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Chapter 1: Un-Pretty
The fox skull didn't mind the peroxide. It didn't flinch when I scraped a stubborn bit of gristle from the orbital bone. Some people find God in a cathedral; I find clarity in the anatomy of things that stopped breathing weeks ago. My apartment smelled like a chemistry set and a butcher shop, a scent that kept the neighbors from ever knocking twice. I liked it that way. The city was too loud, too bright, and far too clean for someone like me.
I dipped the toothbrush back into the solution and scrubbed. My fingers felt the rough texture of the bone, the tiny pits where life used to cling. It was grounding. Real. Most people spent their lives painting over the rot, layering perfume and lies over the inevitable decay. I preferred to see the frame underneath. I preferred the ugly truth.
My reflection in the darkened window looked like a ghost with a grudge. Dark skin, eyes that saw too much, and hair that I hadn’t bothered to tame in three days. I looked feral. Good. Feral meant I was still mine. In the archival world, they expected someone soft, someone who spoke in hushed library tones and wore sensible cardigans. I wore grease-stained jeans and carried a collection of ribs in my pockets.
I set the skull on the drying rack. It grinned at me. I grinned back, feeling the sharp edges of my own teeth with my tongue. We were both just machines made of calcium and impulse. The world didn't want the impulse; it just wanted the machine to work without making a mess. But the mess was the best part. The mess was where the magic hid, even if the magic in my blood felt more like a bloodline venom these days.
The phone on the counter shrieked, vibrating against the linoleum. I didn't recognize the number, which usually meant debt collectors or a wrong turn in a digital maze. I picked it up anyway, my hands still damp with bone-water.
"Rue Chastain?" the voice on the other end said. It wasn't frail—it was authoritative, clipped, the kind of register that expected doors opened before it finished speaking. Old money sat behind every syllable, polished until it cut; under that polish, panic hissed like steam behind a lid.
"Who’s asking?" I said. I didn't move to sit. I just stared at the fox skull. My spine had already tightened without my permission, a hot, stupid line of attention crawling up my nape—the body recognizing a hierarchy before my mouth got to spit at it.
"Sterling," he said, as if the name should rearrange my afternoon. "I represent the Devereaux family. The Georgia estate requires an archivist of your... specific pedigree."
I laughed, a dry sound that caught in my throat. "Pedigree? You mean you want the girl whose family lived in the shadows of your porch for a century. You don't need an archivist, Sterling. You need a miracle or a funeral director."
A pause—long enough to remind me who liked to hold silence until someone else flinched. "I am not in the habit," he said, each word neat as a locked drawer, "of negotiating tone with contract labor. The library at the main house is deteriorating. It holds records my employers consider essential to their survival. We've been informed you can manage materials others find distasteful. Five times your standard rate. Today."
Something in my gut flipped—traitor-nerves bracing for a hand at the back of my neck I’d never let him touch. I leaned against the sink anyway, jaw set. "Five times?" I let my voice go flat to spite the heat in my ears. "What’s the catch? Is the roof falling in, or is the house actually trying to eat you?"
Silence stretched over the line. Not a dropped call—the weighted quiet of a man who hated admitting he was drowning in his own silk tie. "Conditions are difficult," he allowed, authority softening into something worse: intimate, managerial, the hush people use when they mean sir. "Payment is immediate. A car at dawn—if you are prepared to return to a household that remembers your name."
"I haven't said yes yet," I reminded him, and heard my own breath hitch—rage and something uglier threading under it. I caught the small break in his inhale anyway, petty proof he wasn't marble. "But I'm bored, and I'm out of peroxide. Tell the driver to bring coffee. Strong and black."
"Then we are understood," Sterling said. His voice dropped an octave, closer to the ear than I wanted, a reminder of who got to steer the conversation end to end. "Welcome back to the fold, Miss Chastain. The house has always known how to summon what it needs. I trust you still have your stomach for the dark."
The city died a slow death outside the window. First, the tall glass towers turned into squat brick warehouses, then the warehouses surrendered to the sprawl of gas stations and fast-food joints. By the time we crossed the state line, the world had turned green and hungry. The trees didn't just grow here; they conspired. Kudzu draped over everything like a heavy, suffocating blanket, hiding the shapes of old barns and rusted tractors.
