadn’t taken much for me to lure her away, just the quiet whisper of a call so subtle it didn’t activate the amulet around her neck.

I followed her, keeping to the shadows to avoid her notice. It would take the right place for her death, because as much as she needed to die, I didn’t want her to suffer. I didn’t have any need for her final moments to be filled with fear and darkness.

Her death was nothing personal. In fact, her death was a sacrifice designed to bring everything to fruition.

Centuries of planning depended on this moment and relied on the ceasing of her heartbeat, but the role she had played in the years leading up to this had earned her a token of my respect.

Loralei stopped suddenly, spinning to look back at me. The vivid blue of her eyes shone in the darkness, shimmering like moonlight with a faint purple tint that was so reminiscent of her ancestor Charlotte. Her forehead twisted as her mouth parted in a silent scream while she moved, dropping the onyx crystal to the floor.

The protection of the stone lay forgotten when she found me stalking after her. She didn’t know the truth of who I was, of what I was beneath the meat suit I called home, but nothing good could come from a Vessel stalking his prey in the night.

I took a single step toward her, coming to a halt suddenly when a mismatched stare looked in my direction. A woman stepped into the dim light shining in through the windows, approaching Loralei hesitantly. There was something unreal about her body, as if she were there but not, and if I reached out to touch her, I wondered if I would find flesh or only the faintest whisper of a half-forgotten memory.

Loralei ran, sprinting forward and heading for a bend in the hall as the woman searched the shadows I called home. She saw nothing, her eerie multicolored stare darting all over and searching as if she could feel me but not see me.

But I saw her.

I felt her. The moment those purple and amber eyes landed on mine, I knew exactly what she was—who she was. Her inky dark hair fell over her shoulders in soft waves, the slight burgundy tint to the bottom reminding me of the finest merlot. Her body was curved and soft with thick thighs that I could just imagine wrapped around my head and breasts that would bounce when I fucked her.

My intentions for the daughter of two had never been to make her mine. They’d never been to keep her, but simply to use her for what her unique combination of magic could offer me.

That all changed when a growl rumbled in my chest, sinking through my body. The floor shook beneath my feet with the force of it, the windows rattling in the wall as the pieces of destiny clicked and clacked together in an endless symphony like the clatter of bones swaying in the wind.

Loralei clutched the bag of bones at her hip as the young Hecate witch turned and followed after her aunt, the ghost of her visage flickering in the moonlight. Her gaze dropped to that bag of bones as if she felt the call, part of her recognizing that they would one day be hers.

She wanted them, and all I wanted was to take what was mine. Her.

“I don’t have what you seek,” Loralei said into the nothingness. Her stare remained fixed on me, her body flinching with each step I took. The halls pulsed in recognition of what moved through them as I released the little bits of power I could access in this form, filling the university with my presence.

The younger Hecate witch, the woman who hadn’t yet been born, faltered, catching herself with a hand on the wall. Both witches’ breath fanned before their faces as the temperature of the hall dropped so low it burned.

“Loralei!” the younger witch called in panic. Loralei snapped her gaze to the side as if she, too, saw the strange witch, her eyes widening with recognition. She dropped her hand away from the bag of bones that gave her power, her body stilling as I watched something arch between them.

“Run, Charlotte. Run!” she screamed as the other witch moved closer to help her aunt.

Charlotte.

There was a certain familiarity in her, pulsing off her in waves that reminded me of the original witch. Of the one who had called to me in the woods that night and begged for the tools to seek her revenge.

But the name was all wrong for her, as if the part of her that remained independent of that familiarity rebelled against the notion of being so thoroughly tied to the ancestor who had started it all.

I struck, a clawed hand slipping out of the shadows so quickly that I doubted the new witch even saw me. Loralei’s chest erupted into red, three deep slash marks tearing her open as blood splattered against the younger one’s face. Loralei reached out as she fell to her knees, grasping her niece by the arm as the floor shook beneath her. I took a step closer, ready to take what was mine even if it ruined everything.

My body moved as if in a trance, as if she’d used the bones she didn’t possess to command my body.

“Wake up, Willow,” Loralei whispered as her eyes rolled back. Willow.

That name was right. I stepped closer, my attention riveted not on the witch I’d come to kill but the one I planned to own one day.

