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Dedication

“This book comes with no trigger warnings, no safety rails and no fucking glossary. If you don’t know how to pronounce a name, congratulations you’ve just learned autonomy.

This book contains poor decisions, weaponised sarcasm, morally flexible characters and scenes that may make you question your taste in literature and possibly yourself.

Read at your own risk and take accountability. If you require therapy afterward, schedule it on your own time. Do not email me. I knew what I was doing.”

And to my husband and sister 
Who I dragged into the glittering, emotionally devastating cult of fantasy and smut. You came for the hot wolf males and morally grey monsters... 
And now you're stuck proof-reading the dark, unhinged realm I created.
Sorry.
(But also... not really.)
Thanks for reading my madness, enabling my delusions and pretending not to judge the spicy bits. I love you more than a blood-swear binding spell and that’s saying something.

IF YOU'RE LOOKING FOR A LITERARY MASTERPIECE, YOU MIGHT WANT TO TURN BACK NOW.

This book wasn’t written to change lives, win awards, or be studied in candlelit libraries by scholars in cloaks. It was written because a story took root in my head and refused to leave and now you’re here too. 

Welcome to the chaos.

There’s romance. There’s magic. There’s morally grey behaviour (yes, behaviour—we’re using proper British spelling here.) That might make you question your taste in fictional men (join the club).
And at some point, you might find yourself muttering,
“Okay... that was unhinged but I'm invested.”
Don’t take it too seriously. This was meant to be fun. Dramatic. A little spicy. Occasionally messed up. Like a night out with someone you probably shouldn’t trust but go with anyway. There’s a 50/50 chance you’ll either throw your Kindle or fall in love. Possibly both.

Proceed with caution and enjoy.

Copyright © 2024 by Catriona Lyons
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
For permissions, please contact: catrionalyons86@gmail.com

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and events are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental. This book may contain adult themes that could be disturbing to some, reader be advised
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​Prologue Alba
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It had been centuries since the world cleaved down the middle; what is now known as the Great Divide. Carved by war, drowned in blood and gutted by hunger for power. What rose from the ashes wasn’t peace. It was survival.

The factions were reformed. Witches, Wolves, Vampires, Creatures and what was left of humanity, all stitched into a delicate fabric. A fragile façade held together by old magic, grudging treaties and the kind of lies powerful people tell themselves to sleep at night.

But if you look closely, you’ll see the seams fraying at the edges. Because that kind of resentment? Yeah that never dies, it just simmers, watching, patiently waiting. And now? It’s being pulled taut, thread by thread, straining toward the inevitable snap. Humans and lesser beings were the first to fall. Pushed to the margins, stripped of power, their fates now governed by three thrones:

The Witches held dominion over the arcane, led by the High Priestess my mother and her ever-watchful Council cloaked in shadows and silence. They governed not with kindness, but with fear, tradition and a magic older than memory. Nothing escaped their notice. Least of all me.

The Vampires answered to none but High Lord Aldrich Bathory ancient, cunning and cruel beyond measure. His name was spoken in whispers, even by his own. He ruled from the obsidian spires of Mortisara, where the sun hadn’t touched stone in a thousand years.

The Wolves obeyed their pack Alphas, wild and fractured as they were but all bowed to the Alpha King. A creature more myth than man, whose reign was written in blood and broken bone. His legend was the kind told to children. Together they held the balance in a dance of necessity, not trust. A tenuous equilibrium built, choreographed by lies and stitched together with half-truths.

But balance is a myth. And all myths end. 

The Witches' Council was formed by the heads of seven covens - each one a pillar of power, a keeper of dangerous magic:

The Dark Casters: Chaos weavers, masters of shadow, curses and manipulation.

The Elementalists: Wielders of fire, water, air, earth and metal. Forces of raw destruction and creation.

The Echos: Those who touch spirit, energy, sound and emotion. Astral work. Empathy.

The Bloodbinders: Guardians of life-force and legacy. Masters of sacrifice, blood magic and ancestry.

The Shapers: Gifted in transformation, transmutation and bodycraft. Flesh and bone are their canvas.

The Verdants: Healers and poisoners. Tied to nature, toxins and restoration alike.

The Veilborne: Illusionists, deceivers, charmcasters. Masters of disguise, subtlety and unseen influence.

These seven keep the covens in check. And the Council keeps its witches in chains. Some tighter than others. To preserve the fragile peace, the Council created an elite organization: 

W.I.C.A. Witches’ Intelligence & Contract Authority. It was formed in the wake of the Great Divide, when power shifted and diplomacy became more dangerous than open war. 

W.I.C.A. was meant to be the Council’s quiet sword, a covert organisation of contracted witches tasked with gathering intelligence, manipulating alliances and stepping into the shadows where politics failed.

They only took the best - the most powerful, the most useful. Controlled not by physical chains, but by carefully spun lies and a truth too precarious to question. They were sent wherever the Council needed leverage. Embedded into Vampire courts. Assigned to monitor rogue Creature enclaves. Dispatched to Human cities under the guise of peacekeeping. Always watching, always listening. Always expected to act when things turned ugly. But rarely, almost never were we sent to the Wolves.

Their packs handled problems internally and most wouldn’t tolerate witches on their land. Too many blood wars. Too many buried grudges. And truthfully, the Council didn’t like sending operatives where they couldn’t control the outcome.

I’d been contracted younger than most. After I destroyed a wing of the Mage Academy with Professor Lennox still inside. Yeah his death wasn’t accidental. And if you were to ask me? No, I don't regret it. 

Ophelia, my mother, saw opportunity in the aftermath. Not a trial. Not exile. Instead, she bound me to service, shackled by oath until the Coven decided my debt was paid. Only then, she said, would I earn my freedom.

She told me it was for my own good. That W.I.C.A. would teach me discipline. Respect. But what it really taught me was this: How to survive. That trust is a weapon. And even those closest to you will wield it against you when it suits them.

So I completed every assignment. Followed orders. Kept alliances from collapsing. Killed when I was told to kill. But I never forgot what I was to them. A tool, a weapon forged in fire and kept sharp by fear. And like all weapons, they only loved me when I was useful.
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The sun didn’t just rise, it launched a full assault. A blinding spear of light 

knifed through my window like it had a grudge, slapping me awake with all the subtlety of a vengeful god. I groaned, prying one eye open. Sandpaper. That’s what my eyelids felt like, as if someone had lined them with grit and dared me to blink. I shifted, or tried to, but something warm and immovable held me in place. 

“Shit” I sighed looking down at the offending limb, heavy and possessive. It was draped across my waist like a claim staked in flesh. I muttered more curses and carefully pried it off me, like one might remove a sleeping wyvern’s claw without waking it.

