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CHAPTER ONE: THE BLOOD THAT BOUND US
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The forest watched her.

Every step Ivy took into the vale felt like a trespass, the trees too still, their silence too full. Moonlight dripped between the gnarled branches like silver blood, casting her pale face in ghostlight. The leather-bound book clutched to her chest pulsed faintly with heat, not from fire—but from the magic humming beneath its aged skin. It was calling, just as the spell within had whispered to her for nights now.

She shouldn’t have come.

But Ivy Crow had never been one to listen to warnings, even when they whispered from the mouth of a dead witch’s grimoire.

She crossed the circle of stone with a steady stride, brushing snow and crumbled leaves from the altar. Her breath misted in the freezing night, mingling with the sulfur-thick tension. Her heart beat a little too hard, too fast.

There was no turning back. She knew the moment she unsheathed the knife from her belt. Her reflection in the blade’s curved belly looked strange—older than twenty-three, or maybe just too tired to look young anymore.

She drew the tip across her palm. The pain bit deep, sudden and clean. Blood welled quickly, as if eager. She smeared it across the runes carved into the stone slab, staining them red.

The wind stopped.

And then came the whisper. Not from the woods. From below.

Something was rising.

“I bind by blood and breath, name to name. Come to me.”

The words scraped against her throat, ancient syllables learned in dreams and half-mad mutterings. The last syllable cracked open the world.

The earth hissed. A shimmer split the air like a wound being peeled open.

He emerged barefoot from the veil—golden, chained, and terrible.

The man was not a man. Fae, yes. But this was no mischievous trickster or whimsical court prince. This was something older. Hungrier. His skin gleamed like sun-drenched metal, the curves of his shoulders and the lean planes of his chest lit by an otherworldly sheen.

Chains shimmered across his collarbones, looped from wrist to wrist, dragged behind him like broken vows.

And his eyes—god, his eyes—were black pits ringed with gold fire, as if stars had drowned in them.

Ivy froze.

He looked at her.

And smiled.

It was a slow thing, curving his lips like the promise of something wicked and soft.

“You called,” he said, voice like melted sin.

She should have run. But she held her ground. “I didn’t mean to summon you.”

“Yet you did.”

His gaze dropped to her bleeding hand. Her heart lurched.

“I didn’t want this—”

He moved. Not like a man. Like smoke. One blink, and he was in front of her.

“You used blood. My blood. Do you know what that means?”

“No.”

“Then you are a fool.”

He reached out and caught her hand. She flinched, but didn’t pull back. His fingers wrapped around her wrist, deceptively gentle. He drew her palm up to his lips and licked the blood from her skin like wine.

A jolt slammed through her body. Not fear. Not lust. Something deeper, dirtier.

“You’ve invoked a tether,” he murmured. “Between us.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“Intent is irrelevant. Magic cares only for what is.”

His fingers splayed across her chest, not touching—hovering over her heart, the heat of his palm like a brand.

“I feel it,” he said. “Your pulse. How it answers mine now.”

The chains around his throat pulsed, shivered. One link snapped loose, invisible to the mortal eye, but she saw it in her bones.

“What’s your name?” she whispered.

He tilted his head. “That is the question. And the danger. My name is vow-bound. Speak it, and you die. Deny it, and I suffer.”

“Why are you cursed?”

He gave a small, tired smile. “Because I loved once. And love is the sharpest betrayal.”

She should have fled then. She didn’t.

Instead, Ivy reached up and touched his face. His skin was smooth, unnaturally warm. Her fingers trembled against him. He closed his eyes, just briefly, as if that touch burned and soothed in equal measure.

And then the bond snapped tight.

It wasn’t a sound. It was a knowing. A clutch deep in her belly. A ring tightening around her soul.

Her knees gave out. He caught her before she fell.

“Your blood. My name. Our vow.”

“No,” she said, gasping. “I didn’t agree—”

“But your body did.”

Heat flared between them. Sharp. Hungry.

He laid her on the altar stone like a relic. Snow fell in slow spirals above them, dusting her lashes, catching in her hair.

