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  Glossary of Terms


A quick reference for recurring people, places, magic, and supernatural terms in the story.


Amber: Kat’s oldest friend and a practical, heavily armed ally whose cabin and loyalty become essential.
Anchor points: Linked Blackwood sites that hold, redirect, or awaken Severin’s old road-work, including the lake marker, chapel vault, river road, and Black Hollow.
Black Hollow: A hidden Blackwood basin where Severin’s old roads, blood memory, and the final refusal circle converge.
Blackwood magic: Nightmare craft associated with the Blackwood line; it can cut, command, unmake, reveal, and shape fear into something with teeth.
Blackwood file: The Council’s long-running record on the Blackwood bloodline, reopened when Kat’s magic traces connect her to Severin’s legacy.
Blood-keyed: Magic that opens, locks, recognizes, or responds only to a specific bloodline or living heir.
Blood memory: Inherited knowing carried through the Blackwood line, allowing Kat to recognize places, methods, and commands before she consciously understands them.
Brenden: A former complicated connection of Kat’s who moves secrets around the Council, warns her through dead drops, and knows more about the Blackwood file than he first admits.
Council colors: Charcoal and gold markings worn by Council agents and officials, signaling authority, containment orders, and immediate danger for Kat.
Council Regent: The official appointed by the Royal Council to carry out its will, manage threats, and enforce containment when the seven seats require action.
Council agents: Field operatives who enforce Council orders through surveillance, raids, ward lines, containment magic, and pursuit.
Dead drops: Secret delivery points used by Brenden, Evander, and others who move information around the Council rather than through it.
Evander Vale: An old vampire from Missouri with Council history, unfinished business, and a dangerous habit of protecting Kat before she asks.
Fallback sites: Hidden safe locations prepared by Kat’s mother to escape Council attention, weaken old road magic, or survive Blackwood emergencies.
Guardian: A nightmare-fed Blackwood construct created to hold Severin’s old roads down, later revealed to be hungry, dangerous, and only temporarily contained beneath the lake.
Hollow City: Kat’s old territory and a supernatural crossroads where old memories, Council attention, and Blackwood trouble tend to converge.
Kat / Ekaterina Blackwood: The hunted Blackwood witch at the center of the story, Severin’s daughter, and the reluctant heir whose blood can wake, refuse, or break his old magic.
Lake marker: The carved stone under Amber’s dock that locks the lake guardian down and responds to Kat’s blood and command.
Lysandra Grove: The Council Regent who understands the danger of Severin’s road-work and treats Kat as both a threat and a possible solution.
Mason Cross: Kat’s former complicated almost-something, remembered through old intimacy, borrowed clothes, and the unresolved choice he made when he left to keep her safe.
Maggie Cross: Mason Cross’s sister, whose connection to Mason and Kat belongs to the unresolved history that resurfaces when Mason begins calling again.
Nightmare craft: A branch of Blackwood magic that draws from fear, bad dreams, and the places nightmares go before they become memory.
Memory sphere: A glass sphere carrying Severin’s recorded message, map, and road-memory, later used to expose and break the name holding his old magic together.
Nightmare smoke: Kat’s fear-based magic made visible as dark smoke that feeds on dread, confuses enemies, and reveals how nightmare craft uses resistance as fuel.
Old roads: Ancient magical paths, gates, crossings, and places Severin taught to obey a name and carry fear with direction.
Old road hunger: The lingering appetite Severin taught into roads, gates, rivers, and old places, causing them to seek a name, a direction, or a new claimant.
Refusal field: The magic inside Black Hollow’s circle that answers Kat’s spoken refusal of Severin’s name and helps collapse his claim on the roads.
Revenant wolf: A grave-born wolf-like creature used against Kat and her allies, stronger and more unnatural than an ordinary hound.
Portal-jump: A magical escape method that tears open a passage through space, leaving a signature that skilled trackers or wards may follow.
Road-weave: The network of old roads, gates, rivers, crossings, and memory-bound sites Severin threaded with command.
Royal Council: The supernatural ruling body with seven seats, one for each major kind, built to contain threats and prevent another Severin-scale disaster.
Sable: A newly turned vampire Evander failed to save from Council containment, shaping his later decision to intervene when Kat’s file reopens.
Severin’s crown: The symbolic inheritance and command structure Severin built into his magic, meant to be accepted by an heir and rejected by Kat.