I swept my claws across her shoulder in three sharp, fast movements. Willow screamed as her blood sank beneath my nails, covering my fingers and making me feel complete for the first time in centuries. I raised them to my mouth, earning my first taste of my future.

She moved to look at me, and I wondered if the curious creature would see me standing there. I wondered if she was already mine as I leaned forward, dragging my nose through the hair on the back of her head and inhaling her scent.

“Wake up!” Loralei screamed.

The ground shook beneath me as my rage heightened, the witch bleeding out doing everything in her power to take my witchling from me. Willow fell, her knees ready to crash against the stone.

Until she vanished.
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Willow
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I gasped the moment those strange, glowing golden eyes found mine without hesitation, His stare latching on and pinning me to the spot. My hand trembled against His chest as I blinked back the sting of horrified tears.

What had I done?

I swallowed, pulling my gaze off His slowly and glancing to the archdemons watching our interaction with far more interest than I cared for. I tugged at my hand where it was still pressed against His chest, His skin crackling and peeling where it had burned against mine. Nausea stung the back of my throat at the scent as I tugged again, revealing raw red flesh in the shape of my hand.

The handprint was a vivid red against the gold of His skin. My breath shuddered in my lungs as I fought to pull free but didn’t dare to do so quickly. He watched me, His eerie golden stare assessing my every move as I tried to quell the panic in my body.

His hand moved quickly as I pulled away, tearing more of the burnt, charred skin from Him. He grasped me around the wrist, His grip solid as I struggled to get free. Moving slowly, He sat up in a smooth, fluid glide that didn’t betray a hint of how long His body had been vacant and neglected. I moved with Him as He left me no choice, slowly swinging His legs over the side of the cot. The archdemons had raised it up, laying it atop the arms of the Tethys throne so that He was level with me as I stood.

The cot didn’t shift as He moved despite the precarious position, His movement so carefully controlled that it was unnatural. His heated stare never left my face to look at the others in the room as His other hand lifted from his side, reaching beneath my free arm to settle at my waist. His fingers grasped the fabric of my top, bunching it against my skin as He jerked me forward to stand between His spread legs.

He held my stare, ignoring the trembling of my hand and bottom lip as He leaned forward, pressing His forehead against mine. A deep sigh left Him the moment our skin touched, His grip twitching against my wrist as His eyes finally drifted closed.

I swallowed, pulling back to glare up at Him. He ground His back teeth together as His hand dropped from my waist, and He raised it to slide it beneath the curtain of my hair and touch my jaw. Sweat slicked my skin at the contact, His body so warm it felt like it might burn me. It was such a contrast to the way His Vessel had felt, to that striking chill that had always permeated the air around him.

“Don’t look at me like that, Witchling,” He murmured softly, His grip tightening around the curve of my head when I tried to flinch away from His touch.

Those ethereal eyes hardened into a glare, glimmering like molten gold when I used His moment of distraction to tear my hand from His chest. I tried not to look at the perfect handprint that marred His skin, at the way it didn’t seem to show any sign of healing in the way I would have hoped.

He tilted His head to look at the mark, His lips tipping into a cruel smirk. “You marked me,” He said, gazing at me through His lashes with the hint of white teeth peeking through His parted lips. It was a look of smug satisfaction, purely dominant— a predator who had won His prey.

“I did everything you asked,” I said, shaking my head as I tried to pull away from His touch. He grasped my hand in His, raising it to stare at the burnt remains of flesh that clung to my skin. When He touched a single finger to it, I watched in horror as the remnants melted into blood, sliding away from my hand and dripping onto the floor at our feet. It was the same way He’d melted the new flesh off the Covenant’s bones to form Charlotte, and the memory was far too fresh in my mind.

“You did,” He agreed, trailing a finger through His blood and dragging it up to where my wrist peeked out from the sleeve of my sweater.

“So let me go. You have no use for me anymore,” I argued, keeping my voice quiet. His finger stopped that slow, traitorous trail over my skin, freezing in place as His nail seemed to elongate in the sudden anger that pulsed off Him in waves.