She shivered, half from cold, half from the molten fire in his gaze.

“You belong to me now,” he said.

“I won’t obey.”

“You already are.”

He knelt between her thighs, pressing her robe up with fingers that dragged reverently over skin. His mouth didn’t kiss—it claimed. It found the hollow of her throat, the peak of one breast, the curve of her ribs. Her breath came in broken gasps, not from fear—she’d long since passed fear—but from the aching, reluctant need clawing through her.

“I hate you,” she breathed.

“I am used to being worshipped through hate.”

The chains on his arms unraveled. Silver links wound themselves around her wrists, binding her to him. Not tightly. But inevitably.

He sank into her with a groan, slow and punishing. Ivy bit her lip so hard she tasted iron. Her nails raked his back.

Each thrust felt like a ritual. A sealing. A submission forged in fire.

When she finally cried out, it wasn’t his name. But it might as well have been.

He lay beside her on the altar afterward, golden skin against pale. His hand found hers, threaded their fingers.

“You’ve unspoken my vows,” he murmured. “Now you’ll share their burden.”

Ivy turned her face to him, dazed and half-ruined.

“What’s your name?” she asked again, barely audible.

He leaned in, lips brushing hers, voice like thunder held behind glass.

“Alaric.”

And the last chain broke.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE PRICE OF BINDING
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Ivy woke beneath silken sheets the color of dried blood.

The ceiling above her was vaulted stone, gilded in gold filigree and ancient fae runes that pulsed faintly like a second heartbeat. The air smelled of incense and magic, of something dusky and sweet, like the last breath before a storm. Her body ached, not with pain, but with remembrance. The bond burned beneath her skin like fire stitched into her nerves.

Alaric was nowhere in sight.

Her throat was dry. Her thoughts worse. Images from the night before licked at her memory—his mouth, the weight of him, the sound of his voice in the dark. Shame twisted with desire in her stomach until she couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

She sat up, the silk of her shift sliding over bare thighs. Chains. She could still feel them. Invisible now, but the heat of them lingered on her wrists like phantom cuffs. She turned her hands over. Smooth skin. No bruises. No blood. And yet, every fiber of her screamed ensnared.

The door creaked open without warning.

Ivy jolted.

A woman entered—tall, ivory-skinned, and veiled in translucent black. Her gown clung like smoke, and her lips were painted with something that shimmered like crushed obsidian.

“You are awake,” the woman said. Her voice was low, melodic, threaded with something inhuman.

“Where am I?” Ivy asked, her voice hoarse.

“The Night Court.”

“And who are you?”

“I am Virelle. Keeper of the Bound.”

Ivy’s mouth went dry. “The Bound?”

Virelle tilted her head, as if amused by Ivy’s ignorance. “Those claimed by vow, by chain, by ancient rite. You are one of them now.”

“No. I didn’t agree—”

“You bled freely. You spoke his name. You sealed it with your body.” Virelle’s smile was pitying, cruel. “The Court does not ask for intent. It only honors outcome.”

Ivy swung her legs off the bed, standing despite the tremble in her thighs. The floor was ice-cold marble, etched with swirling symbols that glowed faintly beneath her bare feet.

“I need to see him,” she said.

“You will,” Virelle replied, walking to the door. “But understand this—Alaric is not a man. He is not a prince. He is a curse given flesh. You have tied yourself to a storm, witchling. And storms do not love. They consume.”

Still, Ivy followed her. She couldn’t explain why. Maybe it was the bond, pulling at her with invisible threads. Maybe it was fury. Or the echo of his touch that still owned her breath.

The halls of the palace were alive. Shadows shifted in corners where no light reached. Windows showed not sky, but velvet darkness streaked with gold lightning. Servants moved without a sound, dressed in black silk and wearing iron at their throats.

They passed no one who looked mortal.

And all of them bowed when they saw her.

Virelle led her through a towering set of doors into a room filled with candlelight and books and the faint hum of restrained power.

Alaric stood near a hearth that burned with blue fire, bare-chested, arms crossed behind his back. Chains still coiled at his shoulders, though fewer now. His skin shimmered with fresh magic.