I watched the landscape shift. The humidity pressed against the glass, a thick, invisible hand trying to find a way inside. It wasn't like the dry heat of the city. This was a wet, living heat. It smelled of damp soil and ancient secrets. My skin felt tight, a low-frequency hum vibrating in my marrow. I knew this dirt. Or rather, the dirt knew me.
We turned off the main highway onto a gravel road that seemed to shrink the further we went. The trees leaned in, their branches clawing at the roof of the black sedan. Every mile felt like a year backward. We weren't just driving into the country; we were driving into a memory that my family had spent decades trying to forget.
I pulled a small vertebrae from my pocket—a gift from a stray cat I’d found in an alley—and rolled it between my thumb and forefinger. The smooth bone was a tether. Without it, I felt like I might just dissolve into the swampy air. The road ended at a pair of iron gates that looked less like a boundary and more like a set of bared teeth. Beyond them, the Devereaux Estate sat waiting, a rotting crown on a hill made of bones.
The car stopped with a crunch of gravel. The driver, a man named Miller who hadn’t said three words since we left Atlanta, finally spoke. "We’re here. Watch your step, Miss Chastain. The ground is soft today."
"Soft?" I asked, grabbing my bag. "You mean it’s mud?"
"I mean it’s soft," Miller repeated, refusing to look at me. A brass bell tolled once from the gatehouse—thin, sour metal—alerting the house that its delivery had arrived. He popped the trunk and left my suitcase on the drive like it was a biohazard. He didn't wait for a tip. He rolled forward toward the turnaround beyond the iron teeth, gravel whispering under the tires, and only then picked up speed toward the highway—task finished, witness declined.
I stood there for a second, the silence of the estate settling over me. It wasn't a quiet silence. It was a buzzing, heavy thing, full of the sound of insects that sounded like they were screaming. I took a deep breath, and the air tasted like copper and wet wool. I stepped off the gravel and onto the dark soil of the driveway.
The reaction was instant. A jolt of pure, cold electricity shot up through the soles of my boots, hitting my spine with the force of a physical blow. My knees buckled. The world tilted, the massive house above me groaning as if it were shifting its weight.
I gasped, my hands slamming into the dirt to keep from falling. The soil was warm. Unnaturally warm. It felt like pulsing flesh beneath my palms. A wave of nausea rolled over me, my stomach twisting into a hard, cold knot. I could feel the land reaching for me, a thousand tiny, invisible fingers trying to thread themselves into my skin.
"Get up," I hissed to myself, my voice cracking. "It’s just dirt. It’s just old, tired dirt."
But it wasn't. I looked down at my hands. The soil was clinging to my fingernails, turning them a deep bruised plum. I could hear a heartbeat—slow, heavy, and wet—thumping beneath the surface. It wasn't my heart. It was the house. It was the curse. And it knew exactly who I was.

Chapter 2: The Architecture of Complicity
The library didn't just hold books; it held hostages. Walking through the double oak doors felt like stepping into the belly of some ancient, fossilized beast. The shelves didn't stop at the eye line. They climbed, tier after tier, toward a ceiling obscured by a heavy, yellowish gloom. It smelled of wet wool and the metallic tang of old blood. It was the scent of my family's stolen labor, pressed between leather covers and left to rot in the Georgia humidity.
Every surface looked slick. A thin film of moisture coated the spines of the books, making the gold lettering shimmer like oil on a puddle. I touched a ladder rail. The wood was warm. Not the warmth of a room that had seen sun, but the damp heat of a fever. Underneath the soles of my boots, the floorboards gave a rhythmic, wet creak. It was that heartbeat again. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. It vibrated through the heels of my shoes, crawling up my shins until the buzz hit my jaw. This house wasn't built on stone. It was built on a pulse.
My fingernails were a mess. The bruise-violet stain from the soil outside had deepened, creeping toward my knuckles. It looked like I’d spent the morning choking the life out of something. I reached into my pocket, my fingers brushing the smooth surface of the cat vertebrae I kept as a tether. The small bone was cool, a sharp contrast to the suffocating, humid air of the room. It reminded me that I was still solid, still me, even in this place that wanted to turn my blood into sludge.
