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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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“Three guards,” Clyde murmured, pressing his back against the cold marble archway. His fingers traced the hidden latch—third tile from the left, just like the smuggler's map promised. A whisper-click, and the panel slid open just enough for him to slip through. The Baroness's estate smelled of black lotus and something sharper, like a blade dipped in venom. "Two more patrolling the gallery," he added, counting heartbeats between their footsteps. Too predictable. Amateurs.

The vault door gleamed under his fingertips, its surface etched with warding runes that prickled like static. Clyde exhaled through his nose and unrolled his toolkit: lockpicks forged from a fallen star's shard, a vial of mimic's saliva to dissolve enchantments, and—because he wasn't an idiot—a single iron nail tucked in his sleeve. Ravenne's reputation demanded respect. Rumors said she was a creature of the Shadowlands, a Baroness of the Under Veil who hoarded forbidden magic and who had skinned the last thief alive.

Clyde worked fast. The lock surrendered with a sigh, and the vault exhaled air older than the city itself. Inside, artifacts hummed in their cases—a crown that dripped shadows, a dagger with a blade like frozen screams. This was not a treasury; it was a curated archive of captured darkness, whispering of ancient deals and broken vows. The light was low, filtered through dusty, black-veined quartz that gave the space a dangerous aesthetic.

His mark was the amulet at the center, its silver chain coiled like a sleeping serpent on a pedestal of pure jade. It was rumored to be a Phylactery of Binding, a relic capable of anchoring a soul to a master. Clyde reached for it.

"Tell me," purred a voice from the darkness behind him, velvet-wrapped and lethal, "does the capital teach its rats to pray before they die?"

Clyde didn't flinch. His fingers closed around the amulet. Cold seeped into his bones. The metal was unnervingly heavy, bearing the weight of generations of dark ritual.

The Baroness stepped into the faint light, her smile a sickle moon.

Clyde rolled the amulet between his fingers, calculating the weight of its chain—too heavy to throw, but maybe enough to wrap around a wrist. Ravenne’s gown clung like liquid shadow, woven with threads of jet and midnight blue, the impossible fabric shifting with her breath. His pulse stayed steady. He’d been cornered before, in worse places. Always an exit. Always a price.

"You’re quieter than most," Ravenne mused, circling him. Her claws—elongated, polished-black tips—tapped the vault’s floor in a slow, hungry rhythm. "But you reek of arrogance. Like all men who think their hands are cleverer than a woman’s eyes."

Clyde smirked. "Baroness, if I wanted your eyes on my hands, I’d have sent a calling card." He flipped the amulet into the air and caught it behind his back. A cheap trick, but distraction was currency.

Her laugh was a shiver down his spine. "Cute."

Then she moved.

One second she was a silhouette against the vault’s glow, the next her claws were at his throat, her thigh between his legs. Her breath smelled of pomegranate seeds left to ferment—a scent heavy with consumption and long, dark summer nights. The true scent of a Succubus. "Now," she whispered, lips brushing his ear, "let’s discuss penance."

The iron nail was out of his sleeve and pressed to her ribs before she finished speaking. Ravenne stilled. Clyde grinned. "You first."

Her pupils dilated—not fear, but delight. The sudden rush of adrenaline was a flavor she savored. "Oh," she purred, "you’re going to be fun."

The walls breathed around them. Somewhere, an artifact’s hum climbed an octave. Clyde kept his grip tight. He’d walked into traps before. Never one that smiled back.

His thumb found the notch in the iron nail—tiny, worn smooth from practice. The emergency glyph flared under his skin as he twisted it counterclockwise. A whisper of magic, a flare of heat, and the vault plunged into sudden, absolute darkness. Ravenne’s claws flexed against his throat—but he was already moving, slipping sideways like ink through water. The Baroness hissed. Frustration. He’d timed it perfectly.

Clyde’s boots hit the marble floor silent as a cat’s paw. He could already see the exit—the panel still ajar, a sliver of moonlight beckoning. Three strides. Two. His fingers brushed the edge—

Then the darkness laughed.