Ivy’s breath caught in her throat. He looked over his shoulder. The moment their eyes met, something clamped around her heart—fierce and wicked.

“You’re awake,” he said, voice as steady as a blade.

“You left me,” she said. “You—used me.”

“No,” he said. “You used me.”

Her jaw clenched. “I didn’t want this.”

“And yet, you bled for it. You summoned me. You made the bond. Do you know how many centuries I’ve waited for someone to speak my name again?”

“Then break it,” she hissed. “Unbind me.”

Alaric walked toward her, slow and deliberate. She refused to move, though every inch of her screamed to flee.

“I cannot,” he said. “Not yet. The vow binds us both. What you began must be fulfilled.”

“What does that mean?”

“You must serve,” he said simply. “Until the vow either consumes us both... or is severed through completion.”

“What kind of vow is that?”

“The kind written in godblood.”

He reached her then, cupping her jaw with rough fingers that trembled faintly. His eyes weren’t black now. They shimmered gold, bright and bottomless.

“I didn’t choose this either,” he whispered.

“But you like it.”

His mouth twitched. “What I like... is irrelevant.”

She pushed his hand away. “Don’t touch me.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I do.”

But even as she said it, her body betrayed her again. Her breath hitched. Her thighs pressed together.

Alaric saw. Of course he did.

He closed the space between them again, backing her up until her spine met the cool stone of the wall. His body caged hers. He didn’t touch. But his breath kissed her cheek.

“Say it again,” he said softly. “Lie to me, Ivy. Tell me you don’t want this.”

She closed her eyes. “I hate you.”

“And yet your bond flares every time I get near.”

“You’re manipulating me.”

“No,” he said. “I’m bound to you. I feel what you feel. Every spark. Every ache.”

She cursed, shoving him, and he let her, stepping back with a glint of something dangerous in his smile.

“You need to learn the Court,” he said. “You’ll attend tonight’s Gathering. Dress appropriately. Do not speak unless I give you leave.”

“I am not your—”

“You are mine,” he interrupted. “The bond makes it so.”

Ivy’s skin burned. Not just from fury. From the truth she didn’t want to admit.

“Go,” he said, turning back to the fire. “Virelle will show you how not to die here.”

That night, she stood before the mirror, corseted in midnight silk, her hair coiled in fae-fashioned braids that gleamed like shadowed gold.

She didn’t recognize herself.

A servant painted her mouth red.

Another bound silver around her throat.

“Marks of property,” Virelle murmured. “Wear them proudly, witch.”

Ivy met her own gaze in the mirror.

The bond pulsed under her skin, alive and waiting.

She would not be devoured.

If Alaric wanted a tether, he’d find she could choke just as well as she could bind.

The Gathering was held beneath a cathedral of obsidian and glass, the ceiling open to a sky that stormed with silent lightning. Nobles stood like predators in a ballroom too elegant to bleed in—but Ivy felt it. Death dressed in perfume and silk.

Alaric entered last, flanked by two monstrous-looking guards in armor etched with prayers. The crowd parted for him like gravity had changed.

And when he reached Ivy, his hand curled possessively around her waist.

“You belong to me,” he said in her ear.

She looked up at him, lips painted red like war.

“Then you’ll learn what it means to own something with teeth.”
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CHAPTER THREE: THE GATHERING OF TEETH
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The ballroom glistened with cruel opulence. Crystal chandeliers hung from webs of iron and bone, each one glowing with captive stars. The marble beneath Ivy's feet was black veined with red, slick as blood and polished to a mirror shine. Music played, but it was wrong—melancholic, twined with something predatory. It crawled into the back of her skull like a whispered warning.

Alaric’s hand remained at the curve of her waist. Warm. Commanding. Possessive. Every step they took together down the grand staircase felt like descending deeper into some velvet-lined abyss. Nobles watched her, eyes glowing faintly, like wolves trying to decide if the sheep brought to the feast was also armed.

She wore the silk like armor, tight enough to feel like punishment, delicate enough to make her feel naked. The collar around her throat pulsed faintly with the same silver magic as the invisible chains that had bound her to Alaric the night of the ritual.