I looked at the sheer volume of paper. Thousands of ledgers. Tax records. Personal journals. Property deeds. The Devereaux family hadn't just owned land; they’d tried to archive the very souls of everyone who worked it. My ancestors were in these pages. Their names were likely scratched into the margins of some ledger, listed next to the price of a mule or a bag of seed. The rage wasn't a fire. It was more like a slow, black leak in my chest, heavy and poisonous. I wasn't here to organize their history. I was here to see it burn, even if I had to be the one to light the match with my own sparking nerves.
The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to move. They didn't just darken; they curdled. Every time I turned my head, I caught the glimpse of a dark shape retreating behind a stack of folios. The insects outside were still screaming, that high, rhythmic screech that sounded like women wailing in the woods. It didn't bother me. I preferred the screaming to the silence of this library. The silence here was a lie. It was the quiet of a grave where the body hadn't quite finished dying.
The door clicked. A woman stood there, her uniform so starch-white it hurt to look at. She held a tray with a single cup of coffee, her face a mask of practiced, professional boredom. She didn't look at my face. She looked at my grease-stained jeans, then at my untamed hair, and finally at my purple-stained hands.
"The Master said you were coming," the woman said. She didn't move toward me. She stayed by the door, as if the air around me was contaminated.
"I’ve been here an hour," I said. I didn't offer a smile. I didn't have any to spare for people who looked at me like I was a smudge on the wallpaper.
"You're the archivist then?"
"Rue Chastain. I believe my name was on the contract."
"We expected someone... more established."
"You mean older? Or just someone who looks like they’ve never touched dirt?"
She set the tray down on a small table near the entrance, her movements jerky. "The Devereaux library is a private collection. It requires a certain level of care. These are delicate records."
"I clean cat ribs for fun. I think I can handle some old paper."
"There's no need for that tone. I'm merely expressing the family's concerns. You are... an unusual choice for this kind of work."
"I'm the only choice. Nobody else in Atlanta would take the job after they heard which house it was."
She stiffened. "The estate has a reputation. It's an old name. A proud one."
"It’s a rotting crown on a hill made of bones," I said, my voice low. I took a step toward her. The floor groaned under my weight. "And your proud name is currently being eaten by the soil it stole."
Her eyes flicked to my hands. "Your fingernails. Are you ill?"
"It’s just the house saying hello. It seems to like me more than it likes you."
"Don't be absurd. It's probably just a reaction to the humidity. I'll have the help bring you some gloves. We can't have you staining the parchment."
"Don't bother with the gloves. My hands are exactly what this library needs."
"I'll tell Mr. Devereaux you’ve begun," she said, her voice tight. "Try not to make a mess. The coffee is black. I assume that's how you take it."
"I take it however it comes. Just like this job."
She left without another word, the heavy door thudding shut behind her. I didn't touch the coffee. I could already see a thin, oily film forming on the surface of the liquid, reflecting the sickly yellow light of the library.
I ignored the coffee and moved toward the back of the room, where the air felt even heavier. The shelves here weren't organized by date or subject. They were crammed with loose bundles of paper, tied together with twine that looked like dried sinew. I pulled a heavy, leather-bound volume from a lower shelf. The cover was cold, but as I opened it, a wave of heat rolled off the pages. It wasn't the heat of a fire. It was the humid, stifling warmth of a slaughterhouse.
The ink was wrong. It wasn't black or brown. It was a dark, bruised crimson that seemed to shimmer on the parchment. And the script—it wasn't English. It wasn't any language I’d seen in my years of archival training. The characters were jagged, like splintered bone, arranged in tight, suffocating columns that made my head swim. When I ran my thumb over the first line, the paper pulsed. A faint, sickening vibration traveled up my arm, settling in the marrow of my elbow.
I leaned closer. The heat intensified. It felt like standing over a fresh grave in the middle of a Georgia summer. I could smell the rot now, clear and sharp. It was underneath the metallic copper scent, something organic and ancient. I flipped through the pages. The ledger was full of these jagged marks, but there were occasional drawings in the margins. They weren't decorative. They were anatomical. Skulls with too many teeth. Hands with elongated, needle-like fingers. Roots that looked like veins.
"What are you?" I whispered. My voice sounded thin in the vast, echoing room.