It pierced my skin, my own blood welling as I gasped at the sensation of the warmth of His slipping into the wound and entangling itself with my own. It shouldn’t have felt that way, shouldn’t have flooded my veins with tingling heat that set me aflame.

But it did.

“You want to leave me,” He said, slowly turning that animalistic gaze to my face once again. There was no warmth in the hardness of His rage, only anger I didn’t want to contemplate as I flinched back from Him.

“What reason would I have to stay?” I asked. His face fell immediately, the anger from a moment before disappearing so suddenly it gave me whiplash. Somehow, the vast emptiness and lack of all emotion on His features were worse than His anger.

He released me, allowing me to stumble over my own feet at my sudden freedom. I backed away another step as He stood smoothly, this form of Him so similar to the Vessel He’d occupied for centuries. But that had been a hollow imitation of the real man before me, of the dominant, masculine beauty that prowled toward me with slow confidence.

He’d been beautiful before, more handsome than any human I’d seen, but now, in this form, He was somehow more. His hair was thicker and darker, a deep brown so close to black that only the lanterns overhead showed the difference. His bone structure was deeper somehow, more sharply tuned and distinctly masculine. His golden eyes seemed to sit deeper in the structure of His face, making His brow more pronounced. In spite of the delicate fullness of His mouth, the tense line of it was menacing and ruthless as He stared at me. He seemed bigger than before, not just His height but the width of Him. His muscles were carved into His lean form as if He were a sculpture that belonged in one of the churches in Rome.

Because they’d been based off Him.

Even His forearms and hands spoke of strength, of the ability to crack my spine in half if I looked at Him wrong. His very essence filled the room, plunging us into darkness as the air turned sickeningly warm, the taste of apples coating my tongue.

“I achieved what I came here to do and things I never would have wanted,” I said in an attempt to remind Him that I’d always had an agenda in coming to Crystal Hollow. In my ideal scenario, this town had always been a pit stop, if I managed to survive it anyway.

The latter seemed unlikely given the unfortunate turn of events.

Like being stabbed by the man I’d somehow allowed myself to fall for like the naive little girl he’d accused me of being.

Even I knew I stood no chance of fighting my way to freedom. My magic was distant, overused in the opening of the seal and with no earth nearby for me to call on. I glanced at the Madizza throne from the corner of my eye, the black-tinted rose petals fluttering in an invisible breeze as if they felt the faint call of my magic.

I stepped back once more, hoping to get just a little bit closer and avoid the death Lucifer promised in His stare. I bumped into something massive and hard at my back, tilting my head up to look at where Beelzebub stared down at me with disinterest—his leathery black wings twitching as they curled around his shoulders. He reached around the front of my body, capturing my chin with a hand as the other touched the back of my head.

The breath caught in my throat, the realization of what he intended flashing through me faster than I could react. Gray wouldn’t even give me the courtesy of killing me himself, allowing his minion to do his dirty work in the end.

Lucifer’s eyes widened, His expression turning horrified as His mouth opened suddenly. “No!” He commanded as Beelzebub snapped my head to the side sharply.

A crack resounded through my skull as Gray rushed forward, catching me as I fell. He stopped me from crumpling to the ground as my head hung at an unnatural angle that I couldn’t right, my lungs compressing as they expelled a final breath.

His hand slammed into my chest, an ache spreading from the heat of his touch when all that surrounded me was cold.

But inside, I burned.
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Lucifer Morningstar
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Willow dropped, her legs crumpling beneath her as her eyes glazed over. Beelzebub released her as if she’d burned him the moment I shouted my protest, as if that would be enough to undo what he’d done. My body moved more quickly than I remembered, leaving me to stumble slightly as I adjusted to the feeling of my own skin wrapped around my soul.

I caught Willow before she could hit the floor, sliding an arm beneath her to offer support. I winced at the odd angle of her neck, at the way it hung limply with nothing to support it. The shape of her reminded me of Susannah, of the grotesque way her death had clung to what remained of her even after Charlotte and I raised her from the grave.

No.

Her eyes rolled back in her head as her soul severed from her physical form, the ghost of her spirit rising from her chest in a faint mist.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, even though I knew she was past hearing me. The Willow I knew could no longer sense those trying to reach her, her spirit lost to the call of Hell in her soul. What I would do would bring her pain, would torment her and likely make her hate me even more than she already did.