"You brought a human to the Gathering?" a woman purred from the side of the room, draped in sheer obsidian fabric, lips the color of bruised plums. "How quaint."

Alaric didn't glance her way. "She's not just human. She's mine."

A murmur rippled through the crowd, subtle but sharp.

Ivy clenched her fists, every nerve alight with fury. She wanted to scream. To tear the collar off and throw it in his face. But when she met his gaze—those molten gold eyes laced with something darker—she swallowed the fire.

He led her through the crowd like a prize. Or a warning. Ivy wasn't sure which she hated more.

A long table stood at the center of the room, shaped like a crescent moon, draped in crimson velvet. Goblets shimmered with dark liquid that smelled faintly metallic. Meat bled into porcelain. Every seat was filled with creatures more beautiful than anything mortal hands could sculpt—and more monstrous beneath the surface.

Virelle sat among them, her veil discarded, her skin glowing like moonlight on water. When she met Ivy's gaze, she didn't smile. She simply inclined her head once, as though acknowledging a soldier headed to war.

Alaric gestured for Ivy to sit beside him. She did. The chair molded to her body, pulsing faintly as if alive. When she reached for a glass, Alaric’s fingers closed around her wrist.

“Wait,” he said.

A servant appeared, veiled and silent, pouring from a decanter filled with something that shimmered like wine, but darker. Thicker.

“What is it?” Ivy whispered.

“Memory,” he replied. “Sipped slowly, or you’ll drown in someone else’s regrets.”

She didn’t touch it.

The meal proceeded like a play. Courses arrived with precision. No one ate with urgency, but the air was thick with hunger. Conversation was low, measured, charged.

“She looks fragile,” one fae lord drawled, running a finger along the rim of his goblet. “Will she survive your appetites, Alaric?”

“She already has,” he answered, voice cool.

Eyes turned to her again, curious, appraising. A younger noble—no older than Ivy, with raven-black eyes and a smile too perfect—leaned forward.

“You smell of fresh bond,” he said. “New magic. Unsettled. Dangerous.”

Alaric’s fingers tensed on the stem of his goblet.

“She is off-limits,” he said, quietly.

“Everything bound breaks eventually,” the young fae said with a shrug. “Why not now?”

Ivy stood without realizing it.

The chair scraped behind her, loud in the sudden silence.

“I’m not a trinket,” she said.

Laughter rang out. Dark and amused.

“Oh,” the raven-eyed fae grinned wider, “she talks.”

“I’m not your amusement. And I’m not his property.”

Alaric stood behind her in an instant, his presence enveloping hers like heat from a wildfire.

“You challenge the bond?” he asked, voice low, meant only for her.

“I challenge the theater,” she hissed. “I won’t be paraded like a pet.”

“Then stop acting like one.”

She spun, eyes wide. Fury lit her bones.

“You—”

He grabbed her by the wrist, fingers tight but not painful. The collar flared between them, reacting to her disobedience. She gasped as heat surged into her veins, arousal and rage bleeding together until they were indistinguishable.

“Do not test me here,” he said through gritted teeth. “Not where they would devour you for sport.”

She stared up at him. “Then take me away from them.”

He hesitated. A flicker of something crossed his expression. Then, he nodded once.

The room murmured behind them as he led her out, through towering doors and into the endless, starlit corridor beyond. The walls whispered with trapped voices. Paintings moved when you weren’t looking directly at them. Their footsteps echoed like war drums.

“I won’t apologize,” she said.

“Good. I don’t want your apology.”

“Then what do you want?”

He stopped, turning so fast she nearly slammed into his chest.

“You,” he said. “I want you to stop pretending you’re not already mine.”

“You don’t own me.”

“But I do, Ivy. The bond isn’t symbolic. It’s real. Every time your heart beats, it answers to mine.”

She shoved him.

He didn’t move.

So she slapped him.

Again.

And again.

“Then feel this,” she snapped. “Feel every goddamn part of me that still resists you.”

His jaw was tight. But he didn’t retaliate.