Severin Blackwood: Kat’s father and the infamous Blackwood who threaded his will into old roads, gates, rivers, and frightened places so deeply that the world kept listening after his death.
Severin’s name: The command the old roads still remember; breaking it prevents Severin’s will from returning through roads, gates, and frightened places.
The third gate: A hidden hillside gate that opens into a Blackwood passage and pushes Kat and Evander toward the final road-bound site.
The old chapel: A ruined chapel above a warded vault where Kat finds Severin’s memory sphere and the map to later anchor sites.
The river road: A road and bridge tied directly into Severin’s magic, carrying old road hunger downstream until Kat and Evander damage its marked iron supports.
Vale line: Evander’s bloodline, historically tied to the Council through obligation, tradition, and uncomfortable proximity to power.
Vault: A hidden Blackwood chamber beneath the chapel containing old wards, records, and Severin’s memory sphere.
Ward line: A magical boundary or trap designed to block, track, suppress, or punish specific kinds of magic or movement.
Ward-net: A network of Council ward lines designed to detect, triangulate, and trap magical movement such as Kat’s portal-jumps.
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Chapter one
Hunted Witch Tip: If you’re going to set your grief on fire in a crowded bar, maybe pick one that isn’t held together by duct tape, liquor fumes, and one bartender’s exhausted will to live.


“Raven!” I shouted as my dog blasted through the bar doors like a furry missile with no regard for mortal safety, furniture integrity, or my remaining patience. So much for loyal, well-trained companionship. Dear gods, she was fast. Someone yelled, “Hellhound!” which was rude. Hellhounds, in my experience, at least commit to a legend. Raven’s legend was theft, violence, and plausible deniability. 
I rolled my eyes and pushed through the crowd. Yeah, she was a huge black German Shepherd with enough shoulders to frighten tourists, but she was not a hellhound. I’d met actual hellhounds. Red eyes, smoke from the nostrils, all dramatic. Raven, on the other hand, would absolutely sell me for half a steak and a compliment. 
The bartender glared at me as I crossed the scratched-up wooden floor, which was sticky enough to qualify as a low-level health violation. O’Malley’s wasn’t big on cleanliness, caution, or lawsuits. “Sorry, Joe,” I said. “She smelled the steak.”
Joe had fiery red hair, green eyes, and the permanent expression of a man who had once tried to retire from supernatural nonsense and been denied by fate itself. Right then, his eyes were blazing. “She needs to be on a leash,” he growled, like a man who had already lost this argument ten times. That was when Raven reappeared with a slab of steak hanging from her jaws as if she’d just liberated it from dictatorship.
The chef barreled out of the kitchen with a spatula raised in one hand. The dark thing under my skin moved before my mouth did. Blackwood magic always leaves a signature… faint, but recognizable to anything built from Severin’s roads. It snapped out of me like Death clocking in early and knocked the spatula clear across the room. It hit the wall and stuck there. Raven dropped her prize and swung toward the chef with a growl low enough to shake the courage right out of his shoes.
“Ekaterina,” Joe said, with the exhausted affection of a man addressing a recurring weather event, “lovely to see you as always.” He waved the chef back inside. The rest of the bar returned to drinking, flirting, and pretending my life was not interrupting their band night. 
I dropped onto a stool and accepted the beer Joe slid my way. My black nail polish was already chipping, which felt disrespectful considering how little I asked from the universe. I flicked my fingers and turned it red instead. Joe raised one eyebrow as if I’d just committed a felony manicure in public.
“Witches need happy hour too, Joe. How’s bar life treating you?” I asked, taking a long swallow. Cool. Bitter. Almost enough to take the edge off the hunger riding under my skin. 
Joe shrugged, barely sparing a glance for the latest customers shuffling in from the cold. Money wasn’t really an issue for him, but hiding in plain sight had become a habit. He was wanted by the Royal Council, just like I was, though for very different reasons. His warrant was for murdering his brother, the next alpha in line for the wolf shifters. Mine existed because I was a Blackwood. Or, more politely, because the Council had spent generations keeping one nervous eye on my family in case one of us ever decided to finish what we started. 
The Royal Council was old enough to predate most of the species sitting on it. Seven seats, one each for the major supernatural kinds, and a Regent appointed by consensus to do the institutional dirty work none of the seven wanted their names on. It'd been built to prevent another Severin — not another man, exactly, because Severin was dead. The Council didn’t govern. It contained. Their laws were written for emergencies, not fairness. What they were preventing was another person doing what he had done: teaching the old roads to obey a single name so thoroughly that when the name died, the roads kept listening for it, anyway. He'd been dead long enough that the Council had started calling him history. The hunger he'd built into the world had other ideas. Someone stopped him once, no one agrees on who, but the roads never forgot the attempt. My family was the reason the Council existed. I found that almost funny, in a deeply uncomfortable way.
