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  Trigger Warnings:

My darling witches, please be advised that The Fearless Witch may contain scenes that some might find disturbing or triggering. There will be violence, hate, kidnapping, torture, murder, blood, gore, swearing, dubious consent, explicit sexual content, and multiple sexual partners. If that doesn't bother you, then enjoy the story!

The rest of you… You have been warned. 










  
  

















To my lovely witches who see a walking red flag and smile.

Remember, if he smells like fire, kisses like fire, and his touch is like fire – he's probably a demon.










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By J. S. Hart
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About J. S. Hart
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  1
[image: ]
Roman


Something was terribly wrong. I could feel it with every fiber of my body. 
Unfamiliar smells assaulted my nose, accompanied by the shrieks of animals running in panic and air buzzing with power that spread through the forest like a heavy fog. It felt different from before, stronger somehow, and it didn’t matter that I was moving away from the ward surrounding the city. Still, it was hard to pay attention to the odd sensation when all I could focus on was the disquieting tightness growing around my unbeating heart.
Searing pain exploded in my chest, and I barely caught myself on a tree before I fell to the ground. I tried to drag air into my lungs before remembering I didn’t need it. I didn’t need support to stay on my feet, and I didn’t get dizzy. Least of all from running.
I was a vampire. Magic wasn’t supposed to affect my body or mind. Even Celeste couldn’t hurt me, and an hour ago power had been oozing from her like blood from an open wound. So what could be the cause of this? Was it the spell or…
“No,” I whispered as I dragged my nails over the front of my shirt. The fabric tore when I tugged at it, eager to confirm my worst nightmare hadn’t come to pass. The last flicker of hope died while I stared at the pale, unblemished skin where my soulmark used to be.
From the moment I’d marked Celeste, the bond had become a tiny, unyielding flame that tethered my dead heart to the blazing inferno inside hers. So for decades, her fire kept me warm, growing distant only when she perished from the world. But tonight… tonight there was nothing. Not even an ember.
It was all gone. Not faded or hidden. Gone. 
“No!” I screamed just as a loud, guttural howl echoed through the trees. Before I knew it, I was running again, my feet barely touching the ground while I devoured the remaining distance to the crypt. When I finally reached the old building, I nearly tore the doors off in my hurry to get to her.
Silence greeted me as I stood in the middle of the front room, waiting for the sounds of splashing water, soft sighs, or quiet footsteps. Nothing. I could hear nothing. Not her breathing, not her movements, not even the sweet beats of her heart.
“Celeste?” I called, ignoring how my voice cracked. Nothing had changed since we left. She was just… gone. How was this possible? Even if someone took her, she would have fought, she would have left a clue. There were no signs of struggle or blood, and even the air didn’t taste like fear or rage. So why was the mark gone? What could break a bond that not even death could sever?
I hurried to the other room. There were wet footprints on the floor and a small puddle around the bathtub, but still no blood, no bodies. Not a single soul, living or dead.
Just what the hell happened here?
I gritted my teeth, forcing my fists to unclench. Falling into the trap of panic would be useless. There had to be a logical explanation, even if it wasn’t obvious to me yet.
The trembling in my hands finally stopped, and I settled down with my emotions tightly wrapped in the pit of my stomach. I cracked my neck, releasing some of the tension gathered there, and gave the crypt another look.
‘The woods,’ my mind suggested once I was calm enough to think straight. Maybe she had walked outside, and someone grabbed her there, so that’s why there were no traces in this place. She must have sensed the burst of magic and, as usual, she didn’t listen and decided to check on it. Maybe we missed each other on the way.
My fingers rubbed over the cold, unmarked skin, seeking that missing warmth again. A terrifying thought barged into my mind—what if this was happening because her feelings had changed? She just told me she loved me, but her rejection was the only thing that would explain all of this. 
What if, after tonight, she realized that she only needed him, her mate, and simply left this place to find him? I knew most people she took to bed were nothing more than a passing fancy. They couldn’t take her from me. They couldn’t provide what she craved. But Isaac was different. He could give her things I never could.
My body moved on its own, and with a roar that shook me down to the bone, I punched the wall. The stone cracked along with my fingers, the skin over them tearing and then immediately healing while I stared at the dark hole I’d made. If that was her choice, so be it, but I needed to hear it from her mouth. I needed to see she was alive when she admitted that’s what she wanted. She owed me that much.
Spinning on my heel, I was about to sprint into the forest when something clanked under my shoe. My eyes widened with surprise as I picked up Celeste’s medallion and turned it over in my hands. The stench of fire and death clung to it as if it had been forged in them.
A sliver of hope slipped into my heart again. Celeste would have never left this place without it, which meant she didn’t run, and if the medallion was still in one piece, she had to be alive.
‘Unless the medallion is fake,’ a small voice in my head whispered, but I silenced it. I needed that hope to keep going.
Whoever took her had better pray I find them fast because the longer she was out of my sight, the more pain I was going to inflict upon them. I had waited too long to have her back, to hear her say she returned my feelings, to have her accept me. Nobody was taking her away from me again. No one.
After securing the magical artifact around my neck, I stormed out the door. I had to hurry. If I got stuck in that crypt, alone, for an entire day, I was going to lose my mind.
A sharp sting of pain spread through me when the first rays of sunshine brushed my skin. I moved on instinct, ducking under the light and sprinting to the trees, where the shadows were still thick enough to protect me. The melted flesh quickly healed, but the ache lingered as I glared at the brightening sky.
Never in my life had I hated being a vampire more than I did in that moment. I needed to get back to the house—at least there I could do something to find her. I just hoped I had enough time.
Giving the waking forest one last glance, I ran. 
The sun moved higher, and with every fleeting second, my power waned. My flesh melted whenever I passed through a sunlit spot, but I didn’t have the strength to avoid those, so I focused on the ground, ignoring the pain like I had learned to do for over a century. As long as it didn’t reach my heart, I was going to be fine. I just needed to get to safety before that happened.
It felt like it took twice as long to reach the house, and the large, old trees that drew me to this ancient forest all those years ago suddenly seemed as small and feeble as saplings. After my legs caught on protruding roots and stones several times, I found myself cursing the damn ball of fire in the sky to slow down its ascent.
