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  Author’s Note



This novella takes place within the world of The Haunting Between Us and contains spoilers for Book One.




For the full emotional impact, and to fully understand the events, relationships, and consequences within this story, it is strongly recommended that you read Book One first.




This is not a standalone.




This is a descent into what came before… and it will reveal things that were never meant to be understood too soon.







  Trigger Warnings



This novella contains dark and potentially distressing material. Reader discretion is strongly advised.




Content includes:




- Graphic depictions of violence and physical harm

- Psychological manipulation and coercive control

- Forced restraint

- Power imbalance and loss of autonomy

- Emotional abuse and degradation

- Non-consensual physical contact

- Torture (physical and psychological)

- Obsessive and possessive behavior

- Gaslighting and identity manipulation

- Themes of starvation, deprivation, and control of basic needs

- Trauma responses and dissociation

- References to past abuse and long-term psychological harm




This story explores the descent of a character shaped by trauma, control, and isolation. It is not intended to romanticize abuse, but to portray the psychological and emotional consequences of it.




Please take care while reading.
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The man in the mirror is a lie built on gilded rot. When people hear the name Craven, they think of elegance. Old magic. Power that has been carefully curated and passed down like a sacred heirloom. They picture oil paintings and vaulted ceilings, a perfect, unblemished lineage frozen in time.

They don’t see the sickness beneath the varnish.

They don’t smell the copper and ash.

My grandfather made sure of that. Eight hundred years of warlock magic ran through our blood, ancient and revered, but it was never enough for him. Power, in his eyes, was not something to hold or steward. It was something to consume. To distort. To force into a shape louder, darker, and impossible to ignore.

So he poisoned us.

Forty people died screaming in a ritual that splintered the foundation of our family wide open. Their lives were spent like loose change so he could drag something ancient and starving out of the dark and stitch it directly into our veins.

He called it evolution.

I call it a parasite.

My grandfather wore his madness like silk. Elegant. Untouchable. A man so entirely convinced of his own godhood that he believed the universe itself should bend around his gravity.

But the worst part isn’t what he did. The worst part is that it worked.

That sickness didn’t die in the dirt with him. It settled into our bones. It threaded itself through my father, and bloomed into something so much crueler.

I learned that young.

I learned it in the sound of expensive glass shattering against the walls. In the way silence stretched a fraction of a second too long before a scream broke it. In the way my mother learned to fold herself into smaller and smaller spaces, trying to survive without ever entirely disappearing.

She was a witch. Kind, and gentle in a way that simply did not belong in the suffocating dark of our London Estate. My father didn’t love her; he collected her. He tricked her into believing the warmth he offered was real, and by the time she saw the teeth behind the smile, the cage was already locked.

I watched him take her apart. Slowly.

Like a vivisectionist studying exactly how much a person can lose before they stop being human.

And I tried to stop it.

Fuck, I tried.

I was small and furious and stupid enough to believe that effort mattered. I threw my useless, bruising body between them like it would make a goddamn difference. I screamed until my throat tore and tasted of iron. I fought with everything I had, because somewhere in my childish, desperate mind, I believed that if I loved her hard enough. If I protected her fiercely enough. I could undo the monster he was.

I couldn’t.

The night she disappeared, the house went quiet.

It wasn’t the kind of quiet that brought relief. It was the kind that felt profoundly wrong. It was the silence of a vacuum, of a collapsing lung. It felt like something vital had been carved out of the world, and the empty space left behind was bleeding.

I looked for her.

I checked every room. Every closet. Every corner where she used to exist.

Nothing.

No trace. No lingering scent of her magic. No echo.

I found my father in his study and demanded to know where she went.

He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t even flinch. He just looked up from his book, as if I had asked him about the weather. Something trivial.

Something forgettable.

“Your mother?” He smiled, a soft, pleasant smile that was utterly hollow.

“Saber, you must be dreaming. You don’t have a mother.”

And just like that, she was gone.

Not dead. Not missing. Erased.

Like she was never real enough to matter.

But I remember.

I remember everything.
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(8 years old)




I learned early that the doors in this house are not meant to keep danger out.

They are meant to keep me in.

The lock clicks behind me with a heavy, metallic thud that feels far too final for a boy my size. I do not turn around. There is no point. The door is solid oak, reinforced with warding sigils carved so deeply they splinter the grain. I know exactly how deep they go. I tried scratching them out once. My fingernails bled for days.

“Stand still.”

My father’s voice fills the room without him ever needing to raise it. The sound of it physically presses against my spine, forcing my vertebrae straight.

I obey.

The ritual room smells like old smoke and pennies. The floor is swallowed by a dizzying web of markings I am strictly forbidden to touch unless commanded. Circles trapped within circles, symbols layered so tightly they look like a pit of starving snakes writhing over one another.

There is a stone table in the center.

“Hands.”

I step forward and place them flat against the surface. My hands look so small against the stone.

The slab is freezing. Smooth and spotless in a way that makes my stomach pitch violently, because nothing in a room like this should ever be clean.

“Do you know why you are here?”

I shake my head.

It is the wrong answer.

It is always the wrong answer.

My father sighs softly, the way my tutor does when I forget a basic sum. “Because you were born for this.”

His hand closes over my wrist. His grip is careful. He doesn’t squeeze hard enough to bruise. Just hard enough to remind me that my bones belong to him. That he decides if they break.

“You carry something rare, Saber. Something vital. Do you understand what that means?”

I try to.

I really try to.

“It means I have to learn,” I whisper to the stone.

His grip tightens. “Wrong.”

The word lands heavier than a closed fist. “It means you do not get a choice.”

Something cold is pressed into my right palm.

A blade.

My stomach drops into a bottomless freefall.

“Do it.”

My hand is shaking so hard the blade rattles against my skin. I try to make it stop. I squeeze my eyes shut and focus on breathing the way my mother showed me when I had nightmares.

Slow in. Slow out.

It doesn’t help. The nightmare is awake with me.

“I said, do it.”

The room suddenly feels like a coffin. The symbols on the floor seem to crawl closer, vibrating with anticipation.

I drag the silver across my left palm.

The skin parts. It burns. A sharp, white-hot line of agony. But the pain isn’t what makes my throat close. It is the way my father watches it happen. Calm. Mildly interested.

Blood wells up. Too much. It’s too much.

“Good,” he murmurs.

The word makes me want to vomit. There is absolutely nothing good in this room.

“Now, focus.”

A heavy drop of my blood falls from the edge of the table and hits the floor.

The moment it touches the carved lines, the air pressure in the room shifts. My ears pop. The symbols drink the red in like cracked earth swallowing rain.

And then, I feel the pull.

It catches deep in my chest, like a fishhook snagging behind my ribs. Something dormant and terrible is waking up inside me, dragging itself toward the floor to meet whatever is down there.

“Don’t fight it,” my father instructs quietly. “Let it in.”

I don’t want to. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to pull away, to run, to bite, to do absolutely anything except what he is asking.

But the door is locked and my father is watching.

So I let it rip through me.

The pull turns into a crushing pressure, and the pressure ignites into a sickly heat. It crawls up my arm, burrows into my chest, and wraps around my heart like something alive and suffocating. My breath shudders out of me in a wet gasp.

“Say the words.”

The syllables fall out of my mouth in a broken, bleeding whisper.

The room answers.

The symbols flare to life, casting a sickly, bruised light against the walls. The air hums, thick and metallic. The blood on the floor begins to move on its own, slithering along the carved channels like it knows exactly where it belongs.

And then, the presence arrives.

It is cold and endless, looking right at me.

My knees buckle.

I am falling, but I never hit the floor. My father catches me by the shoulders. He doesn’t catch me to save me; he catches me to keep me in position.

“Again,” he says.

My vision is swimming in gray static. “I can’t.”

The words slip out before I can bite them back. The silence that follows is the most terrifying thing I have ever experienced.

Slowly, my father crouches down so we are at eye level. He reaches out, and with an unsettling, terrifying gentleness, he uses his thumb to wipe a smear of blood from the back of my hand.

“Of course you can.” His voice is soft.

That is how I know I am going to be punished.

“You will.”

Without breaking eye contact, his thumb slides down to my palm and presses directly into the open cut. He pushes, forcing the split skin wider.

Fresh, blinding pain rockets up my arm. I choke on a sound I don’t recognize. A reedy, pathetic noise that belongs to a dying animal, not a boy.