“Do you still want the three soft tacos?” Joe asked, already punching buttons into the register. “I haven’t seen you in over a year. Your tastes may have improved.” 
“Dude,” I said, genuinely offended, “who stops liking tacos?” My gaze dropped to Raven, who had settled at my boots and was polishing off her stolen steak with all the concentration of a tiny auditor. “Is your crime meal good, Raven Beans?” I asked. “Should I send compliments to the cow?” She ignored me in favor of chewing as if she had a deadline.
Then the bar doors opened again, and the wind carried in the scent of vampires. One of them smelled sweet enough to knot my stomach with hunger. Under the sweetness was something colder, cleaner, restrained in a way that made my pulse trip once for reasons I deeply resented. Sweet scent. Pretty vampire. Empty stomach. Catastrophic little trilogy. Great. Time to eat before my control snapped in the middle of O’Malley’s and I accidentally made eye contact with the wrong predator. I kept my face turned toward the bar instead of the door. Hollow City was the last place I wanted to be recognized. Most of my childhood memories here involved blood, fire, and a vigorous commitment to running.
Joe bent behind the bar and came up with a battered cardboard box I recognized before my brain fully agreed to it. Smoke-blackened corners and a bent lid. My mother’s name half-burned away on the side. He set it in front of me with a care that made my chest go tight. There was a photograph inside that I turned face-down without looking at it. Grief was the one thing I never let myself look at directly. It had too many teeth. Some names you don't say out loud when you're already holding grief. “This is what’s left of her apartment,” he said quietly. “The place burned down.” 
For a second, I just stared at it. Something hot and ugly climbed my throat. “Should’ve thrown it away, dude.” I shoved at the box on instinct, but Joe’s stare pinned me in place. “Fine. Gods. Why do you do this to me? I don’t keep things. I paid for that apartment, and that was already more home than I could emotionally metabolize.”
Raven chose that moment to drag her stolen steak closer to my boot, as if emotional support came medium rare. “Thank you,” I told her. “Your commitment to pastoral care is horrifying.”
Joe shrugged. “It was a storage unit to you. You could’ve put her things somewhere cheaper. Yet you kept paying for it. I wonder why.” 
Oh, he knew why. My mother had carved a few bright places out of a life mostly built from ruin, and thinking about her still felt like pressing on a bruise to make sure it hurt. “Shut up,” I muttered. “No more mom commentary, or you’ll get a glimpse of my dark side.” 
He waved the threat away. Fair. I didn’t use my Blackwood gift often, partly because it would give me away and partly because the Council had opinions about nightmare craft that usually involved panic, ledgers, and fire. When I used it, I pulled from the place bad dreams go before they become memories. Blackwood magic didn’t create from nothing. It cut, commanded, unmade, and revealed. On its best days, it was surgical. On its worst, it gave fear teeth and pretended surprise when fear bit back. The distinction mattered, though I hadn’t yet understood how much. Subtle, my family was not.
Raven growled when someone slid onto the stool beside me. The same sweet scent hit me again, richer up close, and my stomach answered with one low, humiliating growl of its own. “Raven,” I warned. She gave the newcomer one final rumble and lowered herself back over her stolen steak. 
“Obedient,” the vampire said. 
My brain stalled for one dangerous second. I glanced his way despite every instinct telling me to avoid pretty predators in towns where I was supposed to stay forgettable. He looked too still up close, like every movement had been reduced to only the necessary ones. Too still like he’d been carved from something that didn’t remember how to breathe. Predators were like that. “She has her limits,” I said.
Then my tacos arrived, and all higher reasoning left the building. I grabbed one so fast Joe made a disapproving noise from deep in his soul. “Give the chef my compliments,” I said around the first bite. 
Joe tossed a stack of napkins at me. “Have some self-respect, Ekaterina.” When I opened my mouth to answer, he pointed a finger. “Do not mention Paris. We agreed that the story died there.” 
“I didn’t bring up Paris,” I said. “You did.” Joe laughed so hard he bent over the bar, and Raven opportunistically licked taco crumbs off the floor. “Gross,” I told her. “You don't know when Joe last mopped this floor, and frankly, I don’t want those answers for either of us.”