The sight of my mansion brought me a sense of relief until I realized that, in order to get inside, I’d have to pass through the exposed front yard. The carefully swept cobblestones, the neatly arranged flowerbeds, and even the small, rumbling fountain in the middle were all basking in the sun’s warm, deadly glory. It was just fifty paces across, no distance whatsoever, but I knew that the moment I started burning, I’d lose control over my body.
‘She needs you to find her,’ I told myself as I took a step forward, feeling the heat encompass me. ‘You need to get in there now!’
Pain exploded everywhere at once, but I forced myself to keep going. The agony ate at the corners of my vision, the smell of burning hair and sizzling meat making my teeth grind until something cracked. Fear crept into my heart, but I pushed it away, leaving space only for iron will.
‘Faster, faster!’ I wanted to scream at my legs, but most of my throat had already melted, and I couldn’t feel my lips.
I was almost at the stairs when my knees gave out, the muscles and flesh too far gone to support the rest of the body. My ribs shattered when I crashed into the stone steps, but I ignored them, reaching a skeletal hand up to drag myself the rest of the way. 
‘Just a little further! Just a few more steps!’
A shadow fell over me, and the pain suddenly lessened, so I looked up with what was left of my eyes to see what was blocking the sun.
“Are you fucking insane?” a male voice snarled before a pair of arms roughly picked me up. The agony returned momentarily, but then darkness swooped in just as I was dropped on a hard surface. My relief only lasted a moment, frustration replacing it when I tried to sit up, realizing I barely had a body left. I was still here, which meant my heart was safe, but the rest…
 Several blurry silhouettes leaned over me while I helplessly lay there, trying to force my regeneration to work faster. When my eyeballs began to repair themselves, I stared at the three horrified faces above me.
Lily. Chester. Isaac.
My butler muttered something and ran off without waiting for a reply, while Lily knelt beside me, squeezing my hand. Despite the green tint on her face, she looked more concerned than disgusted as she studied my ruined body. The very fact that she hadn’t vomited or fainted told me I might have underestimated how much the human girl could take.
I focused my healing on my ears while I watched Isaac crawl closer, the skin on his arms and naked chest covered with nasty blisters and fresh burns. He must have been the one to save me because there was no way a human could have moved me without hurting themselves terribly. For some reason, the pain in his gaze only seemed to grow even as he regenerated before my eyes.
“Is she dead?” he rasped. “Is that why you tried to kill yourself?”
I raised my eyebrows in shock—or tried to—but I couldn’t feel my face, and I wasn’t sure if I even had eyebrows to begin with. If he didn’t know whether she was alive or not, he must have felt something was wrong with her as well.
My vocal cords were still too damaged to speak, but I managed a weak shake of my head. Isaac’s shoulders drooped, and he ran a hand over his face. His entire body shook like he was about to shift.
“What’s going on?” Lily asked in a small voice. “We saw a strange light in the sky not long ago, and then there were alarms about security breaches. Chester took my family to the panic room, but I wanted to make sure…” Her eyes bore into mine again, but when I didn’t reply, she turned her attention to Isaac. “Who do you think is dead? You’re not talking about Celeste, are you?”
“I can’t feel her,” Isaac whimpered, tugging at the roots of his hair as anguish twisted his features. “I can’t feel the damn bond! It just… disappeared! It was so unexpected, it knocked me out for a few minutes, but…” He licked his lips, staring unseeingly at the floor. “I should be dead. Why am I not dead?”
Lily’s already ashen face turned a few shades paler, but my chest filled with bitter relief. He should have been dead. I had seen the way he looked at Celeste, the way he acted around her, the way he gravitated toward her like she was his axis. There was no way he’d survive her death. So since he was alive… she had to be, too. 
The question was, what could sever both our bonds without killing her?
I closed my eyes, focusing on the dull ache that came with the healing. Sensation was creeping into my limbs, with the ligaments and flesh slowly knitting back together, but I could still barely move. A frustrated breath whooshed between my parted lips, and I opened my eyes, locking them on Lily just as she winced as if she were the one in pain. 
This was taking way too long. I needed to heal faster.
“Bl...ood,” I rasped, and Lily gave me a dumbfounded look before glancing down at her wrist and gasping with understanding. Her fear filled the air, pungent and deliciously inviting, but she still raised her hand toward my mouth with a determined expression. Before she could get it close enough for me to bite, Isaac snatched her elbow.
“I’m not letting my sister’s mate be killed in front of my eyes!” he snapped, pushing her to sit on the floor just out of my reach. “You look like death already. What’s wrong with you?”
“I… have a cold,” she murmured, dragging her cardigan tighter around her body. 
Isaac snorted derisively, surveying her like he didn’t believe her. His jaw worked as he turned his attention to me, the struggle obvious on his face, and when he glanced down at my tattered body, something in his gaze shifted.
“Damn it! You fucking owe me for this!” he snarled. His eyes flashed golden as he ran his nail over his wrist, breaking the skin with ease. Balling his hand into a fist, he raised it above my face, holding his breath while he watched the first drop land on my lips. 
I thought he’d taste vile, like most shifters I had tried, but when the bead slid over my tongue and down my throat, I realized it was… not bad. The way his power rushed through my body was almost as satisfying as when I drank from Celeste, but his nervousness and hatred for what he was doing made his blood bitter. Still, the more his life essence filled my mouth, the harder it became to resist the urge to sink my teeth into his flesh and drain him dry.
Seconds turned into minutes. Silence filled the hall while the quiet drip-drip-drip of his blood and the loud drumming of their hearts kept me from succumbing to the blood frenzy. With every mouthful, I grew stronger, with Isaac’s own healing factor no doubt aiding my recovery.
Through the haziness of my mind, I saw him sway, his eyes fluttering closed as he took a steadying breath. I tried to get up again, and this time, I succeeded. Lily yelped at my abrupt movement, but Isaac only blinked, looking down at his hand, which I was now holding. 
“Thank you,” I whispered, turning his arm up so the wound was facing the ceiling, before releasing him. It was an effort not to lick his blood off my fingers, but I had the feeling that might push him a bit too far.
I staggered to my feet, and my traitorous legs wobbled, suggesting I was nowhere near as healed as I’d hoped. Lily and Isaac caught me just before I fell, but I gritted my teeth and pushed away from them. I needed to find more blood, and fast. For everyone’s sake.