“You are not like the other children,” he whispers, his thumb still buried in my cut. “You are not allowed to be weak like them.”

I try to rip my hand away.

“Again, Saber.”

My chest feels like it’s caving in. My head is splitting open. The ancient, hungry thing in the room hasn’t left. It is lingering just at the edges of the light, waiting to be fed.

I don’t want it. I don’t want any of this.

I try to think of my mother. I try to remember the way she used to hold these exact same hands. The way she promised me that magic was a warm light. That it grew flowers. That it kept us safe.

I try to hold onto her face, but the pain is too loud. The memory slips through my fingers like water.

“Again.” The word is absolute.

So I pick up the blade, because I am trapped.

Because somewhere deep in the dark of my chest, a terrible, fundamental part of me is starting to understand that becoming a monster is the only way I am going to survive this house.

The blade cuts deeper this time.

The blood comes faster.

The symbols drink it down.

And the thing in the dark takes a step closer.




———




The ritual ends when he decides it ends. Not when I am crying. Not when my knees finally give out. Only when whatever is drinking from beneath the floor seems satisfied.

The lock on the door clicks open with a heavy, metallic clack.

“Go clean yourself up,” my father says.

He doesn’t look at me. He is already turning away, taking a perfectly pressed white handkerchief from his pocket to wipe my blood off the silver blade. The lesson is over. I have ceased to be useful, so I have ceased to exist.

I don’t run out of the room. If I run, he will look back.

So I walk.

I walk down the long hallway, holding my dripping left hand away from my body so it doesn’t stain the antique rugs. I know what happens if I stain the rugs.

I make it to the bathroom. I turn the water on as hot as it goes and shove my hand under the faucet. The soap burns so badly it makes my vision go white, but I scrub until the smell of old copper and smoke is gone. I wrap my palm in white gauze. I pull it tight. Too tight.

I don’t cry. Crying makes a noise, and he hates noise.

I go to my bedroom and shut the door quietly.

My room looks like a little boy’s room. There are books on the shelf. A globe. A model train set my mother bought me for my seventh birthday that has been gathering dust since the day she disappeared. It looks normal, but it’s a lie.

I drop to my knees and pull a backpack out from under the bed. My hands are shaking so badly I can barely work the zipper.

I have to leave. I have to go right now.

My brain is moving too fast. I try to think.

What do I need to survive the woods outside the estate?

I grab my red sweater. It’s thick. It will keep me warm when the sun goes down.

I grab a flashlight from my bedside drawer.

I pack three crushed granola bars I stole from the kitchen yesterday.

And then I go to the bottom drawer of my dresser. Underneath my winter socks, hidden where my father would never look, is a wooden hairbrush.

I lift it carefully. It still smells like her. Vanilla and dried leaves.

I put it in the very center of the backpack so it won’t break.

The plan. I need a plan.

If I wait until the grandfather clock downstairs chimes two in the morning, my father will be asleep. The third stair from the top creaks, so I have to skip it. I can unlock the back kitchen door. I can run across the lawn. If I can just make it to the tree line, I can hide. I am small. I am really good at hiding.

I shoulder the backpack. The straps feel heavy, but it’s a good heavy. It’s the weight of leaving.

I walk over to the window to look at the tree line.

I place my hand against the glass.

And that is when I feel warding sigils.

They aren’t just on the ritual room door. They are carved into the window frame. They are etched into the foundation of the house. I trace the invisible lines with my eyes, realizing for the first time that the entire estate is a cage.

But that isn’t the worst part.

The worst part is my hand.

Underneath the tight white gauze, my palm is throbbing. But the rhythm doesn’t match my heartbeat anymore. It is a slow, heavy thrum. An echo.

The thing in the dark. The ancient, starving magic my father forced into my blood, stirs in my chest. It recognizes the magic on the glass. It purrs against my ribs.

I realize, with a cold, sinking horror that belongs to a much older boy, that I can never just walk away.

I could make it to the tree line. I could make it to the next town. I could run to the edge of the world.

It wouldn’t matter.

My father wouldn’t even have to look for me. He would just cut his own palm, speak the words, and pull the invisible leash he just tied directly to my soul.

The magic knows where I am. Because the magic is in me.

Slowly, the heavy, hopeful weight of the backpack slips off my shoulders and hits the floor.

I sit on the edge of my bed.

I pull my knees to my chest, bury my face in my arms, and begin to cry.
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I don’t know how long I sit on the edge of my bed before the house summons me.

It isn’t a bell. It isn’t a voice.

It is a shift in the air. A heavy, suffocating expectation that settles over the estate like dust.

Dinner time.

Dinner is always at the exact same hour.

I wipe my face. I press my palms into my eyes until the tear tracks are gone and my vision spots with stars. I bite the inside of my cheek until my lips stop trembling. I fix my posture, lifting my chin the exact way he taught me.

By the time I step into the dining room, I am a hollow thing.

The long mahogany table is already set. It is always set for two. My father sits at the head. Candlelight flickers across the polished silver, the crystal, the empty porcelain plates. A glass of dark red wine rests near his right hand, catching the light like fresh blood.

He doesn’t look up from his book when I enter.

He never does.

I walk to my chair. I pull it out slowly, ensuring the wooden legs don’t scrape against the floor. I sit. I fold my hands in my lap, hiding the thick white gauze on my left palm. I keep my back perfectly straight.

I wait.

The smell of roasted meat and heavy spices hangs faintly in the air. It is a warm, rich scent that makes my empty stomach cramp, reminding me how many hours it has been since I last ate. I don’t reach for the silver. I don’t speak. I barely breathe.

My father turns a page. The crisp rustle of paper sounds so loud in the quiet room. He lifts his glass and takes a slow sip. Every movement is precise and controlled. He consumes the room simply by existing in it.

Minutes bleed out.

The gauze on my hand is sticky and hot. My stomach twists again, a sharp, hollow ache that feels like my ribs are trying to eat themselves. I press my nails into my right palm to distract myself from it.

Still, I say nothing.

Because saying something is dangerous.

Because silence is safe.

Because maybe, if I am quiet enough, if I am good enough, if I take up no space at all… he will let me eat.

The candles burn lower. Wax drips onto the silver holders.

The food never comes.

My father does not move. He does not acknowledge me.

The realization settles over me slowly, like freezing water rising in a locked room.

This isn’t dinner. This is a continuation of the lesson.

My throat closes.

My head is swimming now. The hunger is turning into a cold, dizzying ache that feels deeper than an empty stomach. It feels like something vital is being carved out of me from the inside.

I can’t sit here forever. I can’t.

My voice is small and fractured when I finally risk it.

“Father?”

He doesn’t flinch. The word just dissolves into the dark room.

I try again, quieter this time. “When… when can I eat?”

Nothing.

Not even a twitch of his jaw. It is like speaking to a statue.

Shame crawls up my neck, hot and prickly. I’ve done something wrong just by reminding him I exist. I lower my gaze to the dark wood of the table.

“I can wait,” I add in a desperate rush. “I just… I wanted to know.”

Silence answers me. The kind of silence that presses against your eardrums until they ache.

I don’t understand.

I did everything right.

I didn’t scream.

I didn’t fight.

I went to the ritual room.

I took the knife.

I bled.

Why isn’t it enough?

My fingers curl tightly into my lap. I wait a little longer. Just in case. Just in case this is a test I can still pass.

But nothing changes. The food never appears.

Something inside me, something very small and very tired, finally splinters.

Slowly, carefully, I push my chair back. I make sure it doesn’t make a sound. I stand on shaking legs.

“If… if I’m not needed,” I whisper to the floor, “I’ll go back to my room.”

I turn and take exactly one step.

Then the air snaps tight.

Something invisible and heavy lashes out. It wraps around my chest, my arms, my throat, and slams me backward. I hit the wooden chair so hard the breath explodes from my lungs.

I try to fall forward, but I can’t. I am pinned.

Invisible hands jerk my arms down against the armrests. My ankles are fused to the chair legs. The pressure bites into my skin, shaping itself into something I cannot see but can feel everywhere.

Chains.

Wrought from the very air of the room.

Panic detonates in my chest. I thrash instinctively, but the second I move, the magic constricts. It squeezes my ribs until my vision grays out.

“Sit.” My father’s voice finally breaks the silence. He hasn’t even closed his book.

I freeze. Not out of obedience, but out of paralyzing terror.