I pushed my hand through that mist leaking free from her heart, slamming my palm against the bare skin of her chest. Inky tendrils of dark, forbidden magic spread through the mist that could have brought her to peace if her soul hadn’t been damned by her ancestor’s actions, wrapping around what remained of Willow and clinging to her.

Her skin split beneath my hand, cracking open as if she were made of porcelain. Darkness spread over her skin like the vines she loved, creating a hollow in her body as I focused my magic on gripping every last wisp of her soul. I wouldn’t let any part of her escape me, wouldn’t let any bit of the woman I’d come to crave more than my own freedom sever from what made her her.

The tendrils latched on, caging her in a brutal, cruel embrace as her body shuddered in my arms. My free hand inched up her back, slipping beneath her top and touching the mark I’d put on her shoulder. The one that made her mine.

The one that enabled me to bind her to me in a desperate bid to save her.

Her back arched involuntarily as my nails sank into the center of the triangle I’d marked her with, elongating into black talons that pierced her flesh. I knew the pain she’d feel when she awoke would be crippling, that she’d remember bits and pieces of what had happened in the aches that plagued her body.

Cradling her in my arms, I leaned forward and touched my forehead to hers, holding her in position as I shifted my hand on her chest, sinking my fingers between the cracks I’d created in her skin.

The dark magic I’d used to trap her soul here returned to me, surrounding my skin and tugging her back into her body. Only when her soul had returned to her, wrapping around her heart and making itself at home in the useless, dead flesh of her body, did I pull my fingers free and stare down at where the mist tinted with the slightest green and black wisps swirled inside the crevice I’d made.

She hung limply as I pulled back, holding up my forearm to Beelzebub, who stared at it and swallowed. “Lucifer …” he said, his voice trailing off as he looked between me and my wife.

“Do it now,” I commanded, watching as he unsheathed his favored dagger from the strap crossed over his chest. He pressed it into the vulnerable underside of my wrist, dragging it up my vein until he reached the inner part of my elbow. What I aimed to do would require far more blood than any mortal could easily give, only the true immortality of my form offering her salvation.

Blood flowed freely over my skin, dripping onto the floor beneath me as I shifted to place it over Willow’s mouth. She was unresponsive as I pressed it to her lips, smearing her lips and skin with my blood and allowing it to pool in her mouth. The archdemons were silent as we waited for it to drip down the back of her throat, for her body to consume what would fix the wrong done to her mortal form.

A ragged breath filled her lungs, her neck shifting and snapping back into place as the bones mended. I hung my head forward, pulling her tighter into me and drawing comfort from the rise and fall of her chest in an even, natural rhythm. It was the same one she had when I watched her sleep, the same heartbeat that echoed with her breaths.

My blood dripped onto the floor as my flesh worked to knit itself back together, straining as I stood with Willow in my arms and headed for the door. Her screams of pain began, tearing through my eardrums and making me wince. The pain in that sound was unimaginable; to think of what she must have been feeling to make noises like that even in the depths of sleep …

“Lucifer, we need to know what you want us to do. The plans have clearly changed,” Asmodeus called behind me.

“The plans can fucking wait,” I snarled, leaving the archdemons to wreak whatever havoc they wished upon the Coven. None of them mattered. None of it mattered.

Only the witch in my arms.
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One moment, there was only darkness. Only a hollow where light had once been. The vague vestiges of flames burned the backs of my eyelids, taunting and teasing me as if my spirit readied itself for the pyre.

Then there was air, sharp and painful as it filled my lungs. My eyes flung open as I drew in a ragged gasp, sitting up so suddenly that my vision swam with dizziness. My lungs burned with the air that filled them, as if they’d been frozen in time, waiting for me to wake.

My mind was a mess, a maze I couldn’t find my way out of. My chest heaved with exertion as if I’d just run a mile, my breathing labored in the panic that consumed me. My hand crept toward my throat, grasping the skin there as I fought to remember how I’d come to be in Gray’s bed.

The moment my fingers touched my skin, the crack of my neck snapping burst through my memory. The darkness that came after and then the complete and blinding pain that overwhelmed my body.