“If you’re so thankful, then fucking explain!” Isaac snarled, moving to block me. I was too slow to evade him and too weak to shove him out of my way, but to my luck, the sound of hurried steps that came from the corridor leading deeper into the house stole his attention. 
A sigh of relief escaped my lips when Chester appeared, balancing an overflowing pitcher of blood in his stringy arms. He shot Lily and Isaac a wary glance and yelped when I snatched it from him. His expression was tight with worry as he watched me drink. 
The room grew eerily silent while I gulped everything down, a stream of red escaping from the corner of my mouth and dripping from my chin. It tasted like nothing, worse than nothing, but I could feel my thirst diminishing and strength returning to my limbs. 
Their hearts raced while they watched, but nobody spoke until I finished all of it. 
“I don’t think Celeste’s dead,” I said with more confidence than I felt, stripping what was left of my shirt. Isaac’s face blanched as he stared at the left side of my chest, while Lily let out a horrified gasp. “The last time she died, my mark didn’t disappear, just faded. Now it’s completely gone.” I paused to steady myself, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “And there’s this.” I raised the medallion by its chain, dangling it until the light from the chandelier caught on its smooth surface. “This object is part of her, and had she gone back to the earth, this would have vanished with her.”
The others exchanged a glance, their hesitation growing. I could feel my frustration quickly spreading, stealing what patience I had left for explanations.
“If she’s not dead, then where is she?” Lily asked in a small voice. “And how did the marks disappear?”
Isaac’s face darkened, and his eyes turned golden again.
“What if the witches took her?” he asked, nostrils flaring. “What if they found a way to break the bond so we can’t find her? They have been trying to get to her even harder than the hunters. What if that witch…” He snapped his fingers and winced, as if trying to remember something, but then just sighed in defeat. “What if she finally succeeded? We left her alone and—”
“No witch can break such a bond. Not even a male witch,” I snapped through gritted teeth.
“Then what can?” Isaac shouted, throwing his hands in the air.
“I don’t know!” My control slipped, helplessness fueling my rage until I was launching the pitcher across the hall. The glass shattered against the wall, scattering all over the marble floor. 
Lily let out a startled cry, while Chester and Isaac stared at me like they were seeing me for the first time. I closed my eyes and slowly released a breath in a stupid attempt to calm myself down.
“I might be able to answer that.”
My head snapped in the direction of the voice just as a figure appeared through the wide-open doors leading to the parlor. Malakai gave us a weak smile, his skin now back to its normal pale splendor, although his clothes still hung scorched and riddled with holes from Celeste’s magic. I hadn’t heard him enter the house, and judging by the look on Isaac’s face, neither had he. 
“Explain,” I said in a painfully controlled tone, catching my hands behind my back before I did something else I’d regret. Lily stared at me from the corner of her eyes, palm tightly pressed against her mouth as if she was afraid I might get spooked by the slightest of sounds. 
“I apologize for inviting myself in, but I had to speak with you,” Malakai replied, making his way to us. Despite the mask of unshakable serenity he wore, his purple eyes were darker than I’d ever seen them before. “The spell was cast before I reached the grove, so I had no choice but to flee from it. I’m afraid that a barrier of such magnitude is not an obstacle I can overcome by myself, so I ask that you let me—”
“I don’t fucking care if you stay! Just tell me what you know!” I snarled. Chester glanced at me with worry, while Lily closed her eyes, her heart galloping so fast I was sure she’d faint any second. 
“I apologize.” The Fae inclined his head. “When I couldn’t get back to the grove, I decided to return to Celeste’s side and help in any way I could. While I was following the magic trace she left, I…” He hesitated. “...sensed another presence.” Licking his lips, he looked at us as if trying to decide how much to reveal. “By the time I reached the crypt, you were already gone, and she…”
I growled, taking a step toward the prince so I could tear off a limb or five until his tongue loosened, but Isaac got to him first. Grabbing Malakai by the collar of his robe, he brought their faces together. 
“Get to the damn point, or I swear to the Goddess, I’ll let Roman tear you apart! Who took her?”
Malakai gave him a calm, unafraid look, his eyes lingering on Isaac’s trembling fingers. He covered them with his long, pale ones, trying to pry them off until, with another frustrated snarl, Isaac released him. Malakai turned toward me and held my gaze.
“Beleth.”
Isaac’s back stiffened, and he shook his head in disbelief before turning to me like he was waiting for my denial. And I was ready to give it; it was right on the tip of my tongue. Yet, the longer I held Malakai’s unfaltering gaze, the deeper the words sank. 
A demon who could pass through the crypt wards because they stopped only things that were alive. A soulless witch gone, but not dead. An unbreakable bond, broken.
“Hell,” I whispered as realization finally settled in. “If he took her to Hell, she would be neither dead nor alive. Her body won’t be on this plane, but since she isn’t dead, she isn’t one of the damned either.” I stood perfectly still until the Fae nodded, as if he had already connected the dots. “But why would he take her? Her deal is not complete… Hell has no claim over her yet!”
Malakai licked his lips, his calm cracking as he shifted awkwardly. I forced myself to be patient, even though my fangs grew, demanding his blood. When a low warning sound reverberated from my chest, he cleared his throat.
“A few days ago, while Celeste was still with me in the Grove, Beleth came to visit. He asked to meet with her.” I bared my teeth, but he raised his hands defensively. Why would he want to meet her? He never cared about Regina or any of the witches who accompanied her to the Council meetings. Witches rarely, if ever, made deals with his kind. “I denied him access to the Grove because he seemed agitated, and you know he gets violent when he’s agitated. With my sister’s wedding approaching, I couldn’t afford any… complications.” He paused, rubbing his perfectly smooth chin as if lost in thought, before he quickly continued, likely realizing he was two seconds away from being torn to shreds. “Before he left, he told me to protect her from the witches, which was a fair warning because they did attack us during the ceremony.”
Isaac crouched, grabbing his head with both hands and taking several deep breaths while his body trembled all over. His eyes had turned golden, but bit by bit, he wrestled back for control. I signaled for Lily to move away from him, but she was too busy gawking at the Fae to pay me any mind. Thankfully, Chester still had his senses, so he gently guided her a safe distance away from the werewolf in case he shifted without warning.
Switching my weight from one leg to another, I turned back to Malakai. 
“How can you be sure it’s Beleth? Did you see him?”