The invisible pressure adjusts, violently forcing my spine perfectly straight against the wood. Perfect posture. Perfect stillness.

Only then does he close the book and look at me.

“Did I dismiss you, Saber?”

The softness of his voice is the most terrifying thing in the world.

My throat works, but there is no air left. “No,” I wheeze.

“Then why,” he asks, tilting his head, “did you move?”

Tears spill over my eyelashes before I can stop them. They burn against my cold cheeks. Crying makes it worse. Crying always makes it worse.

“I was just—” My voice cracks down the middle. I swallow hard. “I thought… I thought I could go.”

“You thought.” He repeats the words as if I have just spoken a filthy, offensive slur.

He raises his right hand and taps a single finger against the mahogany table.

Tick.

The invisible chains around my throat tighten just enough to restrict my airway.

“You do not think in this house, Saber,” he says smoothly. “You wait. You obey. You exist precisely when and how I require you to.”

My chest feels like it is caving in. “I’m sorry,” I sob, the sound pathetic and wet.

“Of course you are.”

He picks up his wine glass, swirling the dark red liquid.

“You will sit there,” he adds, his tone conversational, “until I decide you have learned your place.”

My stomach twists, but I don’t ask again. I don’t speak.

He takes a slow sip of wine, then lowers the glass, smiling.

It is the exact same hollow smile he wore the night my mother vanished.

“You thought you could run away?” he asks softly.

My blood turns to ice, words fail me entirely.

He reaches into his suit jacket and places something on the table between us.

A wooden hairbrush.

It still smells faintly of vanilla and dried leaves.

My heart stops beating.

“Do not ever,” my father whispers, his voice cutting deeper than the silver blade ever could, “think you can survive in a world without me.”

The wooden hairbrush sits on the table between us.

I stare at it. I don’t blink. If I blink, the tears will fall, and I cannot let him see me cry again.

My father doesn’t say another word about it. He simply reaches out and rings the small silver bell near his wine glass. The sharp, clear chime cuts through the heavy air of the dining room.

Less than a minute later, the heavy oak doors open. The butler steps in. He is a tall, quiet man who has worked for our family since before I was born. He pushes a silver serving cart, the wheels gliding silently over the antique rugs.

He does not look at me. He does not look at the magic pinning me to the chair, or the tears shining on my cheeks, or the way I am struggling to draw a full breath. He looks only at the table.

“Serve him,” my father says casually, turning a page in his book.

The butler bows his head. “Right away, Master Rome.”

He steps up to my side of the table. He sets down a porcelain plate. Then a silver fork. A heavy knife. And finally, he lifts the silver cloche from the main dish.

The smell hits me instantly.

Roasted lamb, dripping with dark, savory gravy. Warm, buttered root vegetables. A thick slice of fresh bread. Steam rises from the plate, carrying the scent of rosemary and garlic straight to my face.

My stomach hollows out. An agonizing cramp tries to double me over.

The invisible chains flare against my skin, locking my spine to the back of the chair. The magic bites into my collarbones and ribs, rigid as iron.

I gasp, my eyes going wide.

The butler doesn’t flinch. He pours a glass of ice water, sets it exactly two inches from the tip of my knife, and backs away. He bows to my father and leaves the room, pulling the heavy doors shut behind him. The click of the latch sounds like a vault sealing.

“Eat,” my father says softly. He doesn’t look up from his reading.

I stare at the plate. It is right in front of me. Less than a foot away. The heat from the food is washing over my face. I am so hungry I feel lightheaded, a sickly buzzing noise filling my ears.

I try to lift my right arm, but the magic tightens around my wrist. It doesn’t yield a single millimeter.

I try to lean my neck forward, thinking maybe, maybe if I can just reach the bread with my teeth—

Crack.

The invisible bindings around my throat snap backward, slamming my skull against the wooden headrest of the chair. My vision flashes white. A low, pathetic whimper escapes my lips before I can swallow it down.

“Manners, Saber,” my father murmurs. “We do not eat like animals in this house. Use your hands.”

He knows I can’t move them.

He wove the spell. He holds the leash. He knows exactly what the magic is doing to me.

Tears finally spill over my eyelashes, hot and fast, tracking down my face and dripping off my jaw. I am shaking. My core trembles with the physical effort of trying to fight the spell, but the magic is older than me. It is stronger than me.

I sit there, pinned and paralyzed, staring at the warm, perfect food.

Minutes drag pass.

My father finishes his chapter. He marks his page with a silk ribbon and closes the book. He lifts his napkin, dabbing politely at the corners of his mouth, before setting it neatly beside his empty plate.

He stands.

The chair scrapes lightly against the floor. He buttons his suit jacket, perfectly composed, unbothered by the fact that I’m trembling and quietly sobbing a few feet away.

He walks toward the door, his footsteps slow and measured. As he passes my chair, he pauses. He rests one heavy, warm hand on my shoulder.

I flinch, but the chains hold me perfectly still.

“Enjoy your dinner,” he whispers.

He walks away, and the doors close behind him, leaving me alone. The spell does not break when he leaves. The chains do not loosen. The oppressive, terrifying weight of his magic remains, holding me perfectly upright in the flickering candlelight.

I stare at the plate.

I watch the steam slowly stop rising from the lamb.

I watch the rich, dark gravy slowly turn dull as it cools, forming a thick, greasy skin over the meat. I watch the butter harden on the bread. The ice in the water glass melts, the condensation dripping down the crystal and pooling on the mahogany table.

The grandfather clock in the hall chimes ten.

Then midnight.

Then two in the morning.

The candles burn down to their bases, sputtering out one by one, plunging the dining room into deep, suffocating shadows. The temperature in the house drops, the cold seeping through my thin shirt, but I cannot cross my arms to keep warm. I cannot rub my aching hands. I cannot wipe the dried tears that make my face feel tight and itchy.

My muscles scream. A deep, fiery ache builds in my lower back and shoulders from being forced into the exact same rigid posture for hours. My empty stomach stops cramping and transitions into a dull, hollow, sickening nausea.

I am so tired. I just want to sleep. If I could just rest my head on the table, just for a minute.

I try to slump forward.

The magical coils dig violently into my chest, bruising my ribs, forcing me right back into perfect posture.

There is no rest. There is no escape.

The moon traces a slow arc across the tall windows. The food in front of me turns to cold, congealed rot in the darkness.








  
  4

  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




The sun creeps into the dining room, slipping through the tall, velvet-draped windows in thin, pale slices.

It hits the far wall first, illuminating the oil portraits of people who watch the room with dead, painted eyes. Then, it crawls across the antique rugs. It climbs the mahogany table. Finally, it finds my face.

The light is warm, but I cannot feel it.

My eyes are open. They have been open all night. They are dry, bloodshot, and burning with exhaustion. I haven’t slept for a single second. Every time my brain tried to shut down, every time my heavy eyelids fluttered shut, the magic coiled around my ribs and squeezed, violently jerking me back into perfect, agonizing alertness.

I am not crying anymore.

There are no tears left. The salt has dried against my cheeks. The panic that exploded in my chest last night has entirely burned itself out, leaving behind a hollow, echoing crater.

I sit there, perfectly straight. Perfectly still. A doll arranged at a dining table.

The roasted lamb has hardened into a grey block, encased in a thick shell of congealed, sickly-white fat. The gravy is solid. The bread is stiff. The smell, which had been so rich hours ago, has soured into a strange scent.

I stare at it. My mind is a flat, static line.

Then, it happens.

The spell breaks.

There is no grand release. No shattering of invisible chains. No dramatic rush of wind. The magic simply stops. It fades out, releasing its grip on my bones with a sickening, casual indifference.

It doesn’t break because I have learned a lesson. It breaks because it is morning, and my father’s schedule dictates that the dining room must be cleared. It releases because my suffering is no longer actively required. I was never important enough to keep bound. I was only ever an object to be left where he put me until he forgot about me.

The sudden absence of the magic is worse than the grip of it.

Without the invisible coils holding my spine straight, my body realizes it is entirely broken.

I collapse.

It happens instantly. I pitch forward, my shoulder slamming into the edge of the mahogany table before I slide off the chair entirely. I hit the hardwood floor in a tangle of dead, unresponsive limbs.

The impact knocks whatever shallow breath I had left out of my lungs. I lie there on the antique rug, my cheek pressed against the cold fibers.

For a long moment, I cannot move. I can’t even twitch. My arms and legs are completely numb and heavy. Pins and needles erupt across every inch of my skin. My muscles, locked tight for hours, begin to spasm.