I scrambled from the bed, getting tangled in the blankets as I flung my legs over the edge. Falling to the floor with a thump, I fought to free myself from the distinctive mess of them in my panic. Kicking and clawing at them as I shook my head from side to side, I crawled toward the bathroom on the other side of Gray’s room.

“Willow!” he yelled, but I couldn’t bear to turn my eyes to him. I couldn’t stand to look at him even as I felt him step into the open doorway to his private living area. I grimaced as I tried to stand, resisting the urge to scream when I couldn’t seem to get my legs out of the fucking blanket.

My chest throbbed with pain, and I touched my palm to it as a strangled noise clawed its way up my throat.

Gray moved, carefully avoiding my legs as he pulled the blanket free and dropped it on the bed. My legs were bare, only a black nightgown covering my intimate areas as I squeezed my thighs together. He lowered himself beside me, sitting on his haunches as his face came into view. “You’re all right,” he said softly, his voice deceptive and soothing. It called to me like the softest melody, a teasing taunt of magic that hadn’t been there in his Vessel form.

Sin wrapped up in skin, a body meant for luring humans to a place of endless suffering.

Tears stung my eyes at the notes of it that still reminded me of the man I’d known, of the one I’d somehow, foolishly, allowed to deceive me into falling in love with him.

The man who had never even existed in the first place.

I wrapped my arms around my stomach, my mind a whirlwind. I couldn’t make sense of all that had happened. I couldn’t understand the implications of what he’d done, of how long he’d been planning this.

“How did I get here?” I asked, swallowing as I pinched my eyes closed. I wouldn’t have willingly come to his bed, not after everything he’d done. There was this hole in my memory, a gap where I couldn’t remember anything.

I’d opened the seal and put Gray back into Lucifer’s body, but there was very little after that. “You need to rest,” Gray said, reaching forward to slip his hand beneath the curtain of my hair. His fingers brushed against my skin first, then his palm cupped my jaw as he turned me to face him. His golden eyes shimmered as he stared down at me, his thumb brushing against my skin in a soft caress.

The sound of my neck cracking again pulsed through my mind, sending me scrambling back, away from the Devil Himself.

I drew in a deep, shuddering breath, trying to quell the rising nausea in my stomach that came with the realization.

“I died,” I said, my voice barely a whisper as I stared at Gray, at Lucifer, I forced myself to think, giving Him the name he’d always owned. Separating the being who stood before me from the one I’d thought I’d known.

“Briefly,” he said, as if that absolved him of any guilt. His demon had snapped my neck, taken me from the world that I’d barely even gotten to know. But the acknowledgment was enough to know that he’d done something even worse to bring me back.

“What did you do?” I asked, raising my hand to cover my mouth as my nausea worsened.

“Come back to bed, love. Your body needs more rest,” he said, ignoring the question entirely.

I groaned, rushing for the bathroom as guilt struck me in the chest that was already throbbing. My legs slipped beneath me, feeling as if they weren’t my own. There was something so off about the body that had always been mine, something so strange about what I’d always called my home on this plane.

“Willow,” Gray repeated, following after me with slow, measured steps. He wrapped his arms around my waist, helping me get my balance as he brought me to the bathroom and let me drop to my knees in front of the toilet just in time for my stomach to purge itself.

Soft, gentle fingers coaxed my hair back from the sides of my face and from where it threatened to fall forward, gathering it into their grip at the nape of my neck as I vomited. “You’re all right,” he murmured, and I wondered if the words were more to convince me of it, or himself.

My stomach continued heaving long after I’d finished vomiting, my body seizing as it tried to expel what was no longer there. I raised my hand, wiping my mouth with the back of it before placing a hand on each side of the toilet and rising to my feet weakly. Flushing the contents down, I tried not to panic at the sight of the red liquid filling the toilet and moved to the sink to furiously rinse out my mouth.

“Don’t worry, Witchling. It’s not your blood,” Gray said, ever helpful, as the sink stained with pink. As if vomiting blood was my biggest worry right now.

The reflection I saw in the mirror when I finally raised my gaze looked exactly as I remembered, no sign of the ways I’d changed so drastically. The only jarring difference rested on my chest at the top of my cleavage, where a black circle stained my skin. Tendrils of darkness bled out from the center, carving through my skin like cracks in a windowpane that hadn’t yet shattered.