The vampire cleared his throat after accepting a beer from Joe. “You’re from here?” he asked. 
I glanced at him briefly. Definitely handsome. Also definitely a problem. "Not really," I replied. It wasn't a complete lie. I'd been to a lot of places over the better part of a decade. “Are you?”
“Missouri,” he said, turning on the stool to face me despite Raven’s renewed warning growl. He didn’t even look at her. Bold. I went still. Of course, he was from Missouri. My luck deserved its own cautionary pamphlet.
“Dude, I came here to eat dinner, not make friends,” I said, dragging my attention firmly back to my tacos and not his face. “I stopped in to say hi to the locals. Since you’re not one of them, I think we’re done.”
“Aye, I can take a hint,” he said. “Can’t a man talk to a beautiful woman?” 
My gaze cut back to him, and that was my mistake. Blueberry-dark eyes. Long black lashes. A sharp jaw under a neatly trimmed beard. A smile built specifically to make women forget every smart decision they'd ever made. Fake or not, it was effective. Which only made him more dangerous. I dragged the box closer and dug through the smoke-stained contents until I found the old leather jacket. Black, worn, familiar. It still smelled faintly of smoke, winter, and the woman who'd loved me the best she could. My throat tightened so fast that it hurt. I slipped it on, stared at the rest of the box for one hard second, and then lit the cardboard and everything left inside it on fire. “Healthy coping mechanisms are expensive, Joe.”
The vampire lurched backward. “Fuck!” Joe yelled as flames climbed bright and fast. 
I whistled for Raven, and we made for the door before anybody could ask me to explain my emotional processing. On the way out, Raven stole somebody’s nachos with flawless timing and zero remorse. The night air slapped me in the face the second we hit the sidewalk. I fought with the jacket sleeves while Raven trotted beside me, looking extremely pleased with her own criminal record. Joe would forgive me eventually. He always did. Mostly because he knew from one look when I was about to do something stupid, and apparently our friendship had reached the point where he budgeted for property damage.
“Portal?” I asked Raven. She barked once, which I translated as, Open the forbidden door, it’s freezing. I cut the air with my hand, opened the white tear in reality, and heard somebody behind us shout, “Fuck, she portal-jumped!” just as Raven and I leaped through. “Toodaloo, Cake Man,” I yelled before the tear sealed shut. “Try not to track me down.” 
We landed in the living room of my house just outside Hollow City. Raven cocked her head at me. “What?” I asked, breathless and still half full of smoke, adrenaline, and bad ideas. “He smells like cake. Didn’t he smell like cake to you?” 
She huffed and trotted into the kitchen, only to return two seconds later with a leftover pork steak in her mouth because apparently theft was not a circumstance but a worldview. I let her have it while I stood there in my mother’s jacket, smoke caught in the leather and that vampire’s sweet scent still lodged in my head like a bad idea I hadn’t properly rejected. There was too much to think about after tonight. The box. The fire. Missouri vampires in my city. And the ugly little certainty that if one of them had been sent to find me. Whatever came next was not going to leave me alone for long.
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Chapter two
Hunted Witch Tip: If your dog lets a strange vampire into your house before coffee, congratulations: your security system has been outperformed by a German Shepherd with snack-based ethics.


Iwoke to growling and the wet, deeply upsetting sound of Raven enthusiastically destroying something in my living room. Considering how I’d left O’Malley’s, my first coherent thought was that I’d been tracked. My second thought was that if she had chewed up my boots, I was going to lose what little sanity I had left. “Raven,” I shouted, voice wrecked with sleep, “you better be playing with a toy and not something important like my shoes, my furniture, or my remaining will to live.” 
Usually she slept beside me, snoring like an overworked lumberjack and stealing half the bed. If she were awake before me, something was off. Raven loved sleep almost as much as she loved steak and highly questionable choices, so her early-morning enthusiasm felt less adorable and more like a formal omen.
The growling stayed playful, which should have reassured me. It didn't. Raven could make a game out of anything, including theft, emotional sabotage, and low-level property crime. I shoved myself out of bed, straightened my sleep shirt and the boxers I'd stolen from Mason Cross, which I kept because returning them would require admitting I'd been in the same room as him voluntarily. I hadn't, in fact, made my peace with how it ended. I hadn't. He’d left to keep me safe, but guilt clung to him like a second shadow. I'd just gotten better at not thinking about it before coffee. Then the scent hit me. Sweet. Cold. Wrong in the most recognizable way possible.