“No,” he replied softly. “But I’m familiar with his presence and scent, and unlike you two, I’m not deeply unsettled by the broken bond.” He gave each of us a look full of pity before adding, “If this is any consolation to you, I do not think Beleth intends to harm her.”
“He’s a fucking demon!” Isaac jumped to his feet. “He tortures people for a living! So no, this is of no consolation to us!”
Malakai grimaced, saying something about Beleth expressing himself differently from normal people, but I barely heard him. The calm slowly returned to my veins, my back straightening as a sense of purpose filled my chest. Most of my body had healed already; only the insides were still being regenerated, but I didn’t have much use for those anyway.
I had a place and a name—that was enough for a start. I’d wasted enough time on rage and speculation. Neither of those things was going to get Celeste back. I needed a clear head for this. For her.
Moving past Chester and Lily, I headed toward the door leading to the lower level so I could get down to business. I was going to need a pentagram, the strongest ward I could find, and a lot of candles. Blood too.
“Hey, where are you going?” Isaac called after me. “We need to figure out what to do!”
“You can’t go to Hell unless you cease to exist on this plane,” Malakai said, his voice rising with concern. “And you can’t kill yourself to get to her, Roman. She won’t forgive you.” When I turned to glare at him over my shoulder, he was watching me with a surprisingly harsh look on his face. “She doesn’t deserve another heartbreak.”
“I know that,” I snapped. She would never forgive me if I gave up my life before exhausting all other options first. But that wasn’t what I had in mind.
“I don’t need to go to Hell,” I said, tapping my fingers against my leg in an attempt to stifle the urge to throttle someone. “I just need to get Beleth here. Demon or not, he can feel pain, and I’m prepared to teach him a lesson or two about torture until he brings her back to us.”
I headed toward the door again, determined not to get delayed any longer. 
“Do you know his name? You’ll need his true name to summon him!” Malakai said just before I stepped out. I had to grit my teeth to stop myself from cursing. 
Fuck, I had thought Beleth was his true name. But of course it wasn’t. Demons’ true names held immense power, so he’d be an idiot to share it so openly. From what I’d observed over the time I’d known him, Beleth was many things, but an idiot he was not.
“No,” I replied, loud enough for anyone with supernatural hearing to hear me. My brain was already forging a different plan, which I hoped would yield the same results, even if it took longer. “But I’ll keep summoning demon after demon and sending them back in pieces until Beleth is the only one left and has no choice but to appear before me.”
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Celeste 


It had been four days. Or seven. Or a month. It was hard to keep track of time when you were locked in a windowless room in Hell. But that didn’t matter because today, I was getting out of there, even if it killed me.
I wanted to know what had happened with Roman and Isaac. I wanted to know what the burst of magic was. I wanted to know if Mariam reappeared and if she was after them.
I wanted to be with them and face this threat together, like we promised.
Most of all, I wished I had drained my medallion’s power when I had the chance. I was so stunned to find it after all this time, in Roman’s clothing of all places, that I didn’t think to use it right away. A grave mistake for sure, because my captor wasn’t entirely immune to my magic as I first thought. He was just able to match it with ease. But there were very few living—or dead—creatures that could best me when I was almost at my peak. A demon with bad manners and a very punchable face wasn’t one of them.
The ward I had placed around the room rang in warning, and I let my magic pour out, ready to strike. Mostly, he had left me alone in this place, but every time I tried to blast the door out, he’d show up angry and kick my ass. He’d also return at random hours with food or water, ignore me whenever I tried to have a conversation, and leave again without so much as a goodbye.
Despite dragging me to Hell against my will, I’d tried to give him the benefit of the doubt, as Malakai would no doubt have suggested, because, for some reason, he didn’t hurt me or try… anything. He just kept me there, safe and alive, as he claimed, and annoyed the fuck out of me with his silence. I had even tried to negotiate my release in return for… whatever he wanted, but that didn’t work because he wouldn’t even tell me what it was that he wanted from me.
This made no fucking sense! He kidnapped me and then acted like I didn’t exist. He didn’t touch me, he didn’t talk to me, he didn’t even torture me. No demands, no taunting, no… anything! Why did he bring me here? To keep me as a pet he didn’t care about? Well, this pet was about to go feral on him, because I wasn’t putting my life on hold for no fucking reason.
My magic lashed out the moment the door opened. The demon stopped at the threshold, watching my spell shoot toward his chest when all of a sudden, the tattoos on his skin shimmered. Shadows erupted from his back like tentacles made of darkness and air, blocking the crackling energy that should have blasted a hole through his torso.
As annoying as it was to see him win this round, I was prepared for it. He might have had powers very much like mine, but his vessel had weaknesses, too. If I damaged him badly enough, he would have to abandon this body, and without it, he couldn’t stop me from leaving. I couldn’t do this with magic, though, because he knew exactly how to redirect it—or devour it. Unfortunately for him, I had vast experience dealing with someone who wasn’t affected by my power, and that same someone had taught me how to fight the likes of him without it.
Even before his shadows receded, I was swinging with my makeshift weapon. I had snapped one of the bedposts and fortified it with magic so both sides were as sharp as a real blade. I even threw in a spell that protected it from all flames except mine. I wasn’t going into this fight completely outmatched. He could dodge my hexes all he wanted, but I’d love to see him dodge this.
My weapon passed through empty air, but I just turned sideways, allowing the staff to continue its arc as he appeared a couple of steps away from me, wearing his usual annoyed expression. His eyes, though, were watching me with growing wariness, like he couldn’t figure out what to expect next. 
Good, that’s exactly where I wanted him.
“Must you always be such an exasperating bitch?” he snarled when I charged him again. He sidestepped me with ease—or so he thought until the other tip of my staff caught him on the arm, leaving a shallow graze.
“If I’m so annoying, you should let me leave. Everybody wins.” I smiled sweetly, aiming at his calves next. He vanished, and my weapon missed again, but at least when he reappeared, he stumbled a fraction.
“If you don’t put that thing down right now, I’ll fucking tie you up!” 
My grin only widened. 
“Joke’s on you because I’m into that.”
I attacked again. I had used my previous ‘temper tantrums’, as he called them, to test his limits. Now that I knew his reaction time and his giveaway ticks when he was about to translocate, I planned to kick his ass in a way that would make even Roman proud.