My amulet hung just above it, the rose gold stark against the black tourmaline and the mark. My bottom lip trembled as I stared at it, trying not to let my fingers touch the stain. “Will it go away?” I asked, sinking my teeth into my bottom lip. It was such a stupid thing to care about, when the alternative was rotting in Hell.

But I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life marked by the fact that he’d sacrificed to save me.

“No,” he said calmly, handing me a bottle of mouthwash. I took it, refusing to thank him for it as I sipped and rinsed my mouth more thoroughly.

I glanced at him in the mirror when I was done, holding his eerie golden stare. His hair was more disheveled than I’d ever seen it, his torso still bare. The line of a single scar was raised in white from his wrist to his elbow, and I felt certain it hadn’t been there before I’d …

I swallowed.

“Who?” I demanded, turning to face him. He stepped closer as I spun, trapping me between his body and the vanity as he leaned forward.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said simply, shrugging lightly as he raised a hand to touch a single finger to the darkness blooming on my chest.

I swallowed, trying to gauge my best course of action. Gray had been strong when I’d thought him to be just a Vessel, but this form must have infinite power at its disposal. He’d been the one to create my ancestor. To give her the magic that she then shared with all the witches. That kind of power made what I held at my fingertips look like child’s play. “It does to me,” I said, not knowing how to proceed.

My instinct was to punch him in the throat, knee him in the balls—to curse him into oblivion, and judging by the smirk on his face, the bastard damn well knew it.

“Don’t look at me like that when I can’t bend you over the sink and remind you exactly what you really want, Witchling,” he growled, taking me by the hand as he guided me out of the bathroom. I stumbled over my own feet, my steps uncoordinated. He tore back the covers that he’d dropped on the bed when he helped me untangle myself.

“All that I want to do to you is slit your fucking throat,” I snarled, wincing when he reached into the nightstand drawer and pulled a blade free.

He held it out for me, turning it so that he gripped the flat sides of the blade between two fingers and gave me the hilt. “Go ahead then, love. See what good it does,” he said, his voice fading into a condescending laugh.

I took it, gripping the handle and finding no comfort in it. I could slit his throat, but I knew it would do no good. He would bleed all over the floor, but life would never leave him from a wound of the flesh. “Surely you know this will not go well for either of us. How exactly do you see this ending?” I asked, slamming the tip of the dagger down into the nightstand at the bedside.

Gray paused, placing a finger beneath my chin. “End?” he asked, his voice going mystified. As if I were the one who had lost my sense, as if I were the one who needed a reality check. “There is no end for you and I, Witchling.”

I took a step back, the mattress behind me pressing into the backs of my thighs and giving me no escape unless I wanted to make myself vulnerable by attempting to climb over it. I paused, raising my chin as I stared him down. “Everything ends, Lucifer. Even you,” I said, forcing my bottom lip to remain still. The task seemed daunting, impossible even, but I would find a way.

“Do you remember when I told you that I can afford to be patient? One day, everything you know, everyone you love will cease to exist. I will be all you have left to turn to,” he said, the words striking me in the chest. “It would be such a shame if you were to fight this—us. It just may motivate me to assist the natural course of life and death and rid us of all those who you would turn to for help.”

I swallowed, staring up at him with a furrowed brow as I tried to grasp the meaning of his words. Surely he couldn’t mean—

The memory of him quickly and efficiently killing the twelve other new students to join Hollow’s Grove forced me to close my eyes.

He could. He could and he would.

“Lucifer,” I said, the quiet plea in my voice making me feel weak. I hated him for making me reduce myself to begging for the lives of the few friends I had.

“That is not who I am. Not to you,” he snapped, cupping my face gently and brushing his thumb over the front of my cheek.

“Gray,” I said, the word coming out choked. I didn’t want him to be Gray anymore. I wanted to remind myself of the evil that lurked beneath his skin.

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” he said, the words a reminder of how it had been between us so briefly. I didn’t answer, unable to find the words to remind him that he’d made it this way. No one had forced him to manipulate me, to use me for his own purpose. He leaned forward, touching his lips to mine softly. He pulled away before I could even protest, his mouth warm where I was used to feeling him cold. “Get some rest.”