Last night I had gone to bed with the reasonable certainty that I was going to be found. That was fine. That was manageable. A vampire at O'Malley's who sat still and asked careful questions was not a coincidence, and I had made my peace with being tracked down eventually by someone, at some point, once the Council confirmed what they already suspected. Not before I had put on actual trousers. My whole body locked. Not memory. Not leftover hunger. Him.
I stood very still in the doorway. “Raven,” I hissed, suddenly wide awake, “tell me you didn’t open the door to a strange vampire before I’d even had coffee and a chance to make one good decision.”
I heard her paws thunder toward me a second before she launched herself into my chest. I hit the wall with a grunt, arms full of overgrown dog and betrayal. “You furry menace,” I gasped, shoving at her shoulders while she wagged like this was the best morning of her criminal life. “This is how women end up dead in documentaries.”
She finally dropped back to the floor and trotted toward the living room, tail whipping with traitorous enthusiasm. I followed, braced for wreckage. Instead, I found exactly what I’d feared… an uninvited vampire in my house, and Raven looking at him as if she had decided he belonged there.
He was sitting on my couch as if he paid the mortgage. Boots planted on my floorboards. Broad shoulders relaxed. Dark hair still offensively perfect before breakfast.
Raven had deposited one of my socks in his lap like tribute to a visiting king. “You,” I said flatly, because eloquence had left the building.
He stood in one smooth motion, hands visible, expression almost apologetic if you ignored the part where he had broken into my house before sunrise. He watched my reactions like a man cataloging boundaries he actually intended to respect. “Good morning to you too,” he said. That accent slid over the words like warm whiskey, which was unfortunate because I preferred my threats easier to hate. “Your dog let me in.”
“My dog also eats furniture and once tried to fight a lawn mower. She is not a reliable character witness. You smelled like me and bad decisions. She’s consistent that way. My wards should have fried you. Raven didn’t override them, she just recognized my scent on you from O’Malley’s. She trusts her nose more than my security system" Something crossed his face, too quick, too controlled, the expression of a man deciding how much of the truth he was about to offer. I folded my arms and leaned against the doorway, one bad decision away from setting the room on fire. “Start explaining before I remember every reason vampires do not belong in my living room.”
Raven trotted between us, tail wagging hard enough to qualify as betrayal. Then she sat directly on my bare foot and stared up at me with the expression of a dog who believed she'd solved everyone’s problems. “Don’t look at me like that,” I muttered. “This isn't a meet-cute. This is a home invasion. And unfortunately, my coping mechanisms were mostly sarcasm and poor impulse control.”
His gaze sharpened, and for the first time since I’d seen him, the charm slipped enough to show the steel underneath. “I’m here because the Royal Council is already looking for you,” he said. “And if they confirm who you are, this stops being a search and becomes panic. They’ve had eyes on Hollow City for months. You lighting up O’Malley’s was just the sign they needed.” His expression hardened.
“If you portal-jump again before hearing me out, the next people at your door won't be as polite." He set the mug down. "A portal leaves a signature. You lit up O'Malley's. They've had twelve hours to key their ward lines to your specific output. Another jump and they triangulate you before you land. Once the curse wakes, though, their ward‑net gets noisy, and the roads interfere. It won’t stay this precise for long."
“Great,” I said. “My panic button has caller ID now.”
Last night I’d burned too hot. Normally my magic stayed quiet enough to slip under their ward nets, but grief didn’t whisper… it screamed. Every muscle in my body went tight. I kept my face blank on instinct, but my pulse kicked hard against my throat. So, he knew. Maybe not everything, not yet, but enough to be dangerous. “That,” I said carefully, “is not the kind of sentence you open with if you want me to stay calm.” 
What was this man doing out in the daylight? Older vampires didn't burn. Past a certain threshold the sun stopped being lethal and started being expensive, running them down by degrees instead of killing them outright. It explained the quality of his stillness. He wasn't resting. He was rationing.
“Calm isn’t what I’m after,” he said. “I’m aiming for you not to end the day in a Council file.”
That answer shouldn't have landed the way it did. It hit low in my stomach, right beside the last of last night’s fear and all of the morning’s irritation. “Congratulations,” I said. “That's somehow both dramatic and annoying.”
I pushed off the doorway and crossed my arms tighter. “Start with your name. Then tell me why a vampire from Missouri thinks breaking into my house earns him a conversation instead of a curse.”