He evaded me again, deflecting my stick with disconcerting speed, which brought up the thought that maybe, just maybe, he had been hiding a few tricks up his sleeve, too. The magic coursed through my veins, making my feet light and my weapon even lighter. I felt no strain, no fatigue, not even pain as I moved from one attack straight into the next. Yet nothing seemed enough to make him falter. He looked like he could evade me forever. The only sign that he was affected by our fight was the deep line of frustration forming on his forehead. 
I was just considering a change of strategy when my wooden blade finally slipped past his defenses. Dark blood seeped from the wound on his side, a few drops falling on the floor before his eyes turned black and he bared his teeth with an unspoken threat. Moving ever so slowly, he wrapped his fingers around the part of the staff that protruded from his body and hissed, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
He vanished again. I whipped around in search of him, but he didn’t reappear. 
‘Well, that was easier than I expected it would be,’ I thought as I allowed myself a small smile. I was sure he’d be back to settle the score, but maybe his temporary retreat would be enough to get out of here.
Magic exploded out of me even before I reached the door, and the poor thing flew outward, landing on the ground with a loud screech. A wave of uncertainty made me pause when heat and the stench of blood and brimstone assaulted my nose, but I refused to let it sway me off my course.
My magic sang in warning even before my foot touched the ground outside. It happened so fast, I had no time to react before I was violently yanked back. 
My back slammed against a hard chest, and a set of long, rough fingers wrapped around my throat. He caught my weapon with his other hand when I tried to stab him in the face, but the spell that protected the wood resisted his power… at first. Deep, glowing cracks appeared over its surface, and a moment later, white-hot fire burst from inside them. I screamed when their scorching tongues licked my skin, letting go of the crumbling staff even as the demon’s arms tightened around me.
“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a real menace, Red?” His breath sent cold shivers down my spine, making my head spin almost as much as the lack of air. And the way he said that nickname… it sounded like a curse and a prayer all at once.
‘Fuck,’ I thought when he picked me up and carried me further into the room while his shadows sealed my escape. The moment he set me down, I threw all my weight against him, trying to disrupt his balance so I could free myself. He just scoffed and pushed my face against the wall, grabbing my hand and twisting it behind my back until my shoulder felt ready to pop.  
“Enough!” he snarled, bending it even higher. My vision blurred from the pain. “Devil knows, I tried to be… nice.” He spat the word like it offended him. “But I can’t have you thinking you can do anything you want just because I can’t cut you open and feed you your organs! So reap what you sowed!”
The pressure on my throat disappeared just when I thought I might pass out. Leaning my forehead on the cold stone, I tried to get some air into my lungs before he could make good on his threat.
My eyes snapped open at the clank of metal. I jerked, no longer caring if my hand broke, but before I could do anything, something clicked around my wrist, and a painfully familiar weakness spread through my body. While I fought with the dizziness, he bent my other arm behind my back and cuffed it. Cool metal pressed on my neck as well, although I couldn’t quite remember when he put that on me.
The moment he released me, I tried to free my hands, but the shackles barely allowed me to reach my lower back before the movement tugged on the collar around my throat. A vicious cough rocked my body, making me stumble, while he just watched as I landed heavily on my stomach. When I looked back up, the goddamn demon was smirking.
“Why the long face? I thought you liked being tied up?” He squatted next to me, the epitome of fucking smugness, while he studied the collar around my neck. Helpless rage filled my chest, so when he reached for my face, I pulled my legs to my body and kicked. His eyes widened in shock, but he caught my ankle just before my heel connected with his cheek. The darkness returned to his gaze, and black veins spread under his skin, showing me the infernal creature lurking within.
“Fucking brat!” he snarled, dragging me toward him by the leg. I kicked again, but he easily avoided it this time. When he grabbed my collar and pulled me to my feet, there was little I could do to stop him. Bending down until our noses were nearly touching, he stared into my eyes with all the malice of his demon soul. I stood my ground, but when the black retreated to his irises, I exhaled a small breath of relief.
That only lasted until he threw me over his shoulder and stomped toward the other end of the room. At first, I thought he was taking me to the bed, but when he passed it by, my stomach hollowed. He dropped me on the ground in the corner, yanking the chain that connected my collar to my cuffs and attaching it to a hook on the wall. Finally, he shackled my ankles.
I didn’t bother fighting him this time. With my magic out of reach and me already tied to the wall, I didn’t want him to decide that cutting my legs off would do the same job as binding them. I had the feeling that today I might have pushed him further than it was wise, and even his strange protectiveness of my body wouldn’t be enough to stay his hand. 
“Why?” I snarled when he rose to his feet, stepping away from me. “Why did you drag me here? If you wanted to kill me, you could have done it in the crypt! What exactly do you want from me?”
His eye twitched at the mention of the word kill, but he just spun on his heel and headed toward the door. I cried out in frustration, but he didn’t so much as take a look back. 
I hated it. I hated all of this. Why was it so hard to tell me what he wanted? What did I have to do for him to fucking do something, even if it was to… kill me? 
“Wait,” I gasped as understanding swooped in. He had said he couldn’t cut me open, and just now, he had winced when I suggested killing me. He wasn’t protective of my body; he was protective of my life. “You don’t want me to die,” I whispered. 
How could I be so stupid? It had been right before my eyes the whole time! What other reason would a powerful demon have to do this? 
His step faltered. It only lasted a second, and then he continued toward the door, moving even faster. 
“Leave now, and when you come back, I’ll be dead! I give you my word!” I shouted.
He halted. I shook my head in disbelief as I watched him ball his hands into fists while the muscles on his back flexed under the shirt. I was going to force him to talk this time, or may the goddamn Devil take me.
“I know how to take my life, even with my hands and legs tied,” I said, making sure he heard every grain of desperation I currently held. “So tell me the truth, or I’ll fucking end this. I have a lot of experience dying, you know.”
He didn’t reply for a long time, and I thought he would just leave. But then he finally turned on his heel and stormed toward me with a furious expression. My heart lodged in my throat, fear and excitement battling inside of me while I held my breath. He crouched beside me, squeezing my cheeks between his fingers.