“Argh.” Theo was still here, mouth half-open in a sleep-drunk snore. I never let anyone stay over. Ever. But technically and I mean technically, he hadn’t. By the time we’d peeled ourselves off each other, the sun had already started bleeding through the curtains. So it wasn’t a sleepover, but an unfortunate logistical overlap.

I stood carefully but the shift in weight caused him to roll onto his back and mumble something that vaguely resembled "mmmfirewhiskey." I didn’t bother sticking around for a translation.

I was already up, grabbing my robe from the chair and pulling it on with all the grace of someone nursing a headache born from poor decisions and one too many drinks. I needed water and a hangover draught. Preferably something strong enough to melt the taste of cheap wine and the memory of last night, from my tongue

Yanking the belt tighter I padded across the hardwood, my bare feet making soft thuds in the early morning hush. The kitchen greeted me with the kind of silence I didn’t trust but craved. I stretched up, snagging a glass from the top cabinet like it owed me a favour, then filled it with water and downed half in one go.

My loft was blissfully still the faint scent of incense and sex clinging to the air. My sanctuary. The one place where I wasn’t the High Priestess’s blood-born disappointment or the Council’s chaos project. Here, I was just... me. Dangerous. Unsupervised and gloriously unbothered.

The assignment was finished. Blood had been spilled, bodies dropped and threats neutralized. Sure, things went sideways when didn’t they? But the Council got what they wanted... well more or less. Which meant they could shove their lectures and audits into the deepest shadow realm they could find. So yeah, a little post-mission indulgence wasn’t out of line.

“One day my debt will be paid and I will finally be free of all this shit” I said to no one in particular, teeth gritted around the dream I didn’t dare say out loud too often. A soft groan echoed down the hall from the bedroom, followed by a muffled thud. I smirked into my glass. Theo. 

He’d been pretty enthusiastic and conveniently stupid my favourite kind of company. A good time, not a long time. And judging by the way he’d passed out face-down and naked, the man had earned his gold star for effort. I turned back toward the window, letting the silence wrap around me until it cracked.

Literally. 

The air fractured. I felt it before I saw it, the sudden pull of power, a ripple through the atmosphere like a breath held too long. Splitting the space in front of me with a sound like lightning tearing through stone. 

Magnus the Covenstead sentry had opened a portal wide, brilliant and entirely unwelcome. It spiraled outward in streaks of white and gold, casting dancing shadows across the walls as the air thinned and warped. Portals were dangerous by nature and unfortunately, the one intrusion I couldn’t ward against, no matter how many protections I carved into this fortress I called home.

“Oh great,” I sighed, rolling my eyes skyward. “Fun’s over.” And right on cue, Sabine stepped through the portal like a tempest in witch form, pristine robes with an expression carved from ice and superiority. She stalked across the floor like she paid rent here.

“Couldn’t have knocked?” I asked, deadpan. “Or waited until my post sex afterglow faded before ruining my fun?”

“A courtesy from the High Priestess,” She announced, dropping a file on my kitchen counter like it offended her fingers. I didn’t even glance at it. Just took a slow, measured sip from my water glass, watching her over the rim like she was the punchline to a joke I hadn’t bothered to tell yet. 

“One last assignment and you’ll have your freedom.” Her honey brown eyes did a quick little scan of my robe black silk, barely tied and one misstep from a wardrobe malfunction. I didn’t bother to fix it. Let her stare. 

“The High Priestess said that last time,” I said coolly, setting the glass down with a soft clink. “So forgive me if I don't hold my breath.” Sabine’s mouth twitched, just enough to show she was annoyed. 

“As it so often does with you, Alba, you have a knack for screwing things up. But this time, if you actually follow orders you’ll be granted your freedom” I didn’t respond. Didn’t even gift her a snarky comeback. Because I’d heard this song and danced to this tune many times before. 

They’d dangled freedom in front of me so many times it might as well have been a running joke at this point. A pretty little lie meant to keep me obedient, sharp and hungry. They never really intended to let me go. Prized weapons don’t get retirement plans. They get reused. Until they break. 

From down the hall, the telltale sound of stumbling and shame echoed from my bedroom. Sabine didn’t so much as give me a reaction, my escapades no longer shocked her. 

“It’s best your little bed-warmer takes his leave,” she yelled down toward the hallway, her eyes never leaving mine “Before I feed him to the strixes.” Theo, gods bless his bumbling soul, barrelled out like he’d been summoned by death herself, half dressed, boots flopping, hair finger-combed into a mess of regrets.

“Hey, Sabine,” he wheezed, trying and failing to straighten up enough to bow. His eyes flicked to me, wide and flustered. “Ah... Alba... umm...” I cut him off, putting the poor boy out of his misery.

“Goodbye, Theo,” I said, giving him the out he so desperately needed waving him off like a bumbling extra dismissed from a particularly dull performance. He bolted for the door like it might salvage his dignity.

Sabine raised one perfectly arched brow, the kind of look that dared me to make her day worse. I smirked. Game on.

“He can manipulate his body,” I said, stretching just to watch her twitch. “Grow extra fingers. Make things... larger.”

“Thanks” Her hand shot up. “But I don’t need to hear anymore details about your sex life,” she sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose like she could press the memory out of existence.

“What?” I asked, all mock innocence. “I’m just saying he’s not completely useless.” Theo was from a small Shapers coven, couldn’t fully shift into animals or creatures like the more powerful ones did, but he made up for it in, well... creative applications. Useful for a girl in a bind, or a mood. Sabine muttered something under her breath, probably a prayer for patience or a curse she hadn’t gotten around to casting yet. 

“Your mother has sent me to debrief you on this next contract” She said, as if I should be grateful for the honour. I didn’t even look at her. Just sauntered over to the couch and flopped down, limbs draped like I had all the time in the world and not a shred of tolerance left. I stared into my glass wishing it would magically become whiskey or poison. Dealer’s choice.

“Gods, ever her loyal little pet, aren’t you?” I rested my head back, eyes focused on the ceiling, swallowing the sting of resentment back. “Do you sit at her feet or just purr in her lap these days?” Everyone knew Sabine had clawed her way into my mother’s inner circle. Polished, poised and perfectly molded the youngest Council member to ever serve W.I.C.A. The High Priestess’s golden girl. Her enforcer. Her shadow and a constant reminder of everything I was not.

She didn’t rise to the bait. She never did. Just stood there, looking down her nose like I was something she’d stepped in on the way to a meeting. Sabine picked up the file, flipping through it with feigned interest as if she hadn’t already memorised every detail.

“The Council is finalising the alliance with the wolves. To show unity and support for the treaty, they’ve assigned you to investigate the vampire blood trade.” Every word was clipped and precise. “You’re to foster our relationship with the Vamps while finding out what Aldrich knows. Quietly. Then report back to the High Priestess” I blew out a long breath, letting the silence hang for a beat.