“Evander Vale,” he said. “And I’m here because someone on the Council believes you’re easier to find than you are to kill.” He let that sit between us for one hard beat. “I’m trying to keep that theory untested.”
Evander Vale. Of course, a man who looked like a bad idea wrapped in expensive tailoring had a name that sounded like a gothic red flag . “That's not reassuring,” I said. “Also, if you wanted to seem less creepy, you should know that standing in my living room delivering death forecasts is not helping.”
Raven, who'd apparently decided the tension level was unacceptable, grabbed the hem of his coat and tugged until he looked down at her. The traitor wagged, released him, and trotted toward the kitchen before glancing back as if expecting us to follow. Evander exhaled through what might have been the beginning of a laugh. “Your hellhound has opinions.”
“She’s a German Shepherd with impulse-control issues, and if you call her a hellhound again, she may decide to live up to the title.” I jerked my chin toward the kitchen. “Fine. You get five minutes, one explanation, and absolutely no lies. After that, I decide whether you leave through the door or through a wall.”
He inclined his head as if I’d offered him something more generous than a threat. I stayed standing for exactly three stubborn seconds before following Raven into the kitchen, because if I was going to receive apocalyptic bad news from a beautiful vampire, I at least deserved caffeine and a cleaner shirt.
Raven beat us to the kitchen and planted herself beside the coffee maker like a proper host. I moved past her, grabbed a mug from the cabinet, and pointed it at one chair. “Sit. Talk. If you try anything strange, I'll set you on fire before caffeine even hits my bloodstream.” Evander took the seat across the table without argument, too composed for a man delivering threats in somebody else’s kitchen. That alone made me nervous.
“They found movement tied to the Blackwood line,” he said as I filled the kettle. “Not proof. Not enough for a formal strike. But enough to wake up the people who've been waiting for a reason.”
My hand tightened around the mug. I’d been careful for years. Careful with my magic, careful with my name, careful with every place I stayed too long. “You think they traced me to Hollow City?” I asked.
“I think someone saw enough to ask expensive questions,” Evander said. “And when the Council asks, bodies usually follow.” He said it quietly, without flourish, which somehow made it worse.
I turned to face him fully. Morning light from the window caught the sharp lines of his face, and irritation flared all over again at how inconveniently beautiful a bearer of bad news could be. The Blackwood file was the oldest one the Council kept. Not because my family was the most dangerous, that crown changed hands regularly, but because Severin had been the only one who'd ever made them genuinely uncertain whether they could win. Not in a fight. He hadn't been a fighter. He'd been something more patient than that. A man who understood that if you threaded your will into roads, gates, rivers, and old frightened places thoroughly enough, you didn't need an army. You just needed time. He'd been dead long enough that the Council had moved on to institutional grief, and they were still finding pieces of him embedded in infrastructure. 
That was the kind of dangerous they didn't know how to legislate. He hadn't threatened the Council. He hadn't tried to destroy it. He'd simply begun building something that wouldn't need it, and that was the part they'd never recovered from. Honestly, if I were going to be hunted by a royal death bureaucracy, I'd have preferred uglier messengers. It would have simplified my emotional inventory considerably. The Council had been built to regulate what the supernatural world did when it got too loud, too dangerous, or too interesting for its own good. A governing body by any other name, except governing bodies usually stopped at legislation and the Council occasionally stopped at people. It'd started as a containment protocol. It had evolved into an institution with opinions, paperwork, and its own idea of which problems were better solved quietly than publicly. My family was filed under the second category.
Raven dropped onto Evander’s boot with a dramatic sigh and rolled halfway onto her back, because she'd decided this interrogation needed softness. “You're betraying me in ways I'll remember forever,” I informed her. She thumped her tail once against the floor and looked unbearably pleased with herself.
I set the kettle down a little harder than necessary. “Here’s the part I’m not buying,” I said. “Why do you care? Men from the Council don't break into strangers’ homes out of the goodness of their undead hearts.”
Evander’s mouth curved, but the expression never made it fully to his eyes. "I don't work for the Council," he said. "I work against people on it. The Council and I have unfinished business." He said it the way people say things that used to be bigger and have since been compressed into something manageable through sheer repetition.
That stopped me cold. A hundred smart responses lined up in my head, and every one of them died when he reached into his coat and set a folded piece of paper on my kitchen table. My name was written on the outside in a hand I recognized instantly and hadn't seen in years.
