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    To the Coven: those who know the truth is always found in the darkest corners of the library.
Step quietly beneath these Gothic spires and read the only history that matters—the one written in wicked hunger and deep, forbidden Lore. We are conspirators now.
P.S., Skip to Chapter Three if you need to know which secret breaks first.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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"You missed another payment."

The bailiff’s voice was dry as dust, a sound that seemed to scrape against the humid, heavy air of the afternoon. He tapped the rolled parchment against his palm, a rhythmic, dull thwack that sounded uncomfortably like a butcher weighing a cleaver before the strike. His polished boots, absurdly clean for the countryside, crushed a sprig of dried rosemary into the cracked earth, releasing a sharp, pungent scent that clashed with the sour reek of sweat soaking Antonius’s linen shirt.

Antonius kept his back turned. He couldn't bear to look at the man—not yet. Instead, he focused on the vineyard’s last viable row of grapes. They were plump, purple, and utterly useless. The harvest was too small to fill a single cask, let alone pay the crown’s tax. The estate’s debts outweighed their worth tenfold.

"Tell His Grace I require three more days," Antonius said. He willed the tremor out of his throat, forcing the baritone of his voice to drop an octave, mimicking the command his father used to wield effortlessly. "Just three."

The silence that followed was heavy, filled only by the buzzing of carrion flies.

"Three days wouldn't matter, Lord Vale," the bailiff said, his tone shifting from bureaucratic boredom to pity. That was worse. Antonius could handle cruelty; pity was a blade that rusted in the wound. "The Duke’s men have already begun dismantling the ancestral hall, brick by brick. I saw them selling the marble tiles to merchants from the coastal cities this morning. They say the porticos of Vale Manor will pave a brothel in the capital by week's end."

Antonius closed his eyes. His family had ruled these lands for seven generations. They had dwindled from Warlords who drank blood from golden chalices to wine-makers, and finally, to whatever he was now—a man who couldn't even keep the roof over his serfs’ heads.

The bailiff snorted, adjusting his saddle. "You’d have better luck bargaining with the Duskward Gate’s demon."

It was a common saying in the province, a throwaway curse tossed around in taverns whenever merchants complained about the coin-clipping of the treasury. Go ask the Gate, they would say. Go sell your breath to the Shadow.

But Antonius had seen that Gate once as a boy. He remembered the blackened iron wreathed in Witchfire, the air around it smelling of burnt honey and ozone. His nurse had dragged him away by the collar, hissing that only the truly doomed sought passage there.

Now, watching the bailiff’s shadow stretch long and distorted across his dead vines, Antonius wondered if doomed was just another word for free.

"Go," Antonius rasped.

The bailiff left without the customary bow, a slight that burned hotter than the sun on Antonius's neck. He waited until the man’s horse disappeared beyond the withered olive groves before letting his knees hit the dirt.

The impact jarred his teeth. His fingers dug into the soil, coming up with dry clumps that crumbled like ancient parchment. Somewhere beneath this earth lay the bones of Vales who had ruled when the province answered to no duke, only the old laws of blood and conquest. The first Lord Vale had ridden with the Legions when they carved this territory from the Northern Wastes, earning his title with a greatsword in one hand and a severed Warlord’s head in the other.

Antonius’s grandfather had kept that blade above the hearth—a corroded relic of better days—until the tax collectors took it last winter. What remained of the Vale legacy now? A name whispered with derision in court circles, vineyards choked by salt-wind blight, and a minor lord kneeling in the dirt.

A rook cawed overhead.

Antonius looked up. The bird was perched on the broken weathervane of his family’s private chapel, its feathers ragged, its beady eyes reflecting the setting sun like drops of molten gold. It stared at him with an intelligence that felt uncomfortable, ancient.

That’s when the idea took root. It didn't arrive as a frantic thought, but as a visceral pull low in his gut, heavy and hot.