“Ah yes. Nothing says unity like sending the coven's greatest disappointment to clean up everyone else’s mess.” Sabine’s fingers tightened around her clasped hand just a twitch, but it was enough to curl a smile at the corner of my lips.

“Try not to kill anyone important,” she said flatly.

“No promises,” I replied, tipping my glass in a mock toast. “But I’ll send you a souvenir if I do.”

“A word to the wise, Alba don’t go sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong,” She tossed her dark brown curls over her shoulder, smirking, like I was the idiot here.

Magnus opened the portal again, golden light crackling across my living room like it owned the place. She stepped through without so much as a parting glance, no goodbyes. Not even the courtesy of a snide “good luck, you’re gonna need it.”

I raised my middle finger to the empty space she’d left behind. “Duly noted,” With a groan, I pushed myself off the couch, my body protesting, my fingers protesting even louder as I picked up the assignment from the table.

“Aldrich Bathory.” Just saying it made my skin crawl. It tasted like old blood and bad decisions. I hated contracts with him. Hated them with a white-hot, bone-deep loathing that not even fire could burn clean. And the Council? Oh, they knew. Knew exactly how much I despised every single slithering second in his presence. Which is precisely why they kept sending me.

Because Aldrich, a viper in velvet, enjoyed me. And if he had his way? My legs spread and my magic bound in his bed. But it wasn’t just lust. No, the bastard wanted my power. Wanted to bottle it, break it, own it. Every time I walked into one of his godsforsaken banquets or secret meetings, I could see the hunger behind his eyes like he thought I’d slip eventually. That one day, I’d say yes. Or worse, stop fighting.

Spoiler alert: Not fucking likely. But I knew if I ever royally screwed it up, if the Vamps turned against us because I scorched the wrong ego or refused to stroke the right one? My mother would hand me over to him on a platter with a ribbon on top. As punishment and as reward. For him, anyway. Hard Pass. I’d rather set myself on fire. 

I had every intention of knocking this assignment out as fast as magically possible. The sooner it was done, the sooner I could get back to the only things that made this cursed life bearable booze and sex. Not much of a life, maybe. But at least it was mine. My choices. My vices. My little slice of freedom, carved out between contracts and threats and I took it greedily every damn time. Because when the rest of your existence is owned by others? You cling hard to the parts they can’t touch.

⤗⤗⤗

I’d been avoiding the Vampire Lord like he carried the plague himself, hoping to glean information from anyone else rather than face him directly. In doing so, I’d wasted more time than I cared to admit, lurking around his western estate, a gilded coffin masquerading as a palace. The weeks dragged by in velvet-draped monotony and all I had to show for it were fragments of gossip, empty flattery and a migraine stitched together from wine and willful stupidity.

Sure there’d been a few amusements. Vampires always gave something up when you squeezed them hard enough and one particular asshole had glamoured a woodland fae young, vulnerable and half-lost in the fog of compulsion just to keep her as a walking blood bag. Among other things. I got fragments, names, rumors. Enough to draw a map in blood. But not the destination. Not the truth I was really after. 

For that, I needed Aldrich. His secrets always hung just out of reach, delicately offered like a poison apple. And of course, it came with a price: flattery, flirtation and his cold, bony hand always finding an excuse to “guide” me somewhere. Predictably handsy. Tragically arrogant. But I needed answers and he was the only one dangling the thread that might unravel this mess. 

I sat on the edge of my bed, fingers curled around the little glass vial of truth serum. No label, no questions, just quietly handed over by a contact who knew better than to ask what I planned to do with it. Smart.

“Congratulations, Alba. You’ve officially outdone yourself in the Hall of Bad Decisions.” I muttered to myself, shaking my head. A catastrophically stupid, career-ending, possibly suicidal idea. But it was also the only one I had left. So if that meant drugging a centuries-old vampire lord with a magically enhanced confessional elixir... well. I'd done worse truth be told. 

If this worked, I’d have what I came for. Answers, leverage and a fast track out of this blood-soaked assignment. But if it didn’t? And Aldrich caught me slipping him an elixir? I'd be screwed six ways from the Sanctum with no help from the Council. They didn’t ask about my methods. Didn’t want to know. Just expected results, clean, quiet and completely deniable. 

Success meant freedom, hell maybe even a sliver of respect. But if I failed? Well let's just say I’d been through worse than what the Vampire Lord could dish out, not that I wished to go there again.

I found him exactly where I expected him ensconced in his private study, draped in vanity and candlelight like some cursed oil painting. He didn’t bother looking up at first, just flicked his wrist with lazy command. His lackeys dressed like bloodthirsty butlers, bowed like the obedient little snakes they were and made a swift, silent exit. I took a step forward. But Aldrich moved faster.

One blink and he was there right in front of me. His sudden presence sucked the air from the room. His silver hair whipped across his face like wind never dared touch it, framing those sharp, predatory features the world still called beautiful.

Aldrich’s eyes, ancient, crimson and cruel, locked on mine. They weren’t just red. No, they were the colour of blood soaked into snow, rich and bottomless, gleaming with something so old it probably had its own crypt. I swallowed, then smoothed my expression into the most sickeningly sweet smile I could manage. 

“Alba,” he purred, voice smooth as silk. “To what do I owe this delightful pleasure?” He took my hand like I was some prized possession and pressed his cold lips to my skin. His touch sent a chill up my spine, but I didn’t pull away.

He straightened, that unholy glint still dancing in his eyes. “Come to reconsider my offer, my little treasure?” I slid my hand back with deliberate grace and pulled a knife from my belt. The metal shone in the low light. But Aldrich didn’t react. Didn’t even move. Just smiled. He knew I wouldn’t do it, because he knew what would happen if I did. I tilted my head, narrowing my eyes at him. 

“I’m not here to indulge your delusions, I’m here to offer you a gift.” Then I drew the blade. A shallow slice across my wrist, just enough to spill what he wanted. Not too much. Just enough to make him think I was feeling generous.

“Consider it a little thank-you,” I added, voice dry, “for your... charming hospitality.” The blood welled up, rich and dark, pulsing with magic just beneath the surface. It sang sweet and sharp, like a siren’s song. His eyes locked on the flow. Good.

While his attention clung to the blood, I turned, placing the knife down. A quick sleight of hand, just a few drops of the elixir, blended into the offering. As I turned back, I gave it a swirl, hoping his hunger would drown out the scent of the potion. I smiled as I handed it to him. Poison never looked so polite.

Aldrich snatched it out of my hands like a starving man at a feast, his pupils already blown wide, lips parting with barely restrained hunger. He didn’t even look at me, not really. Just at the blood. My blood.

He was so deep in bloodlust, he downed it in one greedy pull. I watched his throat work as he swallowed it all. Magic threaded through his veins like silk-wrapped fangs, curling around his mind and loosening his tongue with a lover’s whisper. 