I looked at the dates at the top of the pages. They were written in standard numerals, but the years didn't make sense. They went back further than the Devereaux name on the deed. 1740. 1712. 1698. The family had purchased this hill in the eighteen-hundreds and stapled their pride to paperwork that was already soaked in someone else's ink—the ledgers were older acquisitions, grafted when the estate changed hands. These records shouldn't have been "theirs." They belonged to something else. Something older that the Devereauxs had climbed onto like a parasite.
My magic, that bloodline venom in my blood, started to churn. It wasn't an itch; it was a demand. It wanted me to taste the ink. I shook my head, my breath coming in short, ragged bursts. I knew the rules of the soil. I knew how the rot worked. If I let it in, it wouldn't stop until it had hollowed me out. I closed the ledger with a snap, the sound echoing through the library like a gunshot. The heat didn't dissipate. It lingered on my skin, a greasy reminder of what I’d touched.
The skin on the back of my neck prickled. It was that feeling you get right before a storm breaks, when the oxygen turns heavy and the birds stop singing. I wasn't alone. I didn't turn around immediately. I let my hand rest on the spine of the ciphered ledger, feeling its unnatural warmth through my palm. I waited for the intruder to speak, to make a move, to do anything other than just exist in the shadows behind me.
I looked up. High above, on the second-tier balcony that circled the library, a man was standing. He was almost entirely obscured by the gloom, but the light from the tall windows caught the edge of a pale face and the sharp line of a dark suit. Lachlan Devereaux. He didn't look like the monster I’d imagined. He looked like a statue carved out of grief and expensive fabric—until you saw how he was looking at me. The humidity in the library pressed in until it felt like a physical weight between my thighs, thick and wrong, as if the air itself had decided to pin me open while he took his time. He didn't move. He didn't wave. He watched the way a voyeur watches a pane he owns: unhurried, shameless, drinking in the angle of my neck and the spread of my hands on his ledgers as if he were cataloging what lay under my clothes without having asked permission. The hunger in it was palpable—not clinical supervision, not stewardship. Appetite, plain and starving.
"I didn't hear you come in," I said, raising my voice. It bounced off the stacks, sounding smaller than I intended.
He didn't answer for a long moment. He leaned forward slightly, his hands gripping the mahogany railing. Even from the floor, I could see the tension in his fingers. They were long and pale, but there was a hint of something dark beneath the skin—a blue-black vein that looked like a bruise.
"The archives are sensitive," he finally said. His voice was a low, melodic rasp, like smoke dragged over river stone. "I prefer to see who is handling them."
"I'm not going to break your toys, Mr. Devereaux. I'm here to fix them."
"Are you?" he asked. He took a step back into the deeper shadows. "Or are you here to see how they were made?"
"Sometimes you have to understand the construction to understand the collapse."
He let out a short, sharp breath that might have been a laugh if there had been any humor in it. "There is a great deal of collapse in this room, Miss Chastain. I hope you have the stomach for it."
"I've got a very strong stomach. It comes from growing up in the shadows of porches like yours."
He didn't flinch. If anything, he seemed to lean into the confrontation. "Then you should find the work quite familiar. My ancestors were very thorough in their documentation. They didn't like to lose things."
"They didn't like to give things back, either," I replied. I held his gaze, refusing to be the first one to look away. My heart was thudding against my ribs, matching the beat of the house. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. For a second, I felt a strange, terrifying connection to him—as if we were both being squeezed by the same invisible hand.
He didn't respond to my jab. He just stepped further into the dark until all I could see were the faint glimmers of his eyes. "Don't stay too late," he said, his voice fading. "The library gets... restless after sunset."
Then he was gone. He didn't walk away; he simply vanished into the architecture, leaving me alone with the heat and the screaming insects and the book that felt like skin.

Chapter 3: The Cold Introduction
"You are late for dinner, Miss Chastain."
Lachlan Devereaux did not look up from his plate. He sat at the head of a table long enough to host a funeral for a dozen men. His voice was exactly as I remembered from our brief call—a low rasp with the music gone out of it that reminded me of smoke stripped over dry shale. He looked like he’d been carved out of a block of wax and left to soften in the Georgia heat. His face was too pale, his hair too dark, and his suit too sharp for a house that smelled like a wet dog’s grave.
"I wasn't aware I was invited to eat," I said. I didn't move toward the empty chair. I stayed by the door, my grease-stained jeans a deliberate smudge on the room's expensive polish. "The woman in the white uniform told me to come here. She didn't mention a menu."