“You want to know?” he snarled in my face. “Fine! I’ll tell you!” His grip tightened painfully, but I made no sound, afraid he’d change his mind. “Demon powers come from making deals, and the deal I made with you is the strongest…” His fingers dug deeper into my skin. “...longest…” He leaned in, his eyes unblinking as they bore into mine. “...and the most important one I currently have.” His face was so close, his nose brushed mine, and the smell of smoke and brimstone wrapped around me. His attention switched to my lips before he captured my gaze again, and the way he smiled sent an icy chill down my spine. “So as long as you are alive, your magic is also mine.”
I was pretty sure that if he wasn’t squeezing my cheeks, my jaw would have hit the floor. 
‘The deal I made with you.’ That’s what he had said, but how was that possible? The demon I sold my soul to was… was… so different! I knew it was unreasonable to expect him to keep the same body all this time, but his demeanor that night… was of an entirely different person. And what did he mean, my magic was his as long as I was alive? How was that possible?
“What happens when I die?” I asked, the words barely comprehensible because of his grip. He released my jaw but didn’t back up.
“I lose access to that power, obviously,” he sneered. “Which is why you’re here. You die too much up there.”
My frustration returned with full force, and I snarled. “It’s not like I want to die!” He scoffed, rising to his feet and turning his back to me. “I’m not done talking! Hey, I’m serious! If you leave—”
“You won’t do it,” he said without even looking at me. He strode to the cupboard in the corner and retrieved the bowl of water sitting there, along with a washcloth. “Do you know why?” I wanted to retort something insulting, but the nasty look he sent me made me hesitate. “Because this is your last immortal life.” A small smile tugged on his lips while I stared with disbelief. “Once you die, there will be no coming back for you.”
I opened my mouth to deny it, but the words remained stuck in my throat. I had sensed the end of the cycle coming, even Nym did, but it had been a possibility until now, not a certainty. I wasn’t afraid of death anymore, yet… eternity in Hell suddenly sounded too real, too close. 
“If you kill yourself now, you’re done.” His voice sounded distant, hollow, but as the notion sank deep roots into my mind, I knew he wasn’t lying. “You’ll delay my plans, but I won’t disappear. You will. Forever.”
The world grew quiet around me, the frustration and anger all but gone. A strange sense of dread, one I hadn’t felt in a very, very long time, squeezed my heart, making my chest ache.
I had never had much to live for in my previous lives. I went through the motions because it was better than rotting in the earth, but now… now I had a place where I was accepted and wanted, people who loved me and valued me. I wasn’t ready to part with those things after waiting so long to have them.
“How is that possible?” I asked, my voice cracking. “How can m-m-my cycle end when my deal hasn’t been… completed?”
He said nothing, seemingly too occupied with stripping his shirt off and checking on his body. He was hurt, I realized when I noticed the blood slipping from several places. The side injury had been my doing, but I was pretty sure the bite mark on his shoulder wasn’t from my teeth. In fact, I didn’t think it was from human teeth at all.
He made no sounds of discomfort as he started cleaning the gash I gave him, looking completely taken by the task, like I wasn’t even there. I waited for him to finish, hoping that he was too focused to answer before, but when he switched his attention to the bite mark without saying a word, something in me snapped.
“Answer me!” I shouted, pulling against my restraints, only to be yanked back. “You were the one that fucked up my deal in the first place! If you had let me live back then, I would have completed it within days!” He shot me an exasperated look, but said nothing. I snarled, struggling against the goddamn cuffs until the skin broke around one of my wrists. “Why are things different now? Is there a limit to how many times I can come back to life? If all those I sought revenge on are dead, how am I supposed to get it?” Silence. “Look at me and give me an answer, damn you! This is all your fault! You can’t break your deal!”
He met my gaze again, frustration oozing from him in waves while I panted with helpless rage. If there was one thing I hated more than being attacked, it was to be ignored. 
The demon finally pushed himself off the table, striding my way. I held my head high even as he stopped before me, looming like death itself.
“I thought I told you to shut the fuck up already,” he said in a painfully controlled tone.
“And I told you I want answers,” I replied through gritted teeth. “Until then, fuck you.”
His eye twitched, and he leaned down, holding my gaze. He was so close that I considered head-butting him just so I could release some of that irritation that was threatening to consume me. Too late did I notice the rag that he was still holding, and when I did, he was already trying to push it inside my mouth.
“I’ll… fu… ck… ing… ki…” I shouted through the fabric, shaking my head in an attempt to spit it out, but he grabbed my hair and yanked it back. His shadows brushed over my cheek, wrapping around my mouth and keeping the rag in place even as he let go of me. I screamed, glaring at him with all my might, but he just smiled.
Tears of frustration welled in my eyes while I watched him dust his hands like he had touched something dirty. I pulled my legs toward my chest, ready to kick him, consequences be damned, when his eyes shot to mine. The true and unadulterated madness I saw in his gaze was the only thing that stopped me from going through with my plan. I had seen his anger, and I had tasted his violence, but what lurked beneath the surface this time was older, stronger, and infinitely evil.
“You’re much more tolerable when you’re quiet,” he said almost jovially, running his hand through his hair. “Now be a good fucking witch or stay like this for the rest of your life.” My nails dug into the soft flesh of my palms at the finality of his words, but aside from snarling in defiance, I dared not go any further. “There is no point in playing games with a demon. You already lost the moment you signed your soul away.”
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Isaac


“Isaac! Damn it, where have you been?” 
I turned on my heel, searching for the angry voice, and noticed Daniel pushing his way through the stream of horrified people trying to find somewhere to settle. Tents and blankets sprawled left and right, most of them courtesy of Roman’s staff, since our people barely had time to escape with their lives, let alone pack for camping in the woods. Now, children and elders sat huddled together with cups steaming in their hands, reeking of fear and unease, while warriors tried to do a headcount so we could figure out who didn’t make it.
My head was still spinning from the shock of having my mate bond severed. Even though I now knew it wasn’t entirely broken, one thing had become crystal clear—there would be no surviving Celeste when she inevitably died. My life began and would end with my mate.
 This was worse, because she wasn’t dead—she was in Hell. Meanwhile, I was stuck here, while monsters and demons did who knew what to her down there. Just like when her magic was locked inside her, I was useless. I was starting to think she wouldn’t need me at all if she returned. No, when she returned. And that… terrified me.
Daniel finally pushed past the last of the people, and I stopped to wait for him. Aside from a quick phone call, I hadn’t checked whether he made it out in one piece. Still, I was glad to see him and his son safe, even if the anger on the Alpha’s face suggested something bad might have happened.