I sauntered over to the armchair and sank into it, one leg crossed over the other like a queen surveying the fall of a rival court. Magic hit him in waves, eyes darkening, breath shallow, that polished aristocratic exterior cracking as the potion took hold. He was beautiful in the same way a mirror is gleaming, flawless, but reflecting nothing real. And just like that, the mighty Aldrich Bathory started talking.

“Whyy’re you reeaally heeere, Alllba?” he slurred. The elixir worked fast and I smiled leaning back like I owned the room. I took my time, flicking invisible dust from my sleeve with the same care I gave the entire conversation which was none. 

“Because my mother desperately wants me to play nice and strengthen the Witches alliance with you.” I said smoothly, like I was reading off a wine label I didn’t care to drink. 

“She also sent me to sniff out who's flooding wolf territory with your vintage-grade blood. I don’t suppose you’d know anything about that... would you?” My voice was casual. Friendly, even. Like we were just two old friends catching up over a drink... instead of me poisoning him with one.

Aldrich laughed hiccuped, really. “Oopsieeesss,” he slurred, blinking like the room had just betrayed him. His mouth kept moving, even as his brain fought to stop the truth from tumbling out.

I cocked an eyebrow, resting my elbow on the armrest and placing my chin in my hand. “Now, Aldrich,” I said sweetly, watching the magic twist behind his eyes, “why on earth would you do a thing like that?”

“Moneyy,” he garbled, lips curling into a lazy smirk. “Whyyy elssse?” There was more to it than that I could feel it.

“Oh come on, don’t insult the both of us. You know exactly what blood addiction does to wolves. So why do it? Because we both know it's not just about the coin.”

He blinked, slow and syrupy. The smirk twitched, faltered and there it was, the unraveling. “I maaade a deal. Stirr a liiittle chaos here... spark a disstraction there... and I gettt access to the huuumaans.”

His pupils were glassy now, words spilling like wine over cracked porcelain. “So maaany pieeeces, Alba daaaarling,” he slushed, voice rising in a sick mockery of delight. “Do you really thiiink you can fiiit them all togetherrr and seeee the big picture?” He gave me a crooked grin, half-drugged and half something worse, something genuine.

“I don’t play games,” I said coolly. “I just end them.” Not that he was listening. He was too far gone, too drunk on blood and elixir and the sound of his own voice. At this point, I didn’t even need to press. He was happily digging his own grave and I was just here to hand him the shovel.

“I’ve been waaannting the human realms for centuuuries,” he hissed, breath like fog on glass, “and soooon... they’ll be miiiine.” And there it was. The truth. Slithering free, drunk and shining and ugly.

My mother had the Vampires by the throat ever since that incident since Aldrich crossed a line with me. And yeah, I’d always known he was seething under all that pomp and bravado. I guess that’s the curse of immortality grudges age like fine wine. And Aldrich? He’d been fermenting this one for decades.

He slumped back, eyelids fluttering. “Vvincent... one of my commmanders,” he mumbled. “He’s back... from the northhhern pack. Reeally did a nummber on themm... had a rrun-in with a feww witches too. But mannagged to come awway unscaathed.” he snorted, But that couldn’t be true. I swallowed the flicker of surprise, wearing calm like a mask.

“That’s impossible. No witch would ever dare set foot in the wolf lands without the Council’s or the King’s say-so.” I let it roll off my tongue like I couldn’t be bothered with the conversation. But I knew better. Aldrich couldn’t lie, which meant something was off. Something big.

“The gaaame’s afoot,” he slurred, stretching the word like it amused him. “Nothiiing is ever what it seeems... treeeaties, darrrling... just liesss in fancier dressss.” And just like that, his eyes glazed over. The spell faded. The confessions dissolved into the air like fog under moonlight. 

It was as if the truth had never happened. As if secrets hadn’t just danced across the room and curled into my lap like offerings to a dark god. Aldrich blinked and smiled faintly as he settled back like we were still flirting.

The serum faded as quickly as my blood threaded through him, leaving a faint sheen of sweat on Aldrich’s too-perfect face. He finally gave me a name, a scapegoat, clearly. One he didn’t mind throwing to the wolves. Or the witches, in this case.

Vincent.

But what piqued my curiosity more was the mention of witches in the northern packs and why. That little detail, I tucked away for later. First things first: I wanted to get the hell out of here. Before I finished this assignment, I had one more stop to make.

Aldrich didn’t throw away useful men unless they’d already outlived their purpose. His pupils shrank. The haze lifted. He blinked slowly confused and dazed, like someone waking from a particularly vivid wet dream.

“Interesting,” I said. “I’m glad to see our alliance is still intact. The High Priestess will be most pleased by this.” Aldrich gave a sharp nod. He was already smoothing the mask back over his features, like he hadn’t just spilled a graveyard full of secrets. I didn’t press. No gloating. No threats. Just silence, wine and the echo of that name. Vincent.

If he was the thread? I’d pull it. And if Aldrich thought he could manipulate me with sacrificial scraps? He was going to learn painfully that I don’t follow leads. I hunt them.

“Tell your mother,” Aldrich said, sauntering back to his desk like the smug bastard he was, “if she really wants my full unfettered support, then she’ll give me the one and only thing I’ve ever wanted.”

He sat with deliberate elegance. Every inch of his posture was meant to remind me he thought he was untouchable. His eyes never left me, burning red, bottomless and hungry. 

“As if she’d ever hand over her most prized weapon to anyone, Aldrich.” The words left my mouth on a snort of laughter laced with mockery. I uncrossed my legs and stood like I had all the time in the world and zero fucks left to give.

​
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Getting Vincent to talk was laughably easy. Turns out guilt’s a hell of a motivator, especially when paired with self-preservation. The man was already halfway to unraveling; I just gave him the excuse. 

He wanted out.

Clean hands, clean slate, clean getaway. He agreed to meet me on one condition: I make him disappear. Not metaphorically. Not magically. Gone. Scrubbed from every ledger, every whisper, every scrying mirror in the realm. In exchange, he’d give me everything. And not just the usual corruption and backroom deals. This time, it was worse.
Children.
Even in my world, there are lines. Apparently, someone had decided to dance across them in boots made of gold and delusion and Vincent was ready to name names. But only if I erased him first.

And gods, did I agree fast. Because whatever the hell was happening under our noses was rotting from the inside out and someone had tried to mask the stench with the vampire equivalent of a cheap perfume: blood trade. A distraction, tossed over the truth like a crimson-soaked rug. I wanted to know what was hiding under it. 

This assignment? Courtesy of Her Royal Ruthlessness aka my mother, the High Priestess of Scheming and Subtext. Officially, I was supposed to be tracking down the vamps selling blood on wolf turf. Unofficially, I’d taken a few liberties... 

Vamp blood was like liquid crack for wolves, one drop and boom, you had yourself a lifelong addict with a side of violent psychosis. Bad for diplomacy. But let’s be clear: no one on the High Council actually gave a shit. 