I curl inward, pulling my knees to my chest, a choked, broken gasp tearing out of my dry throat.

Hungry.

The word surfaces through the pain.

I need to eat. I need to put something, anything, into my mouth.

I force my eyes open. Above me, sitting on the edge of the table, is the silver cloche. The plate. The food.

My body forgets it is human. It forgets that I am Saber Craven, the heir to an ancient bloodline. It forgets the lessons of elegance and posture. I am reduced to nothing more than a starving animal.

I reach out with a trembling hand. My fingers dig into the thick wool of the rug, dragging myself forward.

Every inch is a battle. My elbows scrape against the floor. My knees feel like they are filled with shattered glass. I pull myself closer to the base of the heavy wooden chair, gasping for air, my vision swimming with dark, fuzzy patches.

I reach the leg of the table. I wrap my hand around the carved wood and pull.

My muscles scream at me. My arms shake so violently I almost drop back to the floor, but the hollow, gnawing agony in my stomach forces me up. I drag my chin over the edge of the table.

The plate is right there.

I reach for the meat. My fingers brush against the thick, rubbery cap of congealed fat. It is ice cold. It feels so wrong.

A wave of nausea hits me.

The smell of the ruined food fills my nose. My stomach rejects the idea. My throat closes completely. I gag, a dry, painful heave that wracks my entire frame.

I can’t eat it.

Even if I could chew the hardened meat, my body wouldn’t keep it down. The realization is a crushing weight. I went through all of this terror, pain, and absolute humiliation, for nothing.

My grip on the table edge fails.

I collapse again, hitting the floor in a heap. I pull my knees to my chest, curling into a tight, pathetic ball. I close my eyes, waiting for the floor to swallow me. I just want the dark to come back.

A sound cuts through the silence.

The heavy oak doors of the dining room unlatch. The hinges, perfectly oiled, make no sound, but the heavy thud of the door hitting the stopper echoes.

Footsteps. Slow, measured, and familiar.

It is the butler.

He steps into the room, pushing the same silver serving cart he used last night. The wheels glide silently over the floorboards.

Hope, stupid and stubborn, sparks in my chest.

He’s going to help me. He has known me since I was a baby. He used to sneak me sugar cubes from the kitchen when my mother was still here. He is going to pick me up. He is going to carry me to my room. He is going to bring me a mug of hot cocoa and tell me it’s going to be okay.

I pry my eyes open, turning my head against the rug to look at him.

The butler stops the cart beside the table. He looks down, eyes meeting mine.

For a second, he looks at me. He sees me. He sees the boy curled on the floor, shaking, bruised, and starved. He sees the thick white gauze on my left hand, stained with dried blood. He sees the absolute ruin of me.

And then, his gaze slides right past me.

His face remains blank.

He turns back to the table, lifting the plate of cold, ruined lamb. He does not scrape it. He does not inspect it. He simply places it onto the bottom shelf of the silver cart. He takes the crystal water glass, the ice long melted, and sets it beside the plate.

“No,” I mouth. The word has no sound.

He reaches for the silverware, picking it up.

He is clearing the table. He is resetting the room for breakfast.

He is pretending I am not here.

The horror of it is so vast, so suffocating, that it eclipses the physical pain of my body. It is one thing for my father to torture me; my father is a monster. But this man is ordinary. This man is human. And he is choosing the rules of the house over my life.

He is sweeping up my shattered pieces and throwing them away with the trash.

He wipes down the mahogany wood with a damp cloth, removing the water ring left by the glass. He adjusts the candelabra, ensuring it is perfectly centered.

He turns the cart to leave.

I don’t have the strength to reach for him. I don’t have the strength to crawl. But the frantic, dying animal inside of me refuses to be buried alive.

I pull all the air I can manage into my battered lungs.

“Please…”

The whisper is rough, broken, and agonizingly small. It barely crosses the distance between us.

But he hears it.

The butler freezes. His hands grip the handle of the silver cart. His knuckles turn white. The muscles in his back go entirely rigid.

The silence in the room stretches, pulling tight until it is ready to snap.

Look at me, I beg him in my mind. Just look at me. Just acknowledge that this is wrong. Just tell me I am real. For a second, it feels like he might. It feels like the human being beneath the suit might break through. His shoulders drop a fraction of an inch. His head tilts, ever so slightly, toward the floor where I am lying.

Then, he inhales deeply.

His spine stiffens. The mask snaps back into place, locked tighter than the wards on my father’s doors.

He does not look down.

Instead, he reaches out to the table one last time. He touches the silver spoon resting near the center piece. It is slightly askew. With careful, deliberate precision, he nudges the spoon half an inch to the left.

Perfectly straight. Perfectly aligned.

He pulls his hand back, gripping the cart, and walks out of the dining room.

The heavy oak doors swing shut behind him. The latch clicks into place.

I am left alone on the floor, finally understanding the true lesson my father wanted to teach me.

There is no help coming.

Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever.
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(10 years old)




Two years is a lifetime when you are holding your breath.

I have learned the singular, absolute rule of the Craven estate, carved into my bones through repetition and agony: if you do not want to be the prey, you have to convince the predator that you are exactly like him.

I learned to hollow myself out. It was not a sudden emptiness, but a painstaking, deliberate excavation. I took a shovel to my own soul. I buried the small, terrified, eight-year-old boy who cried in the dining room, the boy who still thought a butler might save him, the boy who still remembered the smell of his mother’s vanilla perfume. I pushed him so deep down into the dark, that eventually, even I couldn’t hear him screaming anymore.

I learned to mimic my father’s predatory stillness. I learned to calculate the exact angle of my chin, the precise cadence of my footsteps, the blank, unblinking stare that made the estate servants press themselves into the walls when I walked past. I learned to look at human beings without seeing them. And, worst of all, I learned to let the dark, ancient parasite in my blood rise to the surface, wearing the sickness like a second skin.

I became a perfect, immaculate, miniature replica of the monster who broke me.

Or, at least, I thought I did.

It is late autumn. The woods at the edge of the estate have been entirely stripped bare. The trees do not look like wood anymore; they look like blackened, skeletal fingers clawing desperately at a heavy, bruised sky. The air is sharp, carrying a biting frost that burns the inside of my nostrils and sears my lungs with every intake of breath.

I do not shiver. I do not rub my hands together. My father hates fidgeting. Fidgeting is a leak in the vessel. Fidgeting is a confession of discomfort, and gods are never uncomfortable.

We are hunting.

But not with rifles. My father considers guns to be vulgar, pathetic crutches for weak men who lack true dominion over the physical world. We do not use steel or lead. We are hunting with the sickness that runs in our veins.

My father walks ahead of me, his boots crushing the frozen dead leaves into powder. The rot grandfather dragged out of the dark and stitched into our bloodline has finally started to show on his physical form, if you know exactly where to look. His posture is still terrifyingly immaculate, his charcoal coat perfectly tailored across his broad shoulders, but the man inside the clothes is degrading.

His skin has taken on a waxy, translucent pallor, like a corpse. The veins tracking up the side of his neck and disappearing behind his ear are raised, unnatural, and entirely too dark. They pulse with a sluggish, viscous, blackish hue, as if his heart is pumping oil instead of blood. The smell of him has changed, too. The sharp, metallic tang of copper and the suffocating stench of old ash that used to be contained to the ritual room now clings to him permanently. It bleeds through his expensive cologne, a sickly-sweet scent of necrotic tissue masked by sandalwood.

The magic is eating him from the inside out. But starvation does not make a predator weak; it only makes him meaner. It makes him volatile.

“There,” he murmurs.

His voice is no longer a smooth purr. It is a dry, rasping sound. He stops, pointing a black-leather-gloved finger toward a dense cluster of brush.

I step forward, placing my boots so they make no sound against the frozen earth.

Tangled in a snare of invisible, magical tripwires my father set over an hour ago is a wild rabbit. It is small. Its dull brown fur is puffed out in a desperate, failing attempt to ward off the biting cold. The magical snare, a manifestation of my father’s sheer, oppressive will, is wrapped tight around its back legs, pulling the fragile joints backward at a sickening, unnatural angle.

The animal is thrashing, its chest heaving with frantic, shallow, vibrating breaths. Its claws tear uselessly at the frozen dirt, trying to drag its trapped body into the safety of the brush.

“A simple exercise, Saber,” my father says.