It wasn’t Ravenne’s voice. It was the dark itself—a sound like velvet tearing. The shadows between the artifacts coiled alive, wrapping around his ankles with the viscosity of spilled wine. Clyde’s momentum jerked to a stop. He looked down. The floor was gone. His own shadow stretched unnaturally long, pinned under something with too many teeth.

"Clever," Ravenne murmured from everywhere at once. A claw traced his jaw. "But darling, you brought iron to a shadow war."

His stomach dropped. The nail’s magic sputtered out—not drained, but devoured. The Baroness stepped into view, her silhouette stitched from the consuming dark. Her smile was a blade’s edge. "Let’s try again," she whispered. "From the top."

The vault door slammed shut behind them.

Clyde exhaled through his teeth—not panic, just a smooth, instant recalibration of his life expectancy. Ravenne’s claws still hovered near his jugular, but her grip had loosened. Testing him. He grinned, slow and wolfish. "You’re right," he admitted, rolling his shoulders against the living shadows pinning his arms. "Iron’s useless here." His fingers twitched, brushing the hidden seam inside his sleeve. "But you know what they say about rats and cornered beasts."

Ravenne’s nostrils flared. She leaned in, her breath hot against his lips. "Do enlighten me."

Clyde flexed his wrist—just enough—and the hidden blade slid free. Not iron. Not even steel. A sliver of moon-forged silver, cold as a widow’s kiss, tucked where even shadows couldn’t pry. He pressed it to the soft hollow beneath Ravenne’s ribs, where her gown parted like a wound. Her breath hitched.

"Rats," Clyde murmured, "bite back." Then he sliced, smooth and quick, immediately drawing life blood.

For a heartbeat, the vault held its breath. Then Ravenne threw her head back and laughed—a sound like shattered stained glass. "Oh, you delightful thief," she gasped, clawed hands sliding up to cradle his face. The silver bit deeper, a bead of black ichor welling where it kissed her skin. She didn’t flinch. "Do you know how long it’s been since someone drew my blood?" Her tongue darted out, catching the splatters of blood droplets. "Centuries."

The shadows constricted around Clyde’s limbs in retaliation and, somewhat, in reverence. He’d seen this before, in the eyes of dark collectors who prized defiance over obedience. Dangerous territory.

Ravenne’s claw traced the line of his jaw. "Most men beg by now," she mused.

Clyde bared his teeth. "I’m not most men."

The silver blade trembled in his grip. Not from fear—from the sheer gravitational pull of her presence, the way the air thickened with the scent of crushed violets and wet ink. His pulse hammered, but not in retreat. In challenge.

"You stole my Phylactery," Ravenne purred, using the relic’s true, dreadful name. "Shall I steal something of yours?" Her free hand drifted downward, claws skimming the buckle of his belt.

Clyde exhaled sharply. Silver was his last gambit. If she wasn’t recoiling, there was no third act. No escape. Just the slow, inevitable descent into whatever game she’d spun for him. He could feel it coming—the moment her shadows would slither under his skin, branding him hers.

He met her gaze. "Try."

Ravenne’s pupils swallowed the room. The blade clattered to the floor, forgotten. Her mouth found his, and the world dissolved into heat and hunger. Somewhere in the rushing dark, Clyde realized—too late—he’d never wanted to win.

Not really.

The kiss was a declaration of war. It wasn't soft; it was the collision of two apex predators, a test of which tongue was sharper, which jaw more dominant. Ravenne tasted of centuries—of velvet dust and cold iron and the distant, echoing roar of the Shadowlands she was rumored to rule. Clyde met her intensity with his own, a hungry, desperate claim that momentarily surprised the ancient creature, his human desperation a sharp, intoxicating counterpoint to her endless patience.

She pulled back first, but only by an inch, leaving his mouth stinging, his blood singing with an unfamiliar, perilous energy. Her lips were stained with the silver ichor from her own wound, a dark, gleaming smear that made her look like a goddess of carnage.

"You are exquisite," she breathed, her voice a rough rasp that vibrated deep in his chest. "Such beautiful, desperate defiance. It makes the penance worth the effort."

Clyde forced his voice
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He thought he?::s the hunter.
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