My mother wanted an alliance with the wolves, sure but only for the optics. As long as we looked like we were making an effort, she could keep moving whatever manipulative chess pieces she had stashed under her ceremonial robes. 

So here I was. Her pawn. Her distraction. The sacrificial witch in a game no one was bothering to explain to me.

I sighed at that thought and shifted my weight on the edge of Vincent's roof, the cool autumn wind whipping loose curls across my face like nature itself was in a mood. Figures. Even the sky couldn’t resist throwing a little attitude my way. 

I was early of course I was and the symphony of groans and rhythmic thuds echoing from inside his charming little brothel-of-a-bachelor-pad suggested that barging in now would be... ill-advised.

Not that I was in the business of cockblocking these days. Let the man have his fun, someone should apparently. I’d not seen any action that didn’t end in bloodshed and broken bones lately and it had been even longer since Theo. I scrubbed a hand over my face, exhaling slowly. Gods, I needed to get laid or start a war. Either would do wonders for my morale.

A low growl cut through the night, followed by the oh-so-familiar sounds of glass shattering and furniture taking a beating. I arched a brow, lips twitching into a knowing smile.

“Damn, Vincent. Kinky even for a vamp.” They had a reputation, sure bloody, dramatic, theatrical as hell, but this? This sounded like someone was trying to re-decorate with bodies. I let the chaos play on a moment longer, until the unmistakable crack of a body hitting a wall echoed up to me, followed by a scream that definitely wasn’t the fun kind.

My smirk dropped.

“Shit.”

I was already moving before the word fully left my mouth, vaulting off the roof without a second thought. My boots hit the ground with a satisfying thud, magic already humming beneath my skin like it knew we were about to get messy. I kicked open the steel door to Vincent’s underground hellhole. My eyes swept the room and I let out a low curse under my breath.

After weeks, no, months of dead ends, half-assed leads and torturing vampires (which, let’s be honest, had been the highlight of this entire clusterfuck situation), it all came down to this: Me. In a damp, piss-stained cell that my informant had apparently called home. 

“Charming,” I muttered, wrinkling my nose. Vincent lay in a gloriously dead heap on the floor, neck torn out, blood soaking into the concrete like some kind of tragic interior design choice.

“Definitely not how I pictured going out..." My gaze snapped up and there he was. A jacked-up, frothing-at-the-mouth wolf in his very naked human form glaring at me like I’d just kicked his favourite toy. Rage rolling off him in waves. Enough to make a berserker blush. 

Just as he lunged, ready to turn me into his new chew toy. I let my power surge. Dark tendrils snapped out, slick and merciless, swirling around his arms and legs. They crept up to his throat with slow, deliberate constriction, savouring the choke. I had the wolf bound, thrashing under coils of liquid shadow that pulsed like a living, hungry thing. It didn’t just hold him. It owned him. And my patience? Yeah that had officially run out. 

“What are you gonna do, witch... kill me?” he rasped, blood sliding down his chin as he bared his teeth like it still meant something.

I tilted my head, slow and unimpressed. “That depends.”

He coughed a wet laugh, full of defiance. “You can’t. I’m the Alpha King’s Beta. And especially not if the witches want this peace treaty.” 

I studied him a beat, playing out the situation like a battle I’d already mapped five moves ahead. 

“You’re under the impression that I give a shit about who you are?” His eyes widened, just a fraction. “That’s cute,” I tightened the tendrils, watching him choke on his next breath. The veins in his neck bulged like overripe fruit. 

“I’m not here for politics, wolf. I’m here because you fucked up something that mattered to me. And that?..." I stepped closer, boots squelching through half-dried blood. “Is going to cost you.” With a lazy flick of my fingers, I sent him crashing into the wall. The crush of bone against stone? Music to my ears. I stalked towards him. The air reeked of iron, sweat and fear. Mostly his.

“Pissing off your kind wasn’t exactly on my to-do list,” he spat, blood staining his teeth. “And killing me will break the alliance the High Council spent so long orchestrating. They’ll have your fucking head for it.” I just laughed. It echoed off the stone like a warning. 

“If I had a coin for every time someone threatened me with the Council or my delightful mother I’d be on a beach somewhere, sipping blood cocktails out of a cursed chalice.” He growled, shifting against the restraints, testing them like he actually had a shot.

“Ah,” he rasped, “so I finally get to meet the infamous daughter of the High Priestess.” I smiled without warmth. 

“Congratulations, wolf. Guess today’s your lucky day or unlucky, depending on how you wanna look at it.” I twisted my fingers. His limbs bent in ways the gods never intended. The scream that tore out of him was raw, animalistic and beautiful.

“That’s for killing my lead,” I said, like I was reading off a simple incantation while dislocating his shoulder. He writhed, his wolf's healing powers struggling to keep up as I kept systematically breaking what his body tried to fix.

“Your mother may not know how to control her psychotic bitch of a daughter,” he panted, “but I’ve sent word to the Alpha King. And make no mistake, witch, he’s coming for blood.” I arched a brow, casually snapping his wrist again with a flick of my hand.

“Wow more threats” I said, voice filled with mock fear. I tilted my lips curling into a sneer.

“Can’t be much of a Beta anyways, if you have to run to your Alpha to clean up your mess.” I waved a lazy hand in front of him, like he was an insect one I might squash... or might not, depending on my mood. “Kinda pathetic, if you ask me.”

He coughed, splattering more blood onto the floor with all the dignity of a dying hellhound.

“So fucking mouthy for a witch running on borrowed time,” he growled. “It’s no secret the Council’s just itching to wash their hands of you.” I smiled. Slowly. Dangerously.

“You really seem to know a lot about me.” I leaned in, voice dropping to a whisper laced with threat. “But I’ve never heard a damn thing about you. Not even your name.” My power surged wild, frenzied, hungry for more. A lie, of course. I knew exactly who he was. 

Eli Ashstone. The ruthless Beta with a reputation soaked in blood and battlefield victories. Merciless. Loyal only to power. The kind of man legends whispered about when they spoke of wolves who didn’t lead the pack, but kept it together. But he wasn’t the one that worried me. It was the Alpha King himself, Creed fucking Grayson

The one whose strength and power couldn’t be measured, only feared. Who turned tides with a glance ended wars with a single order. The one who never needed our alliance, that was... until now. So yeah, I knew who Eli was. But he didn’t need to know that.

I only had Eli by the throat-literally-because he’d made the rookie mistake of shifting back into his human form. If he’d stayed a wolf, I’d have had a much bigger fight on my hands. Bigger than I wanted. And definitely messier. But lucky me, he chose skin over canines and now he was pinned, gasping, while I decided just how much damage I felt like doing.