My fingers went numb around the mug. There was no mistaking that handwriting. Slanted, elegant, just messy enough to feel alive. Brenden. The name cracked through me like old glass, and across the table, Evander noticed. His eyes narrowed by the smallest amount, which was unfair because I hadn't given anyone permission to be observant before caffeine. I hadn’t seen Brenden’s writing in years, not since I learned the hard way that trusting him was basically a hobby for people with a death wish. His handwriting hit me harder than the threat. “Where'd you get this?” I asked, and my voice came out too flat to be casual.
“From a courier who didn’t know what he was carrying,” Evander said. “The seal was marked for a dead drop used by people who move secrets around the Council without getting caught. Your name was on it. I made sure it reached you before anyone else could take it. Your street was already marked before the letter reached me. You are hours from a raid.” He watched me closely. “You know who wrote it.”
I did. That was the problem. Brenden had a talent for showing up in my life only when things were already on fire and somehow finding a way to make them worse. Raven rested her chin on my knee, suddenly still, as if even she could feel the shift in the room. I set the mug down before I dropped it, broke the seal with my thumb, and unfolded the paper.
The message was short. Too short for the way it hollowed me out. Brenden warned that the Council had reopened an old Blackwood file. Mine. And that someone inside their inner circle had connected recent magic traces to my bloodline. He told me not to run east, not to trust anyone wearing Council colors, and if Evander Vale had found me first, to listen to him. Below that, he'd written a name I'd kept off every official record I'd ever filed. Amber. And an address I recognized before I finished reading it.
I read that last line twice, then looked up at the vampire across my kitchen table. He was watching me with an expression too composed for a man who was supposed to be a stranger. The kind of composed that comes from already knowing what the letter said. "You read it," I said. "Before you gave it to me."
He didn't answer. Which was answer enough.
“You've got to be kidding me,” I said. My chest tightened. I hated that Brenden still had that power. I also hated that whoever had sent Evander to me had known enough about my wards to let him through… which meant they had known where I lived, how I'd warded it, and how long I'd been here. That was not a small thing. Worse, I hated that I noticed.
Evander didn’t look surprised. I set the letter down flat. "He named you," I said. "Brenden doesn't trust people he hasn't vetted down to their shoe size. How did he know you'd come for me?"
Evander's expression didn't shift. "We've never met. But we use the same dead drops. The same couriers. There's a network of people who move information around the Council rather than through it. Brenden is careful enough to know the names in it. So am I," he paused. "He would have flagged my name as someone watching the Blackwood file. Apparently, that was enough."
"So, you're colleagues," I said. "In the loosest, most deniable sense of the word."
"I'd say fellow travelers," he said. "He would probably say something more colorful. Either way, whether or not you trust me, Ekaterina, you cannot stay here another night."
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Chapter three
Hunted Witch Tip: Running from your past is adorable until it updates your address, packs comfortable shoes, and shows up before you’ve emotionally prepared snacks.


“Absolutely not.” I folded Brenden’s letter in half so hard the paper crackled, then slapped it onto the kitchen table. “I just got threatened in my own house by a beautiful liar with excellent posture. You don’t get to stroll in here, ruin my morning, and then announce I’m leaving because a man who once treated honesty like a recreational hobby wrote you a recommendation.” Brenden wasn’t an ex, technically. We’d just made a series of mutually terrible decisions in close proximity for about a year and agreed, eventually, that being colleagues who occasionally hated each other was a more sustainable arrangement. 
Evander didn't argue, which, frankly, was suspicious. He crossed to the window, lifted the curtain with two fingers, and looked out like a man checking the weather rather than my active descent into fresh chaos. A black sedan sat half a block down the road, too clean for the neighborhood and too still to belong to anyone local. Either they’d been watching my street all night, or someone had told them exactly when to show up. As we watched, the driver’s door opened. A man in a charcoal coat stepped out. Gold trim flashed at his cuffs when he lifted a hand to his ear. Council colors.
My stomach dropped so fast, my soul briefly left for administrative reasons. Raven was at the window before I was, hackles up, growling like she'd filed a grievance with the monarchy. “Well,” I said faintly, “that's significantly more persuasive than your face.” Which was saying something.
He glanced over his shoulder at me. “I do try not to rely on the obvious.” There he was again. Dry, controlled, and deeply irritating. I started moving before pride could embarrass me further. Bag. Jacket. Knife. Herb tin. Emergency cash from the flour canister, because nobody with healthy priorities voluntarily checks flour. Flour is for meal plans and emotional stability, and I've never had either.