He steps back, folding his hands behind his back.

“Draw the life out of the creature. Do not spill the blood. Do not break the skin. Simply reach into its chest, take its pulse, and consume it.”

I nod once. A sharp, mechanical jerk of my chin. Blank. Obedient. Empty.

I step closer. I raise my right hand. I close my eyes for a fraction of a second and call on the black, heavy, suffocating mass resting at the bottom of my ribs. It answers me easily now. It is always awake. It slithers up my chest, slides down my arm, and pools into the center of my palm like a puddle of freezing, vibrating water.

I lower my hand toward the thrashing rabbit.

The moment my shadow falls over it, the animal stops fighting.

It freezes entirely, its survival instincts short-circuiting as it senses a predator leaning over it. The rabbit rolls its head back, the muscles in its neck straining against the magical snare.

Its eyes are wide, glassy, and entirely black.

And in that moment, it looks directly into my gray eyes.

It is trembling so violently that the dead leaves beneath it vibrate. It is so small. It is so helpless. It is pinned to the frozen earth by a dark, ancient force it cannot possibly comprehend, paralyzed by sheer terror, simply waiting for a cruel, uncaring god to snuff out its pathetic little life for nothing more than an exercise.

I look into those wide, terrified black eyes.

And I see myself.

I see the eight-year-old boy pinned to the mahogany dining chair, starving, weeping, waiting for the dark to swallow him. I see the agonizing injustice of being small in a world entirely ruled by monsters.

And for one single, catastrophic, fatal second… the perfect, sociopathic, impenetrable mask I have spent two years building shatters into a million jagged pieces.

My hand stops moving.

I hesitate.

It is barely a fraction of a heartbeat. It is nothing more than a microscopic flinch in my wrist, a sharp, uncontrolled intake of cold air through my teeth. But in the Craven house, under the omniscient, paranoid gaze of my father, a fraction of a heartbeat is a full confession. It is a death sentence.

“Weakness.”

The word hisses through the freezing air, sharp as a guillotine blade.

Before my brain can even process the failure, before I can force my shaking hand down to finish the kill and save myself, my father’s magic hits me.

There is no warning. There is no visible light. It is just an invisible, kinetic sledgehammer of localized gravity that slams directly into the center of my chest.

It lifts me entirely off my feet, launching my ninety-pound body backward through the air. I fly backward for ten feet before I hit the trunk of a dead oak tree. The impact is a sickening, hollow crack that echoes through the quiet woods. The bark bites brutally into my spine, and the sheer force of the blow knocks every bit of oxygen out of my lungs.

My vision instantly blackens at the edges, swarming with silver static. I drop to the frosted dirt like a puppet with its strings severed.

I am gasping, my mouth wide open, but my paralyzed diaphragm refuses to pull in air. I thrash on the frozen ground, my hands scrabbling uselessly at my own throat, trying to claw the air into my windpipe.

My father is suddenly there.

He does not walk. He does not run. He simply bridges the distance between us as if the physical space surrendered to him. His massive silhouette blots out the gray sky, his shadow swallowing me whole.

He reaches down and grabs me by the throat with one bare hand. He lifts me up, dragging me straight up the trunk of the oak tree until my boots are dangling, scraping uselessly against the frost-covered roots. His grip is inhuman, clamping down on my trachea.

But it is the cold that makes my eyes bulge. The black, rotting veins on his wrist pulse against my bare neck, radiating a freezing, agonizing, necrotic cold that burns my skin exactly like dry ice.

“You hesitate,” he whispers.

His face is inches from mine. When I look into his eyes, my heart stutters and nearly stops. The whites of his eyes are entirely gone. The sclera has been swallowed by the black sickness in his blood, leaving nothing but two endless, pitch-black voids staring back at me.

“You look at prey,” he hisses, the smell of copper and rot washing over my face, “and you feel pity?”

“N-no,” I choke out. The word is barely a wet gurgle. I kick my legs wildly, my boots connecting with his shins, but he does not even blink. “Father, p-please, I—”

“Liar.”

He tightens his grip.

The cartilage of my windpipe grinds together with a sickening pop. The agonizing pressure in my head builds until I feel like my eyeballs are going to hemorrhage from their sockets.

“You think you can hide from me, Saber? You think I do not see the pathetic, weeping, soft little boy still cowering behind your eyes?” He tilts his head, his lips curling back into a repulsive snarl that exposes his perfectly white teeth. “I have carved out your weakness. I have given you the blood of gods. And you still want to be a rabbit.”

He doesn’t let go of my throat. He doesn’t even look away from my face.

He flicks two fingers on his free hand.

He doesn’t draw the life out. He doesn’t make it quick. He punishes the rabbit for existing, and he punishes me for caring.

The invisible snare holding the rabbit tightens. But it doesn’t just crush the animal; it wrings it out like a wet, dirty rag.

The rabbit doesn’t even have the breath to scream. The magic compresses its tiny body. I hear the bones snap. The ribcage splinters inward instantly, the jagged white bones puncturing the tiny lungs with a wet, breathy squeak that makes my stomach heave.

But he doesn’t stop.

The pressure builds under the rabbit’s skin, squeezing the blood and fluids upward. With a sickening pop, the pressure forces the rabbit’s eyes to rupture directly out of their sockets, thick, bloody jelly leaking down its brown fur. Finally, the skin splits.

Warm, steaming blood erupts into the freezing air, splattering across the dead leaves.

Tears, humiliating and traitorous, spill over my eyelashes and burn paths down my freezing cheeks.

“Look at it!” my father roars.

The sudden, explosive volume of his voice is so unnatural, so infused with raw magical power, that my eardrums physically ache, ringing with a high-pitched whine. He shakes me by the throat, violently jerking my skull to the side, forcing my blurring eyes to look at the steaming, pulverized mountain of bloody gore in the brush.

“Look at what happens to small, trembling things! Look at what happens to things that feel pity! They are meat! They are nothing! They exist only to be slaughtered!”

My lungs are screaming. Black spots are swarming my vision so thickly I can barely see the blood on the ground. The edges of my consciousness are fraying, pulling me toward a merciful blackout.

“You will never hesitate again,” my father hisses, leaning in until his cold, dead lips brush against my ear. The whisper cuts straight through the ringing in my head. “Because if you ever show me that weakness again, Saber… I will not just kill the rabbit. I will make you eat it raw. I will make you swallow every splintered bone, and I will watch you choke on the fur.”

He holds me there for one more second, letting the absolute terror of the promise sink into the marrow of my bones. I know, with terrifying certainty, that he means it.

Then, he opens his hand.

I drop to the frozen earth in a pathetic heap of bruised limbs, curling immediately into a fetal position. I clutch my throat with both hands, coughing as the freezing air rushes back into my lungs. Every breath feels like swallowing razor blades.

Above me, my father turns his back.

I hear the rustle of his expensive wool coat as he casually adjusts his cuffs. He smooths the lapels of his jacket, entirely composed once more, his breathing perfectly even, as if he hadn’t just shattered my entire universe.

“Clean up the mess,” he commands, speaking to the trees rather than to me. “And meet me in the study in exactly ten minutes. We will begin the exercise again.”

He walks away.

His dark coat blends seamlessly into the dying woods, his silent footsteps taking him back toward the manor, leaving me entirely alone in the frost.

I stay on my hands and knees for a long time.

My throat is already swelling, the skin hot and tight, with the exact shape of his massive fingers. The cold from the frozen earth seeps through my trousers, biting into my knees, but the chill isn’t coming from the ground anymore. The chill is coming from inside me. It is radiating outward from my own chest.

Slowly, I crawl forward.

My hands shake so violently my joints ache.

The smell of the ruined rabbit is overwhelming. It is the heavy, copper stench of fresh, hot blood mixed with the foul, acidic odor of ruptured intestines. It is the most revolting thing I have ever encountered.

I reach out. My freezing fingers brush against a patch of torn, bloody fur that is still sickeningly warm.

I close my eyes.

Deep inside the dark, the eight-year-old boy who wanted to be gentle finally stops weeping. He doesn’t go to sleep. He doesn’t hide.

He dies.

I feel the exact moment his heart stops beating. I feel the warmth leave him. I feel the rot of my father’s magic rush in to fill the empty space he left behind, sealing the tomb shut forever.

I open my eyes.