Lachlan finally lifted his head. His eyes were the color of river-bottom green. He set his fork down with a click that echoed too loud. "In this house, we observe certain formalities. Regardless of your... informal appearance."
"I'm an archivist, not a debutante," I said, crossing my arms. I felt the small cat vertebrae in my pocket, a hard little anchor against the way the floor seemed to hum under my feet. "I'm here to handle old paper and rotting leather. I don't see why I need to dress up to watch things fall apart."
He studied me. It wasn't the look a man gives a woman. It was the look a scientist gives a mold sample that refuses to grow in the right direction. "You have a reputation for being difficult, Miss Chastain. They said you were the only one in Atlanta who would take the contract. Now I see why. You lack the sense to be afraid."
"Fear is expensive," I replied. "I'm here on contract."
He gestured to the chair. "Sit. The soup is cold, but the wine is tolerable."
"I'll skip the soup. I've already tasted the air in this place. It’s got enough iron in it to count as a meal."
Lachlan’s hand paused over his wine glass. His fingers were long and spindly, the skin so translucent I could see the blue-black veins pulsing beneath. It wasn't a healthy pulse. It was a slow, heavy throb. "You have a very specific way of perceiving the world. Most people just call it humidity."
"Most people are idiots," I said. "It's not humidity. It’s the house. It’s sweating."
I'd taken a chair halfway down the table—far enough to pretend I had distance, close enough that the argument couldn't pretend to be civil. Beneath the linen and the polish, the floor carried the house's heartbeat. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. It climbed the legs of my chair and rattled the seat until my thighs answered without permission, a tight, involuntary clench I couldn't file under "professional detachment." Under the table, out of sight, I dug my nails into my kneecaps and tried to keep my breath even.
Lachlan leaned back, his eyes narrowing. "The Devereaux history is not merely a collection of ledgers, Miss Chastain. It is a legacy. It requires a certain... intellectual reverence to manage correctly. One does not simply 'handle' it."
"A legacy of what?" I asked. The purple stain on my fingernails felt like it was stinging, a tiny, necrotic reminder of the soil outside. "I've seen the dates in the library. 1698. 1712. Your family didn't even get here until the 1800s. You're squatting on something much older, and you're trying to put a fancy name on the theft."
The house hit again—harder. My chair shivered against the floorboards; the vibration rode up through the wood and settled low in my belly, wrong and precise. A breath stuttered in my throat before I could smooth it.
Lachlan didn't miss it. His gaze dropped—not to my face first, but to the hinge of my jaw, the shallow stutter at the base of my throat—feral, tracking, the way something with teeth listens for a break in the underbrush. "An observant archivist," he said, almost soft. "Rare. Most are content to catalog the dust and ignore the blood on the floorboards."
"I like the blood," I said. I let my voice drop, making it as flat and ugly as possible. "It’s the only honest thing in a room like this. You want me to be impressed by your mahogany and your crystal? It all smells like wet wool and copper to me. You’re not curators, Mr. Devereaux. You’re just the newest parasites on a half-dead mutt."
Lachlan’s jaw tightened. A single vein in his temple throbbed, dark and angry. "You are remarkably bold for someone whose family spent a century living in the shadows of my front porch. Do you think that gives you some kind of claim to the truth?"
"It gives me a better view of the rot," I said. "You’re so busy looking at the portraits that you haven't noticed the walls are breathing. I don't need to be polite to you. You're paying me five times the market rate because you're terrified that if I don't organize your secrets, the house will finally finish swallowing you whole."
Another pulse rolled through the boards. The chair legs hummed; I bit down on the inside of my cheek to keep my exhale steady, but the interruption lived in my chest anyway—small, traitorous gaps Lachlan watched with that same animal patience, as if he were counting them.
He stood up then. He was taller than I expected, a gaunt silhouette that seemed to stretch toward the ceiling. "The work begins at dawn. I suggest you find your room and stay there. The library... it gets restless when the sun goes down."
"I'm not scared of the dark," I told him. "I’m much more interested in what’s hiding in it."
He looked at me for a long moment, his obsession flickering in his gaze like a dying candle. "I suspect, Miss Chastain, that you are the most dangerous thing in this house."
"Good," I said. "Then we understand each other."