“Daniel. I’m relieved that—” I started, holding out my hand for him to shake. He raised his, but instead of squeezing mine, he balled it into a fist and punched me in the face. I staggered back, blinking through the pain and the stars floating in my vision, when his fist sank into my stomach, forcing all the air out of my lungs. 
Anger spread through my veins, clearing the confusion stirred by the rage on his face. We seldom saw eye to eye, but I thought we shared enough respect to solve our issues without bloodshed. Not to mention, I’d figured if we ever fought, it’d be me who threw the first punch, not his calm, collected ass.
Daniel’s fist flew again, but this time, I was ready for him. I caught it right before it could break my nose, squeezing it with all my might even as he tried to yank it free.
“You fool! It’s all your fault!” Daniel sputtered, his eyes flashing golden. “I told you not to provoke the witches! I told you they will retaliate! Now look what you’ve done! So many of our people dead! And for what? For your vendetta? You don’t deserve to be an Alpha!”
Spitting out the blood that had gathered in my mouth, I pushed his hand away with enough force to make him step back. He bared his teeth and moved as if to attack me again, but his son grabbed him from behind. It wasn’t until James hissed ‘Look around!’ that I realized everyone stood in stunned silence, looking between the two of us.
Only a few dared draw within range, looking ready to interfere. None of them were werewolves, of course—our people knew better than to get into an Alpha’s way when they were angry. But the others… one by one, I recognized their faces. 
Battered and bruised from the battle we had won against the witches, they glared at Daniel like he was the enemy. A strange sense of confidence pulled my shoulders back, and I let my hands fall despite him looking like he wasn’t done fighting.
 They were strangers when they agreed to my plan and followed my lead under duress, but things were different now. They didn’t have to interfere; they didn’t have to care; they didn’t have to stand beside me. Yet, they were ready to step in and protect me should I only give them a signal. Like the allies I’d hoped they would become.
Confusion, pride, and relief swelled in my chest, then all of that turned into hope. Hope that, despite our differences, we can survive no matter who our enemy is. Together.
Daniel’s eyes turned blue again, and he shrugged his son off before glancing around. “Hiding behind others, eh?” he sneered. “I thought you many things, Isaac, but never a coward!”
Still, Daniel was not our enemy. I wasn’t planning on making him one either.
“You’re upset,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “I don’t know why, but let’s go somewh—”
“Oh, no, no! Let’s stay right here! I’m sure your people are dying to hear what can be the reason for an Alpha to put his people in danger and then abandon them when they’re lost and hurt!” He looked around, and while nobody said anything, I could feel their eyes on me, taste their curiosity. “Or was chasing your mate’s skirts more important than ensuring all of your people survived the consequences of your actions?”
I took a deep, calming breath. I didn’t want to do this right now, not with all the fear and uncertainty in the air, but even I knew that leaving now would be a mistake. I had to give them some kind of explanation.
“I…” I started when something brushed against my arm, and Allison’s familiar scent filled my nostrils. Her hair hung in a loose braid, most of her head wrapped in a thick layer of bandages, and a sling clinging to her left arm. Her dark, piercing gaze never strayed from Daniel’s furious face, and she didn’t so much as blink when the Alpha glared at her.
“You’re wrong.” Her voice was hoarse and tired, but it still echoed through the clearing. 
She had the knack for drawing people’s attention when she spoke—one of the many reasons I chose her as my Beta—words had power that could beat any fist, claw, or tooth, and it was a power I still had to learn to wield.
“Everything my Alpha did was for the sake of our people and yours,” she continued. “While you were too busy keeping your pack safe, he was trying to look out for everyone in the city.” The two bird shifters on our right inclined their heads in agreement. “Because this wasn’t an issue that would go away if we just kept our heads down! They would have come for us sooner or later, and then the consequences would have been even more dire!”
“That wasn’t his decision to make!” Daniel snarled at her.  
I moved closer in case he dared to attack, but Allison didn’t even look at me.
“No, it wasn’t,” she agreed. “That’s why he formed a new Council and invited representatives of every supernatural community in the city. Including you. You just weren’t there because you didn’t care about the rest of us. So we made the decision for you. Together.”
Daniel’s eyes flashed golden again, and when he looked at the other shifters, it wasn’t anger I saw in his eyes. It was disbelief.
“She speaks the truth,” Lesley, one of the bird shifters, spoke in her soft sing-song voice. “We chose to follow him, and we stand by our choice, despite the losses we all suffered.” She crossed her arms, and the movement revealed the nasty burns on her shoulder that were still healing. She must have gotten caught in Gideon’s fire at some point, but she hid her pain well. “We knew of the spell beforehand, and we thought killing Regina would be enough to stop it. Unfortunately, we were wrong, but that doesn’t make our decision wrong. We had to stand our ground, to show them they couldn’t just do what they wanted.”
Her eyes shot to me again, and I nodded my thanks. The mood had changed around the camp. My people were no longer looking at me with doubt, and that caused my own nerves to quiet. Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the middle of the wide circle, ignoring Daniel’s angry presence at my back as I turned around to meet everyone’s eyes.
“Listen up!” I raised my voice, making sure they could all hear me. “I know the situation is scary and uncertain, but we’ll get through this! Everything we’ve done, everything we’re doing, is for you, for all of us!” My gaze stopped on a boy and a girl clinging to their mother’s legs, and I smiled at them. My heart felt lighter when they smiled back, and the fear in their eyes lessened a fraction. “You deserve to have a safe and loving home. You deserve to live as you please and not be pushed around by others. So take care of your family and trust us.” I raised my eyes to meet their mother’s, and she gulped, clutching the children closer. “Trust me. We’ll figure this out. I promise.”
She nodded, exhaling a breath while voices murmured in agreement around her. My own heart was hammering in my chest, the excitement and relief I felt making my smile entirely genuine. When I turned to face Daniel, his anger had vanished, and while the animosity was still present in his cold eyes, the air around him was different.
I took a step toward him, and both the Alpha and his Beta tensed. When I stood close enough to snap his neck, I leaned down and whispered in his ear. “Don’t attack me in front of my people ever again,” I said, making sure my voice was calm but loaded with a note of threat. 
Daniel stormed past me, and James followed without a word. I forced a smile to my face for everyone who looked my way, waiting for them to disperse before letting it drop.