I look at the blood on my hands, and I feel absolutely nothing.
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Ten minutes. That is exactly how much time I am allotted to scrape the frozen, bloody dirt from my kneecaps, wash the pulverized remnants of a rabbit’s internal organs from beneath my fingernails, and present myself in my father’s study.

I stand at the porcelain basin in my bathroom, watching the scalding water turn a pale, sickly pink as it spirals down the brass drain. I scrub my hands until the skin is raw and blistering, but I can still feel the phantom sensation of wet fur clinging to my fingertips.

I stare at my reflection in the mirror above the sink. The boy looking back at me is a stranger. His eyes are flat, dead things, sunk deep into a pale, bruised face. The dark purple imprint of my father’s massive fingers is already blooming violently across his throat, a collar of ruptured blood vessels marking him as property.

I dry my hands. I button my collar all the way to the top, hiding the bruises as best I can. 
I do not walk to the study at nine minutes and fifty seconds. I do not arrive at ten minutes and one second. I place my hand on the cold brass handle of the heavy oak doors precisely as the towering grandfather clock in the hall begins its deep, resonant, booming chime.

One.

I turn the handle.

Two.

I step inside.

My physical body is a wreck. My throat is a tight, restricting ring of bruised, swollen tissue that throbs with a sickly, hot rhythm every time my heart beats. Every single time I am forced to swallow, it feels like crushed glass. My spine aches violently from where I was thrown against the oak tree, the vertebrae grinding together with every step. I am still freezing, the biting chill having burrowed past my skin and trapped itself deep within the marrow of my bones. I feel fragile. I feel like a porcelain doll that has been shattered and glued back together incorrectly, with too many missing pieces.

But emotionally?

I am a tomb.

The study is suffocatingly warm. The fireplace roars with unnaturally high, perfectly uniform flames, heating the room until the air feels heavy and thick in my damaged lungs. The space smells of rich, oiled mahogany, expensive leather bindings, and the faint, permanent, sickly-sweet rot that follows my father like a loyal shadow.

He is sitting behind his massive desk. He has an antique, silver-nibbed fountain pen in his right hand. He is signing a piece of heavy parchment, his posture relaxed, his breathing perfectly even. The wet scratch of the nib against the paper is incredibly loud in the quiet of the room.

He does not look up when I enter.

He does not mention the woods.

He does not mention the way he violently choked the life out of me, or the rabbit he sadistically pulverized into a mound of steaming gore, or the irrefutable fact that he has just butchered the last remaining piece of my humanity.

Because to him, it means absolutely nothing.

Shattering my soul is not an event. It is not a tragedy, or a climax, or a monumental shift in the universe. It is administrative. It is a chore. It is the emotional equivalent of pruning a dead, unsightly branch off a prize-winning rosebush to ensure the rot doesn’t spread to the roots.

I walk to the exact center of the Persian rug. I stop. I fold my hands neatly behind my back. I lock my knees and keep my spine perfectly straight, ignoring the sharp, biting flare of pain in my bruised vertebrae.

I do not speak. My vocal cords are far too damaged to produce anything more than a wet rasp anyway. The scratching of the pen continues for what feels like hours. I stand there, rotting inside my own skin, waiting for the god of the room to acknowledge my existence.

Finally, my father sets the silver pen down.

He rests his elbows on the polished wood of the desk, steeples his long, elegant fingers together, and slowly raises his head. His eyes, sickening voids where the whites should be, scan my face. His gaze drifts down to my collar, assessing the brutal bruising that peeks over the white fabric.

He does not smile. He rarely does. But a cold, terrifying, profound satisfaction settles over his sharp features.

“Better,” he murmurs. His voice makes the tiny hairs on my arms stand up.

He reaches out with one gloved finger and presses a small, inconspicuous brass button on the corner of his desk.

A moment later, the side door of the study clicks open.

Two of my father’s personal guards step into the room. They are massive, silent men whose loyalty is bought with the same dark magic that poisons my blood. Between them, gripped tightly by the upper arms, they are holding a young man.

He is a servant. A footman. He cannot be older than nineteen or twenty. He is wearing the gray and silver uniform of the Craven estate, but the stiff white collar is already damp, plastered to his neck with nervous sweat.

He is not tied up. He is not gagged. He isn’t even fighting the guards as they drag him forward.

He is just afraid. A primal, animalistic fear that radiates off him in waves. His eyes are wide, the pupils blown completely out, darting frantically from the impassive faces of the guards, to the looming silhouette of my father, and finally, settling on me. His chest heaves with erratic breaths.

He knows exactly what happens in this room. Every servant in the Craven house knows. They whisper about it in the kitchens. They scrub the mysterious stains out of the rugs. They know that when you are summoned from your duties and dragged into the master’s study, you rarely walk out exactly as you were.

Sometimes you walk out missing memories.

Sometimes you walk out missing pieces.

Sometimes, you do not walk out at all.

The guards drag him to the center of the Persian rug, stopping just a few feet to my left. They release his arms, step backward in perfect unison, and exit the room, pulling the narrow door shut behind them.

The servant is left standing alone. He sways slightly on his feet, swallowing hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing frantically. He looks like he is going to vomit.

“Saber,” my father says softly. His voice is a velvet trap. “Show me you understand now.”

I look at my father.

His black eyes offer nothing. No parameters are given. No specific, clinical instructions to draw blood, or extract a memory, or break a specific bone. I’m not being given a test with a right or wrong answer.

I’m being handed the keys to the cage. I’m being told that this human is mine to dismantle.

I slowly turn my head and look at the boy.

He flinches as my eyes meet his. I look into his terrified, watering green eyes, and a single, microscopic fraction of a second ticks by.

In that infinitesimally small sliver of time, the ghost of the boy I used to be violently twitches in his freshly dug grave. A phantom ache pulses deep in the center of my chest. The memory of empathy. The memory of knowing exactly what it feels like to stand in the center of a room, completely powerless, surrounded by invisible threats, waiting for a monster to decide if you get to live or die. For one millisecond, my bruised throat tightens with the urge to scream, to tell the servant to run, to throw myself between him and my father just like I once threw myself in front of my mother.

But then, the fraction of a second ends.

I take a mental hammer, and I nail the casket lid shut. The ghost stays dead.

I raise my right hand.

I do not flinch. I do not hesitate. I reach down into the pitch-black, suffocating, bottomless well of magic resting at the base of my ribs.

It does not resist me this time. It does not pull away. It recognizes the absolute void in my chest, and it surges upward to fill it. It is eager. It is starving. It rushes through my veins like liquid ice, freezing the blood in my arteries, pooling in the center of my palm with a heavy, vibrating, magnetic hum.

I do not lash out chaotically. I do not throw him against the wall or crush his windpipe the way my father did to me in the woods. That is crude. That is loud.

I am precise.

I point my index and middle fingers directly at the center of the servant’s chest, and I slowly close my fist. The air in the room snaps tight.

The servant’s breath catches audibly in his throat, a wet, choking gasp. His eyes widen to impossible proportions, paralyzing horror exploding across his face as his body betrays him.

Invisible, magical coils, heavy and cold, wrapping around his ribs. They lash his arms flush against his sides, pinning his wrists to his thighs. They slam into his legs, locking his knees together so hard the joints pop. The invisible pressure crawls up his throat like a serpent, gripping his jaw and forcing his head perfectly straight.

He is frozen.

I stand there, my fist clenched, and watch his chest strain against the invisible bonds. I watch the pure, undiluted panic completely consume his mind. He tries to thrash. He tries to take a desperate step backward. He tries to open his mouth to scream.

He cannot move.

He is entirely trapped inside his own body, pinned to the dead air of the study solely by the sheer force of my will.

I have flawlessly recreated the exact spell my father used to paralyze me at the dining table. I have taken the exact instrument of my own torture and weaponized it against someone smaller than me in the hierarchy of the house.

My father watches from behind his desk. He does not say a single word, but the silence in the room is thick with his profound, terrifying approval. The rot in his blood hums in harmony with the rot in mine.

I lower my hand, though the spell remains entirely intact, and I take a slow step toward the servant.

Then another.

I stop less than a foot away from him. I am only ten years old. I am small, bruised, and exhausted. I have to tilt my head upward just to look into his face. He is twice my size. If he were free, he could fight me.

But he can’t.

Because I hold the leash.

He is looking down at me. Tears of terror spill over his eyelashes, tracking rapidly down his flushed cheeks. His lips are parted slightly as he desperately tries to suck thin streams of air through his magically restricted windpipe.