Raven bounded in frantic circles as if this were the best game I'd ever invented. Evander stayed near the window, tracking the street while I shoved the essentials into a canvas bag with hands that absolutely did not need to be shaking this much. “Front door is dead,” he said. “Back fence gives us twenty seconds if they haven’t warded the alley.”
I swung the bag over my shoulder and pointed at Raven. “Stay glued to me, or I swear to the gods I will haunt you myself.” She barked once, somehow both delighted and offended. Then Evander held out his hand, not touching, just offering. “If we’re doing this, Ekaterina,” he said, “we do it now.” I looked at the hand, then at the Council agent outside my window, and decided I could hate my options later. “Fine,” I said, shoving past him toward the back door. “But if this turns into kidnapping, I’m setting your hair on fire first.”
The back door slammed into the siding as we burst into the alley. Cold air knifed through my shirt. Gravel bit into the soles of my boots. Raven shot ahead, then doubled back when I snapped her name, teeth bared toward the street as if she'd already smell the men hunting us. “Left,” Evander said, low and sharp. I didn’t ask how he knew. I vaulted over a half-collapsed crate, caught my bag before it slid off my shoulder, and nearly collided with him when he threw one arm across me. A shimmer flashed at the mouth of the alley, thin as spider silk and bright as broken glass. Ward line. Magic cracked through the alley like thunder.
“They’re ahead of schedule,” Evander said. “Which means someone gave them more than your street.”
“Move,” I snapped, shoving my bag at him while I yanked the herb tin free. Black salt. Vervain. One deeply annoyed witch. I blew a line of it across the glowing thread, and magic shot up my arm like a living curse with a personal grudge. The ward split with a sound like ice giving way under too much weight. Pain bit deep enough to blur my vision, but the look Evander gave me… quick, assessing, almost impressed, was annoyingly satisfying. “You can be smug later,” I told him through my teeth. “Run now.” My breath burned in my throat.
My arm throbbed as if it had swallowed lightning. I reached for the portal reflex on instinct and found exactly nothing. The ward had gone straight for my signature and buried it. Adrenaline is a hell of a painkiller, but it's useless as a substitute for the escape route I'd just lost. That reflex had been mine since I was fourteen years old. One ward line and twelve Council hours, and it was just … gone. I had time to hate that for about one second before the shouting started.
Shouts erupted behind us. I glanced back in time to see two Council agents spill around the corner, their coats dark against the morning light. Raven answered with a bark that sounded downright delighted and barreled straight into a stack of dented trash cans. Metal crashed, rolled, and exploded across the alley in one glorious symphony of canine sabotage. One agent swore as he stumbled. Raven glanced back at us through the wreckage, tail high, looking extremely proud of her contribution to urban warfare.
“I’m never complaining about your dog again,” Evander said, already dragging me toward the gap in the fence. A shame, really. Complaining about Raven is one of my best talents.
The fence opening was narrower than it had any right to be. Evander went through first, turned, and caught me by the waist when my bag snagged on the wire. For one stupid half-second, everything narrowed to cold metal, his hands, and the solid heat of him at my back. Amazing. Love that my fight-or-flight response had apparently unionized with my hormones. 
Raven launched between us like an impatient battering ram and broke the moment on principle. “If you tell anyone that looked graceful,” I snapped, “I will deny it in writing.”
A dark SUV waited behind an abandoned feed store with the engine already running. “Please tell me that’s not stolen,” I said as Evander yanked open the passenger door. 
“Would it matter if it was?” he asked. 
I sighed because, unfortunately, that was a fair question. Raven hurled herself into the back seat. I followed with less dignity, and Evander peeled onto the road just as a burst of magic scorched the gravel where we’d been standing.
For ten miles, the only sounds were Raven panting in the back seat and the hum of tires over broken asphalt. I kept one hand on my bag and the other braced against the door, watching fence lines and tree breaks for pursuit. "Where are we going?" I asked. 
He kept his eyes on the road. "The name in the letter," he said. "Amber. The address was in the second line." 
My jaw tightened. "You did read it before you gave it to me." 
"I read enough to keep you alive." That answer did not improve my mood. 
"Next time," I said, "ask."
An hour later, he turned down a narrow gravel drive swallowed by cedar trees and pulled up in front of a crooked lake cabin with peeling white paint and a screened porch that'd seen better decades. Before I could ask why this looked like the
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