The Duskward Gate stood less than a day’s ride north, beyond the salt marshes where the land turned sour and the maps stopped. Let the Duke have his hollow victory. Let him have the bricks and the marble. Antonius would seek an audience with the stories whispered about in his childhood. He would kneel before the Gatekeeper of the Lost and learn what price she demanded for Sanctuary.

If he was to lose his soul, he would not sell it cheap to a tax collector. He would trade it for power.

He waited until moonrise.

The estate was silent, a graveyard of memories. He saddled his last remaining mare, a skittish grey whose ribs protruded like the hull of a ship wrecked beneath his failures. She nickered softly, sensing his anxiety, but he stroked her neck until she stilled.

The bailiff’s men had drunk themselves into a stupor by the gatehouse, their snores rattling the loose hinges as Antonius slipped past. He took nothing but the clothes on his back and his grandfather’s signet ring, which he hid beneath his tongue—one last defiance against total ruin. The metal tasted of salt and iron against the tender flesh of his mouth.

The journey north was a descent into a nightmare. As he left the cultivated lands behind, the air grew colder, sharper. The salt marshes hissed at him as he rode through the predawn gloom, the reeds parting reluctantly before his mare’s stumbling gait. The fog here didn't behave like natural mist; it clung to him, damp and cloying, smelling of stagnant water and old secrets.

By midday, the atmosphere shifted again. The rot of the marsh was replaced by a scent that made his stomach turn over in a mixture of hunger and nausea—charred sugar and jasmine.

The mare balked, planting her hooves in the muck. Her nostrils flared at the unnatural sweetness saturating the crisp autumn air. She threw her head back, eyes rolling white.

"Easy," Antonius whispered, though his own heart hammered against his ribs like a trapped bird. "Easy, girl."

She wouldn't move. She refused to take another step towards the basin ahead where the light seemed to curdle, turning a bruised purple.

Antonius dismounted. He unbuckled the saddlebag, leaving it for her, and slapped her rump. "Go," he commanded softly. "Run back. They'll sell you, but they'll feed you."

The mare hesitated only a moment before galloping back towards the world of men, leaving Antonius alone on the edge of the unnatural.

He turned towards the basin. There stood the Gate.

It was larger than his memory had preserved. It rose from the earth like a jagged wound, the rusted iron alive with ember-bright runes that pulsed in a slow, hypnotic rhythm. It looked less like architecture and more like biology—a sleeping beast’s ribcage. The stories hadn't mentioned the way the metal seemed to breathe, its surface rippling as shadows congealed into the shape of a woman lounging atop the archway.

Antonius froze.

She was made of the dark, yet she shone. Devan.

"Well," the voice said. It didn't travel through the air; it vibrated through his bones, dripping like honeyed poison into his mind. "A little lordling comes crawling at last."

Devan stretched. The movement was feline, languid, and impossibly graceful. Her claws scraped against the iron, sending showers of cold sparks cascading down. She peered down at him with eyes that held entire galaxies swirling in their depths—violet, black, and infinite.

"Tell me, broken thing..." She leaped down, falling twenty feet and landing soundlessly before him. The impact didn't even disturb the dust.

She stood a head taller than him. Up close, her form flickered between solidity and smoke. She wore a gown that seemed woven from the night sky itself, shifting and swirling around curves that were designed to devastate the sanity of mortal men. Her breath hit his throat, hot and intoxicating. She inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring.

"You smell of despair," she purred, stepping closer. "And... rosemary? An odd garnish for a sacrifice."

Antonius swallowed against the dryness in his mouth. The air here tasted thick, metallic—like licking a copper blade after a battle. He forced his knees not to buckle. He had rehearsed speeches, pleas, bargains. They all evaporated in her presence.

"I know the Duke’s men will flay me alive by week's end," he rasped. His voice sounded pathetic to his own ears, stripped of nobility. "Whatever you are, whatever price you ask... you’re the softer option."

Devan’s laugh ignited sparks in the air between them. It was a dark, rich sound, full of ancient mockery. Her claw, sharp as a razor, traced his jawline. It drew a single bead of blood that evaporated into perfumed steam before
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