“You witches are all the fucking same,” he snarled, “Self-serving, power-hungry fiends. This world would be better off if your kind were erased completely and, one day, we will see it through.” I placed a hand over my bleeding heart with an exaggerated gasp, letting a scoff curl off my tongue.

“Ouch, that might’ve stung... if I gave a shit about your opinion.” I said, flat and dripping with mockery. I tapped a finger to my chin, feigning deep contemplation.

“Welp, I’ve really enjoyed this little verbal sparring match. But I know a stall tactic when I see one.” I sighed loud and theatrical, just for show. 

“And as much as I’d love to add dead wolf to today’s to-do list, I’m already at the top of my mother’s shit list. So against all logic and self-preservation, I’m going to do the unthinkable and let you go.” I stepped closer, lowering my voice just enough to make him listen.

“So if you could be a good little dog and be on your best behaviour, that would really help this situation.” I smiled all teeth and zero warmth. Nothing behind it but contempt for the fact that I couldn’t end him right here and now. Then I let my magic slip and released the hold. Eli’s eyes went wide.

“That was your first and last mistake.” And then he lunged.

The rage punched through me hot, primal and utterly feral. My vision blurred at the edges, tinted red like fresh blood on snow. Not from pain. From fury. Not at the insult. At the history in it. I didn’t think. I moved. Pure, ruthless instinct. My magic surged once more and I yanked his body harder than I meant to. Snap. 

The sound was sickening and final. 

The silence that followed was louder than the scream. His head lolled unnaturally to the side. I froze. Just for a breath. 

“Shit,” I hissed, letting the limp, broken corpse crumple at my feet. My magic buzzed beneath my skin, ravenous and humming with satisfaction. But all I felt was the echo of too much. I hadn’t meant to kill him. Not yet. Not like that. But my power? It had its own appetite. It didn’t listen. It didn’t wait. It consumed. And sometimes, it dragged me down with it.

I stared at my hands faintly trembling, slick with aftermath then curled them into fists like that might undo the damage.

“That was not how I saw that happening” I muttered, staring up at the cracked plaster in the hope it might take pity on me and cave in. No such luck and now? I was in deep, irrevocable shit.

Not the usual kind of deep where I could lie or gaslight or even kill my way out and call it a ceremonial sunday. Not this time, there were too many strings. Too many witnesses. Too many godsdamned trails and every single one of them led straight to me.
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​3. Creed
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I sat behind my desk, the treaty spread out in front of me; a goddamn trap disguised as diplomacy. I’d been combing through every line with my pack, looking for holes anything that could give the witches leverage to stab us in the back. Again.

“Looks solid to me, Alpha,” Fenrik said from the couch, sipping his drink leisurely as though we weren’t standing knee-deep in political jargon. He had a good eye, could uncover buried truths in contracts before the ink even had time to dry .

“Hmm,” was all I gave him. Didn’t matter if it looked clean. Clean hides poison best. And my gut, with centuries of war-fed instinct, was growling like a beast in a cage. I took a long pull from my glass. The burn in my throat was welcome. Honest. Unlike every single word written on that treaty.

“I can’t see anything that’ll fuck us over,” he added.

“Exactly,” I muttered. “And that’s the problem.” The room stilled.

“What is it we aren't seeing here, Alpha?” Fenrik asked. That got everyone’s attention. Caine leaned forward. Lyra cocked her head. Torren crossed his arms and waited. I looked at each of them in turn. My inner rank. My family.

“Pieces are being moved, in a game I’m not playing yet. And that pisses me off more than any threat we’ve faced head-on.” I dragged a hand over my face. I was so fucking tired. That bone-deep tired. Of constantly having to look over my shoulder. Of playing politics when I was bred for war. I didn’t want to keep watching the shadows, waiting for another betrayal, another body. I just wanted peace for my people. And for a while, we had it.

But peace is never permanent. Especially not when witches and vampires are involved. And whatever this was, whatever trap they were setting, I’d find it. And burn it to the godsdamned ground.

“I’ve had every contact I trust dig into this Cecily Harbone,” Caine said as he moved to refill our drinks. “Nothing sticks. No red flags. No enemies. No history of disobedience or even so much as a warning from the Council.”

I grunted, taking the glass without thanks. That alone made her more dangerous. The ones with clean records were either too careful or too controlled.

“She’s from the Verdant coven,” he went on, pouring amber liquid into crystal. “Healer. Supposedly one of the best. Doesn’t even look like she could bruise a fucking pixiefly.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” Lyra muttered, arms crossed as she leaned against the wall. Her eyes never stopped scanning the room.

I gave a quick nod in agreement. “Deception’s the first language witches learn.” Fenrik opened his mouth to speak, but the words never left.

“I’ve been set up..." Eli’s voice cracked through the pack bond, strangled and thin, barely more than a rasp. “Alba Riven has me by the throat.”

It hit all of us at once. We went still. That breathless moment just before instinct takes over. Then Lyra screamed. Not fear. Agony. Blood-curdling. Raw. Enough to twist the stomach.

“Fuck!” Fenrik barked.

We all felt it. The break. Sharp, sudden and wrong. Like the marrow in my bones had shattered. One breath, he was there, suffering, reaching for me through the tether that connected us all. And the next empty. A silence so vast it rang in my skull. Everything inside me stilled.

It felt as if someone had ripped him from this world, torn from our bond like he was nothing. And I knew. I fucking knew who had done it. Alba Riven. The High Priestess’s daughter. She didn’t just kill him. She shattered something sacred between us. And I was going to make sure she paid for that with everything she had left in her miserable life.

I dropped everything in an instant. Shifted into my wolf form without a thought, bones snapping, rage already boiling in my blood. I ran like hell was nipping at my heels. Fenrik and Caine trailing behind, struggling to keep up. I threw back my head and let out a howl so sharp it tore the sky open.

Eli was my Beta. My brother in every way that mattered. He wasn’t just second-in-command. He was my constant. We had fought together, bled together, survived together. For over a century. Through battles that left our packs in ruins. Through nights where death sat on our shoulders like a cloak. He knew my thoughts before I spoke them. My instincts were wired to his. Our bond ran deep. Carved from loyalty and loss. Cemented in fire and war. He was the first to kneel when I took the crown. And the only one I never had to command. Because Eli followed me not out of duty, but belief.

“We’ll make her fucking pay, Alpha.” Caine’s voice slammed into my mind, vibrating with the same rage that pulsed like wildfire in my veins.

She would pay. Gods help her, I’d make sure of it. I would hunt Alba Riven to the ends of this cursed world. Through snow, shadow, flame and death. Tear her apart with my bare hands. Strip the flesh from her bones, piece by fucking piece, until there was nothing left but a bloodstain no one could scrub clean.

I howled again. The others joined without hesitation. The sound ripped through the forest. Ancient. Primal. The kind of promise only wolves make. We were coming.