He is waiting for me to show mercy.

He is looking at me, searching my eyes for the little boy who used to politely thank him for opening the heavy manor doors. The little boy who used to sneak into the kitchens and apologize if he bumped into the staff. He is begging that boy to let him go.

I look at his tears.

Instead of feeling guilt or self-loathing, I feel a rush of silence.

The fear is gone. The aching helplessness is gone. The terror of being small and fragile in a house full of razor-sharp teeth has completely evaporated. The shivering, bleeding prey animal inside my chest is dead, and what replaces it is cold, untouchable marble.

As I stand there, feeling the connection between my mind and the invisible chains crushing the servant’s ribs, I finally understand my grandfather’s madness. I finally understand why he poisoned our bloodline, why he sacrificed forty people to bring this dark, ancient sickness into our veins.

Power is not just a tool.

Power is an anesthetic.

When you are the one holding the iron chains, you cannot feel the freezing cold. When you are the one inflicting the terror, watching someone else weep and beg and bleed, you do not have to be afraid anymore. Your pain is transferred. Your weakness is projected outward.

I tilt my head, studying the servant’s trembling, trapped, pathetic form with mild, clinical curiosity.

I don’t hate him. I don’t even want to kill him. He is just an object. He is just a mirror for me to reflect my new reality into.

I flex the fingers of my right hand, tightening the invisible bonds just a fraction of an inch, purely to watch the way his eyes bulge as the magic squeezes the very last reserve of oxygen from his collapsing lungs.

I don’t smile. I don’t laugh or gloat or look back at my father for validation.

I just stand there, breathing in the quiet, savoring the absence of my own fear. It is infinitely easier to be the hand, than the thing being held down.
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Killing a thing is a finite action. It is a sudden, violent full stop. A body breaks, the blood cools, the mess is eventually scrubbed from the floorboards, and the universe simply moves on. Dead things cannot carry the weight of what you did to them. Leaving them alive, I discover, is a completely different kind of cruelty.

It’s been almost a week since my father’s lesson with the rabbit. The bruises on my throat have changed to a sickly black-and-yellow, hidden beneath the stiff, high collar of my shirt. I am walking down the western corridor of the manor, a long, cavernous hallway lined with towering, gilded mirrors and the ever-present oil paintings. The house is quiet. It is the heavy, suffocating kind of quiet that always follows a lesson in my father’s study.

I turn the corner, my footsteps making absolutely no sound against the thick, woven runner.

And there he is.

The footman.

He is walking in the opposite direction, carrying a polished silver tray holding a crystal pitcher of ice water and two delicate glasses. He is wearing a fresh uniform, his posture rigidly straight, performing the mundane, invisible duties required to keep the Craven estate functioning.

For a second, everything looks entirely normal.

Then, he sees me.

The reaction is not magical. I have not raised my hand. I haven’t reached down into the pitch-black well of magic in my chest. I haven’t even consciously focused my gaze on him. I simply exist in his periphery.

The moment his eyes register my face, he violently recoils. His entire body jerks backward, his shoulders slamming hard against the velvet-papered wall, as if an invisible force has just struck him in the chest.

He cannot meet my eyes.

His gaze drops instantly to the floorboards, his chin tucking so tightly against his collarbone that he looks like a beaten dog waiting for the final, killing blow. The color drains out of his face so fast it leaves his skin a waxy, translucent gray, the exact shade of my father’s rotting complexion.

He is terrified. But it isn’t the sudden, explosive panic he showed in the study. This is worse. This is a deep, fundamental, structural terror. It is a cancer that has metastasized overnight.

I don’t stop walking. I maintain my measured, perfectly even pace, closing the distance between us.

As I draw closer, the footman begins to shake. The heavy silver tray in his hands tilts. The crystal glasses begin to rattle against the metal, a frantic, chiming sound that shatters the silence of the hallway.

He tries to steady it. He clamps his jaw, his knuckles turning stark white as he grips the edges of the tray, desperate to control his own failing nervous system. But his body belongs to his fear now, and his fear belongs to me.

When I am exactly three feet away from him, he flinches.

The heavy glass hits the floor with a sickening, explosive crack, shattering. Ice cubes skitter across the antique runner. A pool of freezing water rapidly blooms across the expensive fabric, soaking into the toe of my polished leather boot.

The footman stops breathing.

He doesn’t scream. He doesn’t run. He instantly drops to his knees in the center of the shattered glass, his bare hands frantically clawing at the soaked carpet, completely disregarding the sharp shards that instantly slice into his palms.

“Forgive me,” he gasps.

His voice is a broken whisper. He is hyperventilating, his chest heaving as tears of sheer, unadulterated panic flood his eyes and drip onto the wet floor. Blood begins to well up on his fingertips, mixing with the spilled water.

“Forgive me. Please. Please, forgive me, Master Saber.”

I stop.

I stand over him, perfectly still, looking down at the top of his trembling, bowed head.

Master Saber?

Not young sir. Not the boy.

Master.

I look at his bleeding, shaking hands. I look at the way his shoulders curl inward, surrendering to my shadow.

There is no magic holding him down. I am not doing anything to him. But the invisible chains are still there, wrapped so tightly around his ribs that they have fundamentally altered the shape of his soul.

That is the moment I finally understand the true architecture of the Craven legacy.

Power is not just a physical force. It is not just the ability to break bones or stop lungs or crush a rabbit in the woods. Physical power is crude. It requires effort.

True power is a psychological infection. It lingers. It outlasts the spell. It seeps into the floorboards and permanently alters the gravity of the world around you. True power reshapes a room long after you have left it, and it reshapes people long after you have stopped hurting them.

I don’t need to raise my hand anymore. I don’t need to use the magic to freeze him in place. The fear is self-sustaining. The trauma does all the heavy lifting for me.

I slowly tilt my head down.

The footman cannot help himself. Driven by the primal, suicidal instinct of a prey animal needing to know exactly where the predator’s teeth are, he forces his gaze up.

He looks at me.

His eyes are wide, bloodshot, and entirely hollowed out. He does not see a ten-year-old boy standing in the hallway. He sees a catastrophe.

I do not apologize. I do not kneel to help him pick up the glass. I do not tell him it is okay.

I simply step over the shattered crystal, ignoring the bloody water soaking into the rug, and continue walking down the hall. I leave him there on his knees, shivering in the dark.
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(12 years old)




Brutality is the domain of beasts, and the Cravens are not beasts. We are gods. And gods do not leave bruises.

By the time I turn twelve, my father decides that my survival instincts have been adequately honed. I have spent two years proving that I am no longer prey. I have mastered the crude, heavy application of my magic. I can crush a windpipe. I can snap a femur. I can hurl a grown man across a room and leave him a shattered, bleeding mess on the floorboards.

But to my father, a bleeding mess is a failure.

“Any common thug in an alleyway can break a bone, Saber,” he tells me one evening, swirling a glass of amber liquid in the low light of his study. “Any rabid dog can tear flesh. Violence, in its rawest form, is vulgar. It is loud. It is messy. It requires the servants to scrub the rugs, and it leaves undeniable evidence of your exertion. True power does not leave a mark.”

He sets his glass down.

“You have learned how to be a butcher. Tonight, I will teach you how to be an artist.”

The lesson does not take place in the ritual room, nor in the frozen woods. It takes place in the grand drawing-room, a cavernous, opulent space dominated by a massive crystal chandelier and a polished ebony grand piano.

The fire is crackling warmly in the marble hearth. The air smells of candles, expensive cedar, and the faint scent of my father’s cologne. Sitting at the piano bench is Mr. Bentley.

He is my music tutor. He is a mundane man, completely devoid of magic, but he is a prodigy with a piano. He is nervous, and entirely dependent on the generous salary the Craven estate provides him.

“Play, Mr. Bentley,” my father instructs, sitting in a velvet wingback chair. He crosses his legs, the picture of aristocratic leisure.

Mr. Bentley swallows hard, nods nervously, and places his hands on the keys.

The music that fills the room is beautiful. It is a complex, weeping melody that cascades through the warm air. I stand beside my father’s chair, my hands folded neatly behind my back, wearing a suit that is an exact, miniature replica of my father’s.

“Watch him, Saber,” my father murmurs over the music. “Look at his posture. Look at the fluidity of his wrists. He is creating art. But he is limited by his medium. He only has wood and wire to play with. We have flesh. We have the mind.”