I looked at the bed over my shoulder, shaking my head. I needed to see Della and Iban, to know that they were safe. “I need—”

“You need to sleep. Your body came back from death, no matter how brief. Sleep, my Willow,” he said, pressing down on my shoulders until I had no choice but to sit on the edge of the mattress.

“No. I need to know who paid my price. Who you killed in my place to satisfy the balance,” I said, attempting to push to my feet.

“Hell help me, Witchling. You are going to rest even if I have to put you in this bed and pin you down myself,” he argued, the warning lingering in the air between us. I didn’t want him in the bed with me, not when I couldn’t trust myself around him.

Even hating him, even wanting to gut him and send him back to the pits of Hell for what he’d done to me, part of me remembered the way he’d felt when I thought I cared for him. “I’ll rest,” I said, offering an olive branch for the moment.

One battle at a time, I reminded myself.

“If you tell me who,” I said, watching as he clenched his teeth in frustration.

“A witch. I don’t know her name, nor do I care to. Beelzebub made it quick and painless, just as he did with you,” he said, the matter-of-fact statement feeling like truth. Gray didn’t bother to acquaint himself with the witches who couldn’t offer him anything in return.

I nodded, hoping he would have at least recognized Della or Margot or Nova as my roommates. I could only hope they hadn’t been harmed because of me, unable to live with that on my conscience.

I slowly lifted my legs into the bed, ignoring the ache in my bones as it felt like my very being shifted with the movement. Like my body couldn’t adjust to the strangeness of coming back from the dead. I lay back awkwardly, wishing I had more clothes and hating the thought of Gray changing me while I’d been unconscious. Gray covered me with the blanket the moment my head hit the pillow, taking up residence in the chair beside the bed.

I sighed, staring at the ceiling.

Who could sleep while the devil was watching them?
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Willow
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Light trickled in the window at the edge of the room, the faint hint of sunshine fading over the horizon as I slowly peeled my eyes open. A soft grumble crawled up my throat as I forced myself to sit, cradling my forehead in my hands as a piercing headache seemed to split me in two.

Drawing in a few deep breaths, I glanced toward the chair that Gray had occupied when I’d somehow fallen asleep. My sense of self-preservation was severely lacking if I managed to rest at all with the devil watching me, because I clearly couldn’t trust any of his motivations or plans.

Let me love you.

Those haunting words rang in my ears as I took in the sight of his now empty chair, shoving the blanket down to my feet and freeing my legs. He’d closed the bedroom door when he left, and I walked slowly on unsteady feet to test the knob. It barely moved, the lock keeping it stationary as I turned too quickly and stumbled.

What the fuck was wrong with me?

I shook off the unsteady, tight feeling in my body, moving toward the window, where the last rays of daylight shone in. Looking down at the courtyard beneath Gray’s rooms, I swallowed as I searched for any hint of a Vessel or archdemon below.

I found none, glancing back toward the door to Gray’s office. I couldn’t imagine abandoning the others to the fate that I’d played such a key role in causing, but I couldn’t help anyone if I remained locked in the devil’s bedroom.

My eyes drifted closed as I flipped the lock on top of the window pane, only opening it as I steadied myself against the guilt I already felt.

I’d come back, I promised myself. Promised them, even though they couldn’t hear me. Only a few weeks prior, I’d come determined to destroy the Coven and everyone in it. I’d been intent on getting the vengeance I’d been raised for, even if it meant my own death.

So why did I hesitate to leave them to their fate now?

I grimaced as I shoved the window up in my anger at my own hesitation, wincing when the force of the window sliding into place cracked the glass. I touched my trembling fingers to the spiderweb-like cracks, staring at the hands that didn’t look any different from what I remembered from before.

Before I died.

Swallowing, I climbed up onto the windowsill. I knew my time would be limited, and that Gray would never leave me unattended for long. Surely he knew escape would be the first thing on my mind, so he must have simply not expected me to wake so soon.

I managed to get my legs out over the windowsill, feeling as awkward as a newborn deer as I maneuvered my way through the small space. The stone building was like a cliff, with no shorter parts of the building in this section to get me closer to the ground. Glancing down to the courtyard, I closed my eyes and drew in a breath as I called to the part of myself that was as vital to me as air.