The vampire territory bordered ours and Eli’s scent still lingered. Faint, but there. We caught it, weaving through alleyways and rot-stained streets into a part of town that even Creatures gave a wide berth. And there, beneath the stink of old metal and city decay, I caught her. Her scent. And someone else. A male. They had been here. Recently. We shifted back to human as we reached the threshold. I didn’t wait. I tore the door from its hinges, the metal bending in my hands like it was a fork in soft clay.

The metallic stench hit first. Blood. Thick and fresh. Then my feet hit something wet. I looked down. Red. Soaking the floorboards. My stomach twisted.

Eli.

He was sprawled on the floor, neck snapped clean. Eyes wide. Frozen in a final moment of betrayal and pain. He’d only been dead a few hours. We had missed her by mere fucking hours. I crouched beside him, chest heaving, my fists clenched so tightly blood seeped from my own palms. She killed him. She left him here like he was nothing. Like he hadn’t fought wars. Bled for our kind. Bled for me.

“Caine,” I said quietly, fists clenched hard enough to shake, “take him back to the compound. Now.” He hesitated only a breath before nodding, eyes flicking to the ruined door and the crimson floor. I stayed behind, breathing it in. The aftermath and her scent.

Amber. Orange. Something floral beneath it all steady, defiant. There was no tang of fear or regret. And that, more than anything, fed my wrath. I memorised the room the way a hunter memorises a kill site. Every fracture in the stone. Every drop of blood. She had no idea what she’d godsdamned unleashed. And when I found her, the Gods themselves wouldn’t be able to stop me.

“If the witches want an alliance with us so badly,” Fenrik said, his voice low as he stepped over the wreckage, “why kill your Beta?”

I stared at the blood-soaked floor, jaw clenched so tight I could feel my molars grinding.

“I don’t fucking know,” I growled, “but I will find out.”

I had sent Eli in for recon. A simple assignment. Observe. Report and dig into the blood trade the witches swore they had under control. But I never trusted them. Not even with the ink on the treaty still drying. That was all for show. Performative peace. 

Witches don’t shake hands, they hide blades in their sleeves. They sleep with one eye open and a knife under the pillow, just waiting for the moment you outlive your usefulness so they can cut your throat. Eli knew the risks. We all did.

But I’d kept my people clear of their mess for a reason. I didn’t want my wolves tangled in mage politics or blood feuds older than dirt. I didn’t want them dying in wars that weren’t ours.

But the vampires had gotten bold. Too bold. Their little trade in blood fresh, wild blood was tearing through our kind like rot through the roots of a tree. Packs scattered. Families slaughtered. The witches had agreed to help deal with the vamps; it was part of the treaty. But they were either too incompetent which I didn’t buy for a single godsdamned second or too complicit to stop it.

“What do you know about Alba Riven?” I asked, the name bitter in my mouth. I’d pieced enough together from the rumors I’d heard throughout the years. None of it fucking good.

Fenrik let out a low whistle, arms crossed over his chest. “She’s got a helluva reputation, that’s for sure. Alba’s been a thorn in the Council's side for the better part of a century. They call her Ophelia’s personal weapon. Except she’s the kind of weapon that cuts the hand that holds it.” He stepped beside me, gaze sharp with the kind of war-born respect you only give to real threats.

“Alba doesn’t play nice, she burns bridges just to watch them fall. Leaves ash and corpses in her wake as a calling card. Word is, if she ever got a full taste of her power, really let it off the leash she could rival yours, Alpha.”

I exhaled slowly, fingers scratching at the rough stubble along my jaw.

“So, what I’m hearing is... she’s an uncontrollable pain in the ass with enough magic to level kingdoms and no leash tight enough to hold her.”

“Yeah,” Fenrik said, eyes narrowing, “that bout sums her up.” A cruel smile crept across my face. Slow. Sharp. Inevitable.

“Then I guess I’d be doing everyone a fucking favour,” I said, voice turning to steel, “by taking her off their hands.”

Fenrik didn’t answer, he didn’t have to. He’d seen that look in my eyes before. He knew exactly what kind of plan was forming in my head and just how far I’d go to make sure Alba Riven never got to light another match again.
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Back in my loft, the silence felt heavier than usual. It pressed in from all sides, crawling under your skin and settling in your soul. I stripped off my blood-streaked clothes and tossed them into the sink, watching as dark stains bloomed across the fabric like bruises. 

The scent of iron still clung to me, even after I scrubbed every inch of skin raw in the shower. Standing under the stream until the red circling the drain thinned out to pale pink. I toweled off, pulled on a worn shirt and made my way into the kitchen, rubbing my hands over my face. 

It wasn’t a question of ‘if’ the Council would find out it was ‘when’. And when they did, I doubted “It was an accident” would be a solid enough reason.

I’d gone over every excuse. Every twisted version of the truth I could feed them. None of it was good enough. There were only so many ways to spin a dead werewolf and none of them screamed diplomacy. Especially not when the peace treaty with the wolves was already a breath away from blowing over. One wrong move and this was a very wrong move, could be enough to shatter it completely. 

I opened a cabinet and pulled out a crystal bottle, pouring myself a glass of something rich and golden. It wasn’t about dulling the edges; it never really worked but the ritual helped. The weight of the glass in my hand. The warmth sliding down my throat. It gave me just enough pause to keep from cracking. I stared out the window as I drank, trying to convince myself that I could fix this somehow. 

The air shifted with a sharp, electric rip, the scent of ozone curling through the room as golden light flared like a divine migraine. Then, from the centre, a figure stepped through. Sabine. Fuck me.

She was impeccable as always. Her brown curls were braided back with military precision, framing those sharp, sun-kissed features that always looked a little too flawless for someone who claimed to be neutral. Depending on the day Sabine looked like she’d either just stepped out of a ritual or a battlefield. 

I muttered a flurry of curses under my breath, already mentally drafting the strongly worded letter I planned to send to Magnus. He seriously needed to explain how the hell he kept slipping past my wards just to toss Sabine at me like some twisted offering. Either he was testing me or he thought this was a funny joke. I was leaning toward both.

Sabine didn’t smile. No greeting. Not even the decency of a sigh. Just the soft rasp of parchment sliding across the counter as she set the envelope down like a loaded weapon.

The Council’s crest stared up at me. The blood red wax, stamped with that ugly little emblem always managed to look like both a threat and a death sentence. I arched a brow and nudged it with one finger, half-expecting it to hiss or bite. 

“Another love letter from my secret admirer? Tell them I prefer flowers. Or poison. Either works for me.” Still nothing. Her face was a perfect mask composed, polished and empty. I’d bet good coin she practiced that dead-eyed stare in the mirror every morning.

“I was instructed to deliver this in person. No detours. No delays. No avoiding it this time, Alba.” Ah. So that’s how it was. I swallowed reflex more than fear. But Sabine, ever the predator, caught it. Her eyes tracked the movement like a horas watching a santharia dare to breathe.