The bedroom was too large and too quiet. It felt like standing inside the ribcage of a whale. The wallpaper was a sickly floral pattern that looked like it was bruising if I stared at it too long. I didn't unpack. I didn't even sit on the bed. The silk sheets looked like they’d feel like cold skin against my legs.
I walked over to the fireplace. There were no logs, only a pile of grey-white ash that looked like ground bone. I knelt on the hearth, the stone biting into my knees. The air coming down the chimney didn't smell like woodsmoke. It smelled like earth. It smelled like the deep, wet places where things go to die and never quite finish the job.
I reached out and touched the ash. It was still warm. Not the warmth of a fire that had recently died, but the damp, persistent heat of a fever. I pressed my thumb into the grit, then brought it to my lips.
I tasted it.
It was bitter. It tasted of calcified grief and old, burnt hair. But beneath that, there was a metallic tang that scraped my nerves raw. I closed my eyes and let the taste settle on my tongue. The floor beneath me wasn't solid. I could feel it now—a slow, rhythmic expansion.
One. Two.
A heartbeat. Not mine. Not even a human's. It was the house. The entire structure was inhaling. I could hear the wood grain groaning as it stretched, the mortar between the bricks sighing like a tired lung. The Devereaux estate wasn't a building. It was an organism that had forgotten how to stop growing.
I stayed there on the floor for a long time, listening to the house breathe. My magic, that bloodline venom in my blood, felt like it was answering. It was a low-frequency hum in my marrow, a vibration that told me I wasn't just a guest. I was a part of the meal.
I didn't feel afraid. I felt a sharp, jagged spark of joy. If the house was alive, it could be killed. And if it could be killed, I could be the one to hold the knife.
I should’ve kept walking. The guest wing pulled one way; the thin strip of light under Lachlan’s study door pulled the other—careless, or arrogant, like a man who’d never learned to fear a witness.
I stopped.
Through the gap I saw him: Lachlan at the window, his reflection smeared on the dark glass like a second, sicker man. A glass of scotch sat on the sill; the liquid had gone oily, that rainbow film that meant he hadn’t drunk it. His hands shook on the crystal. He gripped harder, watching the blue-black veins at his wrist writhe.
In the dining hall I’d looked at him and I’d told the truth as I saw it. I hadn’t performed for the Devereaux heir—hadn’t offered the heir the little flatteries people traded for safety. I’d seen a man being eaten from the inside out, and my mouth had said so.
It was the way I talked about the blood. Most people who came here learned to smile over the sounds in the walls and the copper in the tap. They praised the molding while the house counted their teeth. I hadn’t given him that. I’d told him the walls were breathing like I was commenting on weather. I wasn’t a polite guest; I was a glass-case curiosity, and I knew it.
He flinched—pain or panic, I couldn’t tell. A heavy thump took him behind the sternum, the kind of blow that lived in the body like a boot hitting wet mud. The floor answered under my feet, too, synchronized, wrong. The house tasted me in the walls and couldn’t decide whether to swallow or spit.
He should have sent me back to Atlanta. Should have told Miller to put my name on a never-again list.
He didn’t move to do it.
I watched his throat work. I watched the thought land: prisoner of the rot, and a woman in his hallway who could name the bars.
He set the glass down on the desk. He didn’t look at the anatomical drawings in the open ledger—skulls with too many teeth, the family’s idea of charm. He only stared at nothing, like he was replaying my face.
I wasn’t afraid of him. I was disgusted by him—by all of it—and from the way his hands wouldn’t steady, I thought maybe disgust was the first honest thing he’d felt in years.
I walked away before I could do something stupider than look—before I knocked, before I proved I cared. My pulse rode high and ugly. The hall tasted like iron. And I hated that I could still feel heat underneath the revulsion, bright as a receipt I hadn’t asked for.

Chapter 4: Excavating the Past
The library tasted like iron and wet dogs. I hauled another stack of ledgers onto the mahogany table, the wood warm enough to suggest a low-grade fever. My fingernails, stained a deep bruised plum from the morning’s encounter with the garden soil, scraped against the vellum. These books weren't just old; they were heavy with the kind of density that suggested lead plates or compressed sinew. One ledger, dated 1712, vibrated beneath my palm. It wasn't a mechanical hum. It was the rhythmic, sickening tremor of something trying to breathe through a layer of paper.