“He’ll come around,” Allison said, patting my back with her good arm. “I heard from James that their Luna almost died. She is in a wheelchair and couldn’t move fast enough to get out of the spell’s way. One of her caregivers died saving her, so he’s… on edge.”
“We’re all on edge,” I murmured, and she raised an eyebrow. “And he’s not the only one. That’s no excuse for exploding like that.”
I regretted my words the moment I said them. Just a few months ago, it had been me who got set off by the smallest of things and him who had to talk me out of doing something stupid. We were rivals, but at the same time, he had been a… mentor, of sorts. But ever since I claimed Celeste, it was like she grounded me, calmed me, focused me. I could only imagine he had this sort of epiphany with his mate. And to almost lose her… 
“Speaking of Lunas, where is she?” Allison cleared her throat, and I finally focused back on her. “Peter said you left after she called for you because something bad happened. Is she…?”
Memories of our time at the crypt flashed before my eyes, but I shook my head to chase them away. If only I hadn’t left last night…
“She’s in Hell,” I replied without thinking. The way her eyes widened told me I probably should have kept that to myself.
“She’s… in what now?” Allison gasped.
I sighed heavily as I rubbed my face. Her fingers tightened on my arm, and when I looked at her, the worry I saw reflected made me feel even worse. 
“What happened?”
“I… I’ll explain later,” I said, patting her shoulder. “We have more pressing matters at hand.”
She glanced over my shoulder to where the leaders of the other shifters had gathered, patiently waiting for us, and her expression smoothed over. My eyes slid past them all, to the dark figure standing with his arms crossed by one of the trees, and when I nodded in greeting, Oscar pushed himself off and joined the others.
I headed toward them without another word, with Allison silently moving by my side. Once we completed the circle, everyone grew quiet.
“Well, then. If everyone’s here, let’s have our first official Council meeting.”
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Beleth 


‘You’re torturing her!’ 
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to hold back the frustrated scream rising in my throat. When was he going to shut up about this already? I just tied her up and gagged her! She wasn’t missing body parts, she wasn’t subjected to any kind of pain—unless being kept silent was considered one—and I hadn’t even touched her, even though she was basically naked and stinking of lust like a bitch in heat. Damn witches always did, even when they glared daggers at your back.
If anything, I was being considerate here. Not to mention, I was protecting her from dangers she wasn’t even aware of. She ought to be thanking me on her knees, not trying to stab me with anything that could be used as a weapon. Did they think I was enjoying playing babysitter?
‘Untie her already! She looks in pain, and she has barely moved for days!’ Cyrus whined. 
Pinching the bridge of my nose, I counted to ten. Some days, I wished I could gag him, too.
‘No fucking way,’ I replied. ‘We need to go through the trial again today, and I don’t want to come back only to have her attack us while we’re vulnerable. The last time we were so weak, she actually made us bleed!’ I could sense him preparing another protest, so I snarled in warning. ‘She stays tied up until she learns to behave, and that’s final!’
Cyrus groaned. Sharing a goddamn body with him had never bothered me before, even though he was often exasperating, but the last five days had really been a test for my patience. In fact, I was running so low on it, I was afraid I might do something worse to her just to shut him up.
‘You’re too mean,’ Cyrus murmured. ‘She looks so miserable! This isn’t her fault. If anything, it’s mine.’
‘I don’t care. Just fucking shut up.’ He let out another sigh, the heaviness in our chest growing until it was hard to breathe. ‘Why do you care about her comfort so much? You don’t really know her. Not to mention, you have seen what she has done, and what she could still do.’ I waited for his answer, but unsurprisingly, he kept quiet. ‘She massacred thousands. And not all of them went to Hell.’
There was a long pause in my head, and for a while, I thought he’d get tired of the subject. That suited me just fine because I needed to focus on drawing more of her power before we went through the trials again. I had almost made it without wasting the entirety of my strength before, but it was still not enough. Hopefully, this time…
‘She reminds me of us,’ Cyrus said quietly, and I could almost feel his touch against my consciousness. It was a strange thing, sharing a mind with another soul. Well, technically, I was created from the essence of his soul, so it wasn’t another. Time and necessity had made me strong, made me irreplaceable, made me needed, and now it was he who could not exist without me. Still, feeling each other’s thoughts and desires, sharing control over this vessel, and being in each other’s presence day and night was… exhausting sometimes. Like now.
‘What the fuck was that supposed to mean?’ I snapped.
Before he could reply, a loud thud came from behind me. I wiped the frown from my face, tilting the chair back until I could look at the woman half-sitting, half-lying in the corner. A few muffled sounds escaped her gag, but she kept stomping her foot and screaming into the cloth until a vein popped over her forehead.
I considered returning to the book I was pretending to read, but Cyrus cleared his throat in our head, so I got up before he started whining again. She looked so weak and pathetic right now that I nearly felt bad enough to untie her.
When she attacked me before, the fierceness in her expression and the confidence of her strikes had thrown me off balance. Witches rarely resorted to brute strength with all of their spells and hexes, but watching her fight for her life had been exhilarating. For a second there, I almost admired her. Almost.
“Yes?” I said with a mocking smile. Her eyes narrowed, and a few more muffled sounds came from behind the rag.
‘Don’t be an asshole. She clearly can’t speak like that,’ Cyrus scolded me. ‘She can’t do anything if she is tied up, right? Remove the gag and unbind her legs so she can sit more comfortably.’ I studied her long, pale limbs and the edge of the man’s shirt that barely covered anything. ‘She won’t attack us again, even if she could. She is smarter than that.’
‘I’m not so sure about that,’ I scoffed, even as I motioned for my shadows to release her. With the power holding the rag in her mouth gone, she spat the dirty cloth out, moving her jaw while her eyes continued to drill a hole through me. I expected her to start shouting the moment she was able, which would have given me a good reason to shut her up again, but all she did was lick her lips and adjust herself on the floor.
“May I… have water?” she croaked, her tone surprisingly devoid of defiance.
‘See? Now be nice to her! It’s better to get along! Easier too.’ Cyrus chirped, his enthusiasm making my stomach twist unpleasantly. I strode back to the table to pour her some, waiting for her to nag or taunt me, but she kept quiet. Once I was lifting the glass for her to drink, for a split second, I considered taking off her shackles—long enough for Cyrus’s approval
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