Instead, he stepped forward, hand snaking into her hair, dragging her into a kiss that tasted of punishment and want. It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t kind. It was desperate and hot and raw, lips bruising, teeth grazing, breath stealing.

She bit him. He groaned.

He spun her, pressing her back against the stone, pinning her hands above her head with one large hand. The other found her thigh, trailing up the slit of her gown until his fingers brushed heat.

“You think I haven’t felt this?” he growled. “You think I don’t know how wet you get when we fight?”

“Fuck you,” she gasped.

“You already did.”

His fingers slipped into her, and she choked on a moan. The bond flared. Her knees buckled. He caught her easily, mouth on her neck, licking the place where her pulse thundered.

“I could take you here,” he whispered. “And every soul in this palace would feel it. Would hear your cries and know who you belong to.”

“I don’t belong to—”

He curled his fingers.

Her words broke.

The orgasm hit her like a scream swallowed by silence. Her back arched. Her vision went white. When she sagged, breathless and ruined, he caught her, holding her against his chest like she was the only thing still tethering him to the world.

They didn’t speak for a long time.

Then, quietly, he said, “Tomorrow, you’ll meet the Queen.”

Ivy stiffened.

“Why?”

“Because she smells the bond,” he said. “And she’ll want to know who dares bind the prince who cannot wed.”

She looked up at him, every inch of her still shaking.

“Will she kill me?”

“She’ll try,” Alaric said softly. “Unless you kill her first.”
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE QUEEN WHO SMELLED BLOOD
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Morning in the Night Court was an illusion.

The sky remained pitch, layered in swirling violet storms and streaks of broken starlight. No sun rose. No birds sang. The world beyond the palace walls slumbered under a curse that had long ago extinguished time. Ivy woke to candlelight, her skin sticky with dried sweat and her thighs aching with the memory of Alaric’s hands. Her body felt like bruised silk, her soul like a violin string pulled too tight.

She didn’t remember falling asleep. Only the taste of his mouth. The way he whispered her name like it was a spell and a warning.

She dressed in silence.

A gown had been left at the edge of her bed—deep emerald, slit to the hip, its bodice so tight it felt more like armor than silk. At her throat lay the silver collar, humming with quiet magic, waiting to be worn again. She stared at it for a long time. Then, slowly, she fastened it.

Let the Queen see who I am, she thought. Let her choke on it.

Virelle waited beyond the chamber doors. Her eyes flicked over Ivy’s appearance with a subtle nod.

“She’ll be pleased you look the part,” she said, turning.

Ivy followed.

“Why does she want to see me?” she asked. “Is this a formal greeting or an execution?”

Virelle’s smile was thin. “With our Queen, they are often the same thing.”

They walked through endless halls of obsidian carved with moving runes. Firelight danced across the floors, casting reflections that looked too much like shadows reaching. Ivy felt the Court watching. Every flicker of unseen magic curled against her skin like ghost fingers. It wasn’t just the bond now. It was the place itself—alive, hungry, curious.

The throne room doors were a nightmare of beauty. Twisting black branches intertwined with bones—some human, some not. The moment Virelle touched them, they parted, revealing the Queen’s court.

Ivy nearly stopped breathing.

The throne was carved from moonstone and rose quartz, veined with blood-red crystal. It shimmered under the skylight, which wasn’t a sky at all, but a window into the void. The air smelled like ice and roses long dead.

And the Queen—

She sat like a statue carved by madness and lust. Skin like white gold, lips painted with crushed garnet. Her eyes were nothing but black holes veined with light, and her hair cascaded in waves of night threaded with silver strands. She wore a gown that clung like a second skin and shimmered with every movement, every breath.

Ivy had never seen anything more beautiful—or more terrifying.

“You brought me his witch,” the Queen said, voice melodic and cold. “How precious.”

Virelle bowed low. “She is bound, Your Majesty.”

“Is she?” The Queen’s eyes locked onto Ivy’s. “Or is she merely playing at power?”

Ivy stood straight, pulse pounding so hard she could feel it in her teeth. “I didn
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