The earth below answered, the vines of the trellis that scaled the sides of the building twitching as they came to life. They grew slowly, extending toward me until I could reach out and grasp them. Wrapping one around my hand and gripping it tightly, I sucked back a deep breath.

Green witches were not meant to fly, and the knowledge of the impact that awaited me if I fell was almost enough to send me back into the bedroom that had become a prison.

Petty spite drove me forward. I jumped, content in the knowledge that if I died in my attempt, at least I would go out having ruined Gray’s plans.

He didn’t get to win. Not after what he’d done, not after the way my entire life had been a wasted manipulation for his own selfish gain. I didn’t want to think of who I might have become if it hadn’t been for the suffering he caused through whatever connection he and my father shared.

I bit back my scream as I plummeted toward the ground, moving slowly at first, as if time itself stopped the moment my body left the windowsill. Air rushed up to meet me, forcing my nightgown up around my waist as I fell into the gentle embrace of the vines that shot forward to catch me.

I closed my eyes as the ground came closer, sure that the vines wouldn’t be able to stop me from the death waiting for me. Curling into the fetal position, I winced when I crashed onto something soft that shoved me back into the air the moment it caught me.

The momentum took some of the force from my collision, making the second thump against something plush more uncomfortable than painful. Relaxing my body, I let my legs drop from my chest as I opened my eyes finally and glanced down at the pillow of flowers that had risen up from the garden beds to cradle me.

They rose up higher, pushing me to my feet before they retreated back into the earth. The vine that I had wrapped around my hand coiled tighter, thorns sinking into my skin to take the blood required for the aid.

The bones around my neck clinked together as I took a step away from the plants, reminding me of their presence with every step. I considered the driveway and the road that cut a path through the woods that I knew would probably deliver me to certain death, but I knew sneaking out of Hollow’s Grove would be far more difficult if I did it in plain sight.

I swallowed as I headed for the woods and the Cursed that waited for me there, determined to take my chances with the beasts over the archdemons. The Cursed could be killed.

I wasn’t so sure about the archdemons.

The vine unwound from my arm slowly as I walked, separating from me with longing. It knew as well as I that I was the best chance this land had of true restoration. I refused to acknowledge the goodbye in that longing touch, promising that I’d help it when I returned to bring the Coven back to what it always should have been.

Blood dripped down my arm as I made my way to the woods slowly. My steps grew steadier with each one, less uncertain of the way my body worked. Whatever had changed within me when Gray brought me back from the dead couldn’t be seen, but I felt it in the corded lines of muscle beneath my skin. I felt the strange, unfamiliar strength in each of my fingers.

My steps gained momentum, increasing in speed until I sprinted toward the woods. Normally, I’d have detested running from the onset. Hell, I’d have hated that I had to run before I even moved my legs.

This took no energy, surging me forward with such little effort that I nearly tripped. A massive figure stepped out of the shadows of the woods just as I reached them, his leathery wings spreading from where he’d curled them in front to shield him from sight. Beelzebub’s hair was shaggy, framing his square jaw as he stared down at me.

“You’re meant to be sleeping, Consort,” he said as I skidded to a stop in front of him. He didn’t so much as flinch as my awkward attempt to control my limbs sent me sprawling forward, crashing into him and smacking my hands against the gleaming bronze skin of his chest.

He’d tattooed himself with runes that glowed the same gold as Lucifer’s eyes, the Enochian symbols seeming to writhe beneath my hands as I panicked and shoved myself back. I fell onto my ass on the grass, my fingers instinctively digging into the earth beneath me.

Grounding myself against the unknown, against the fear of the archdemon in front of me.

“You fucking killed me,” I said finally, my voice dropping low in warning.

The bastard shrugged, his wings spreading behind him as if they needed to stretch. “I apologize. The last time Lucifer and I spoke, you were meant to die. I wasn’t aware of the change of plans.”

“You apologize?” I asked, my voice as incredulous as I felt. “Do you think that is enough for what you did to me?”

He trailed his gaze down my body, bringing it back up to my face with nothing but disinterest on his features. “You look fine to me.”

“I’m not fine. Do you know what it is to be
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