My magic, that restless wrongness in my marrow, responded with a jagged spike of nausea. I ignored it. I was here to catalog a crime scene, not to swoon like some Victorian debutante. I reached for a thick volume bound in what looked like cured hide. As my skin brushed the spine, the floorboards groaned. It wasn't the usual settling of an old house. The sound resembled a sharp crack, the breaking of a massive femur deep beneath the foundations.
I blinked. Thick, oily black roots erupted from the gaps in the floor. They didn't grow so much as lash out, slick with a substance that looked like motor oil and smelled like a shallow grave—viscous enough to clot in the lungs, clinging to the splinters as if searching for something to latch. They coiled around the legs of the archival table, the wood splintering under their pressure, each tendril knobbed at the joints like marrow shaped into crude hinges. My breath hitched. The roots were mapped with fine, pulsing capillaries that glowed with a dim, sickly light. They looked like veins. They looked like the circulatory system of a god that had been buried alive—and I thought of basement archives I hadn't seen yet, of ribs slotted into stone, of bodies used as hardware. This was the same appetite wearing a plant's mask.
I reached out, my fingers hovering inches from a pulsing tendril. If I touched it, would I find the pulse of my own family? The house exhaled, a huff of hot, humid air that carried the metallic tang of adrenaline. Then, as quickly as the vision had bloomed, it withered. The floorboards were intact. The only thing coiling around the table was the heavy, yellowish gloom of the library. My hands were shaking, a fine tremor that I suppressed by gripping the edge of the ledger until my knuckles went white. This place was trying to eat my mind before it finished with my body.
The door groaned open, and Lachlan Devereaux drifted in. He looked like a funerary portrait come to life, his dark suit absorbing what little light the room managed to retain. He stopped a few feet away, his eyes the color of a swamp after a heavy rain. I didn't stop my work. I just flipped a page, the crimson ink shimmering like fresh blood.
"You've made significant progress, Miss Chastain."
"Progress is a generous word for digging through trash," I said, not looking up. "These records are a mess of bad debts and worse intentions."
Lachlan moved closer, his presence bringing a chill that cut through the library's stifling heat. "They are the foundation of this estate. Every name, every transaction... it maintains the order we've established over centuries."
"The order you've stolen," I countered. I finally met his gaze. "You call it preservation. I call it hoarding the evidence of a theft. Why do you even want these organized? To make sure you haven't missed a single drop of blood?"
He leaned against a shelf, his narrow hands gripping the wood. "Order is the only thing standing between us and the rot. Without these records, we lose the map of our survival. You of all people should understand the value of a legacy."
"My legacy is the dirt under your fingernails, Lachlan. Your family treated mine like livestock and then wrote it down in fancy cursive. You think preserving these ledgers is some noble pursuit? They should be burned. The ash would be the first honest thing this house has produced in three hundred years."
Lachlan's jaw tightened. The vein in his temple began to throb. "Destruction is the easy path, Rue. It's the impulse of the feral. But once you burn the map, you're just lost in the woods with the monsters."
"Maybe I'm one of the monsters," I said, flashing a grin that felt more like a snarl. "And maybe I like the woods just fine."
"You talk about order as if it's a shield," I said, stepping into his personal space. I wanted to see him flinch. He didn't. Instead, he watched me with a terrifying, quiet intensity. "But look at this place. It’s falling apart. You’re falling apart."
Lachlan reached out, perhaps to steady himself or perhaps to emphasize a point, and his cuff slid back. My breath caught in my throat. Tracing the underside of his wrist was a vein that had gone completely necrotic. It wasn't the blue-purple of a bruise; it was the matte, absolute black of charred bone. The skin around it looked thin, translucent, and angry.
"What is that?" I whispered, my professional mask slipping. I reached for his hand, my fingers almost touching the damaged skin.
He yanked his arm back, the movement violent and sudden. He adjusted his sleeve with trembling fingers, pulling the fabric down to hide the rot. "It is none of your concern."
"It looks like it’s eating you alive, Lachlan. Is that the price of your 'order'? You're literally rotting from the inside."
"I am managing the situation," he said, his voice a low rasp that sounded like stone grinding against stone. "The estate demands a certain... toll. I am the one who pays it. That is my burden, not yours."
"You're a prisoner," I said, the realization hitting me with the force of a physical blow. "You're not the master of this house. You're