The last time the Council sent me a summons, I’d ignored it for a week. Sent it back unopened, just to be petty. That stunt earned me two enforcers, a broken door and a lecture that could’ve doubled as a funeral eulogy. And now here we are again. Only this time? It wasn’t just a summons. This time, it smelled like they were out for blood.

“Tell me,” I said, flicking my gaze up to meet hers, “do they at least offer a last meal before the execution? Should I put in my order now, or is that just another council myth?” Sabine just stood there, spine straight, hands clasped in front of her, with a bored expression plastered on her face.

“You killed Eli. The Alpha King’s Beta.” Her voice brittle like glass about to shatter in my direction.

I shrugged. “Apologies for not bringing back a souvenir. I heard wolf fangs make an excellent necklace.” I couldn’t help it. Sarcasm was automatic and involuntary. The more cornered I felt, the sharper my tongue got. A neat little trick that drove everyone insane.

“This is not a joke, Alba.” I winced, internally, of course. Outwardly, I gave a sigh so loud and theatrical it could’ve won awards. 

“I know it’s not a joke,” I said flatly. “If it were, it’d be funnier.”

“What you’ve done,” She said, ignoring me entirely, “is send a message to the world that our word means nothing. That witches and mages play by their own rules. That you think you’re above reproach.” Her tone was terse and abrupt like she was reciting from a script. 

“This has always been your problem, you never take accountability. It’s always someone else’s fault. Always something else to blame.” That landed hard. In my chest something between rage and something far uglier started to take root. This time I scoffed loud and deliberate. 

“Oh please,” I said, voice flat. “Let’s not forget why the hell I’m stuck in this mess to begin with, Sabine.” Her eyes flicked widened, then narrowed. There it was. Just for a second a crack in the armor. Something left unsaid between us, old and splintered and still bleeding beneath the surface.

“I never asked you to do what you did,” she said. “And if I had, I certainly wouldn’t have told you to do it in such a dramatic and public way. That? That is all on you.” She took a slow, calculated step forward.

“The Council gave you every opportunity to win back your freedom. To prove yourself and your loyalty. But still, somehow, every contract you touch goes sideways, even the ones that only require a signature.”

Her gaze pinned me. “Which begs the question... Why, Alba?” She smoothed a nonexistent crease in her robes. The gesture was pure Sabine controlled, composed. But her voice had softened. “What is it you’re so afraid of?” 

And Gods, I didn’t know what stunned me more, the question itself, or the fact that she’d actually asked it. The Sabine I knew didn’t show cracks. But now? She wasn't the Council's shadow. She was just... her. Standing there, raw. Real. Honest.

“You could’ve been something great,” she said quietly. “Done incredible things. Changed the world Aly-Cat.” She sighed and it felt like she was ripping open old scars. “And yet... you keep choosing the path of self-destruction.” She swallowed hard, eyes searching mine like she wanted no needed an explanation.

But I couldn’t give her one. Not now. Not after everything. Too much had passed between us. And I couldn’t trust this moment. Couldn’t trust her.

“Well, sorry to be such a disappointment. But if it’s any consolation..." I gave a shallow, mocking bow. “I’ve thoroughly enjoyed every minute and wouldn't change a damn thing.” A blatant lie. But I smiled through the ache anyway because that’s what I did. Pretended it didn’t hurt. Performed like it didn’t matter. Sabine just looked at me. Like she was already mourning something that hadn’t died yet.

“You have one month to prepare your defence. And for your sake, Alba, I suggest it’s better than witty sarcasm and thinly veiled contempt.” I opened my mouth to say something biting, probably inappropriate but she turned before I could speak, skirts swishing behind her like the world’s most judgmental storm cloud. 

“And I do mean it,” she added. Pausing as golden light began to spiral open behind her. “Start praying. To whatever God seems to show you mercy. Because if your defence doesn’t hold... Not even your namesake will save you.” Then she was gone. No dramatic exit. No final glance. 

Just silence and the faint scorch mark of raw magic crackling in the air where the portal had torn open and stitched itself shut behind her. I stared at the empty space left in her wake., 

“Oh, I’ve got a defence, all right.” I muttered. “You just won’t like it.” And if the Council wanted a trial to make a spectacle of me? Fine. Let them have one.

⤗⤗⤗

True to their word, the Council sent their enforcers for me. Four this time. Message received loud and clear, no room for error, apparently. Not when it came to me. They clamped the binding cuffs around my wrists, runes glowing cold and unctuous as they sank into my skin, leeching the edges of my magic.. A familiar hollowness followed, acute and immediate, like someone had ripped out part of my soul and tossed it in a jar for safekeeping.

As expected they took the long route to the Sanctum. Parade the unruly witch to show the others what happens when you bite the hand that feeds you. I lifted my head, ignoring the weight dragging at my arms. 

“So, whose brilliant idea was it to take a scenic route through the Covenstead?” I asked, glancing at the masked meatheads flanking me. None of them spoke. I gave a little wave to a few of the gawking spectators as we passed. Which only got me sneers in return. Nothing new. I was the scandal no-one wanted to be caught being friendly to.

“Ten silver says it was my mother.” I chuckled, trying to smother the cold knot of fear threatening to twist in my chest. “This has her dramatic flair written all over it.”

“Waldon ordered it,” a voice said from my right. Male. Calm. The kind of voice that thought it was delivering news, not a sentence. He looked down at me, brown eyes crinkling through the mask with hostility. “Guess he finally got tired of your bullshit.”

“Only took him half a century.” I muttered, low enough to pass as boredom but loud enough to provoke.

“Guess it helps having family in high places,” someone grumbled behind me. Then, quieter like I wouldn’t hear it: “And word is she was all too glad to be rid of you. Shame, really. Always wanted to go toe to toe with you, truly see what you were made of, But..." A sharp elbow cut him off. I didn’t bother hiding my smirk.

“Oh, it’s not too late,” I said sweetly, letting my voice purr with mock invitation. “You just have to take these off,” I jangled the cuffs, “and we can have a little fun.”

The fourth one barked a laugh familiar and distinctly female. “Yeah, right. The second we uncuff you, you’ll turn us to dust and watch us float away on a stiff breeze.”

I smiled, all teeth. “How poetic of you. Didn’t realise they were teaching creative writing at the mage academy now.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. You were too busy trying to blow up the damn school.”

“Oh please,” I said, deadpan. “You give me too much credit. It was just a wing.” 

“Semantics,” she shrugged. “Professor Lennox just happened to be my favourite teacher.” She pushed me forward harder this time, clearly savouring the illusion of control. “I’ll never understand how you got away with murder. Quite literally. They should’ve burned you at the stake years ago.”

I blinked at her, unimpressed. “Wow. Original. A witch
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