My father steeples his fingers.

“Step one. Seize him. But you will not use chains. You will not crush his chest. You will slip your magic beneath his skin. You will slide it directly into his nervous system, and you will lock his joints from the inside. I do not want to see a single wrinkle form on his suit. I want him perfectly still, but I want him to look entirely untouched.”

I look at the tutor.

I don’t feel a flicker of hesitation. The boy who would have pitied Mr. Bentley has been dead for years.

I reach into the dark, bottomless well of magic in my chest. But instead of letting it rush out in a heavy, crushing wave, I refine it. I filter the darkness until it isn’t a chain, but a thousand microscopic threads of freezing steel.

I raise two fingers.

I send the threads across the room, slipping them invisibly through the air, and drive them directly into the base of Mr. Bentley’s skull.

The music stops instantly.

Not with a crash of discordant keys. It simply ceases.

His hands hover exactly half an inch above the keys. His spine is perfectly straight. His foot rests lightly on the brass pedal. From the outside, he looks like a photograph. He looks like a man who has simply paused to read the sheet music. But I can feel the microscopic reality of what I am doing to him.

His eyes, the only part of him I allow to move, dart wildly toward me. The sheer, unadulterated terror in them is exquisite. He is a prisoner trapped inside the cage of his own skeleton.

“Excellent,” my father purrs. “Precision. Control. You have turned him into a statue. But a statue cannot feel, Saber. And what is the point of a canvas if you do not paint it?”

My father stands up. He walks slowly across the Persian rug, his footsteps muffled, until he is standing directly beside the frozen tutor. He leans in, studying Mr. Bentley’s bulging, terrified eyes.

“Physical pain is finite,” my father lectures, his voice a smooth, academic drawl. “If you flay a man’s skin, eventually he will pass out from the shock. The human body is designed to shut down when the agony becomes too great. It is a biological flaw. But the mind, Saber? The mind is an infinite landscape of suffering. It has no fail-safes. It can burn forever.”

My father looks back at me.

“Step two. Plunge into his head. Do not tear his memories. Sift through them. Find the one thing that terrifies him the most. Find the trauma that keeps him awake at night, pull it to the front of his cortex, and trap him inside it.”

I step forward.

“Do not linger inside his memories, Saber. The mind was not built to contain two lives at once. Stay too long, and you will begin to lose track of which memories belong to him and which belong to you. Eventually, you will not know which mind you came from.”

I close my eyes, focusing all of my intent on the magical tethers connecting my mind to the tutor’s.

Navigating a human mind is not like reading a book. It is like drowning in a dark ocean of sensory static. I push past the mundane surface thoughts and panic of the current moment, the fear of my father, the desperate confusion. I dig deeper. I slice through layers of memory with surgical precision.

I bypass his teenage years. I bypass his first love. I go straight for the dark, suppressed shadows festering at the bottom of his subconscious.

And I find it.

When Mr. Bentley was nine years old, he had fallen through the rotting floorboards of an abandoned barn, breaking his leg. He had been trapped in the pitch-black, suffocating, claustrophobic darkness for three days before anyone found him. The absolute, mind-shattering terror of being buried alive, of the walls pressing in, of the air running out.

I don’t just look at the memory.

I weaponize it.

Using my magic, I drag that memory out of the dark and forcibly stretch it across his entire conscious mind. I sever his sensory connection to the drawing-room. I turn off his ability to see the piano, to hear the crackling fire, to smell the candles.

I trap him in the dark.

I force his brain to continuously loop the exact moment of utter, hopeless despair. The smell of wet dirt. The crushing claustrophobia. The absolute certainty that he is going to die alone in the dark.

Mr. Bentley’s body remains completely, perfectly immobile. His hands still hover elegantly over the piano keys. His posture is immaculate. There is no visible injury. No broken bones. No bleeding.

But a single, thick tear spills over his lower eyelid, tracking rapidly down his cheek. Then another.

His pupils dilate until his eyes are almost entirely black. The sweat breaks out across his forehead in a cold sheet. His breathing remains perfectly steady. Because I am controlling his lungs. But inside his mind, he is screaming until his throat bleeds. He is thrashing in the dark, drowning in a psychological hell of my exact design.

He is experiencing a level of agony that physical torture could never achieve, and he is doing it while looking like a perfectly composed gentleman at a piano.

“Beautiful,” my father whispers.

He reaches out and gently wipes the tear from the tutor’s cheek with his thumb.

“Do you see it, Saber? Do you see the elegance? He is breaking into a million pieces, and there is absolutely no mess for the maids to clean up. If anyone walked into this room right now, they would simply think he was moved by the music.”

I look at the tears streaming down the frozen man’s face.

I don’t feel a shred of pity. I feel a profound, intoxicating rush of absolute mastery. My father is right. Bruises are for animals. This… this is godhood. I am playing his mind the way he plays the piano.

For one disorienting second, the memory pushes back. The broken leg is mine. The dirt pressing against my chest is mine. I can’t remember the color of my bedroom walls, but I know exactly how the rotting barn smelled. Panic claws through me before I pull myself backward just a little, forcing the boundary between his mind and mine back into place.

My father was right. Memories are infectious. Stay inside another person’s mind too long, and eventually, you stop knowing which life belongs to you.

“Now,” my father says, his voice dropping to a deadly, hushed whisper. “For the crescendo.”

He steps back from the piano.

“The mind is a playground, but the heart is the metronome of existence. Step three, Saber. Find the muscle.”

I nod, reminding myself that I am Saber Craven, not a lowly human stuck in the dark.

I keep Mr. Bentley trapped in the nightmare, but I divert a secondary thread of my magic downward, slipping it through his ribcage. I navigate the anatomy of his chest with the cold detachment of an anatomist. I bypass the lungs. I find the heavy, rhythmic thumping of his heart.

I wrap my magic entirely around the beating organ. I can feel the heat of his blood. I hold his entire existence in the palm of my magical grip.

“Stop it,” my father commands.

I look into Mr. Bentley’s weeping eyes.

“For exactly one beat,” my father adds. “Not two. Not a fraction less. Stop the universe for one second, and then permit it to continue.”

I close my magic around the beating muscle and still it

The physical reaction is instantaneous, subtle, and horrifying.

The flush of color completely vanishes from Mr. Bentley’s face, leaving him the color of old parchment. His eyes widen to a degree that seems impossible. Even trapped inside his hallucination, the biological reality of sudden, complete cardiac arrest pierces the veil. The sheer, primal terror of sudden death spikes so violently in his mind that it sends a shockwave of cold electricity up my own arm.

The grandfather clock ticks.

One second.

It feels like an eternity. It feels like standing on the edge of a cliff, holding a man over the abyss by his collar, feeling the fabric tear, and deciding exactly when to pull him back. In that one second, I am the absolute, undisputed lord of his mortality.

I uncurl my magical grip.

The heart restarts.

It doesn’t beat smoothly. It slams against his ribcage with a desperate flutter. Mr. Bentley’s frozen body twitches microscopically, a sheer biological reflex he can’t control, as the oxygen rushes back into his system.

“Release him,” my father says softly.

I withdraw the magic. I pull the freezing threads out of his nervous system, release the hold on his lungs, and dissolve the nightmare I painted across his mind.

I sever the connection instantly.

Mr. Bentley collapses.

He hits the piano keys with his elbows, a horrific, discordant crash of notes that shatters the refined atmosphere of the room. He slides off the bench and hits the Persian rug, curling immediately into a tight, trembling fetal position.

He doesn’t scream. He doesn’t have the breath for it.

He just lies there, gasping in wet, ragged, agonizing heaves, his hands clutching desperately at his own chest as if trying to massage his heart back into a steady rhythm. He is weeping uncontrollably, the tears mixing with the sweat on his face.

He is physically uninjured. Not a single bruise mars his skin. Not a single drop of blood has been spilled. His suit isn’t even torn.

But his soul is irreparably shredded. He looks like a man who has died, gone to hell, and been shoved back into his own corpse.

My father looks down at him with an expression of mild disgust, as if he has just found a dying insect on his expensive rug.

“You may leave, Mr. Bentley,” my father says, his voice returning to its normal, aristocratic calm. “Your lesson for the evening is concluded. I expect you back at four o’clock tomorrow.”

The tutor doesn’t look up. He can’t.

Driven by pure, blind survival instinct, Mr. Bentley drags himself off the floor, scrambling toward the heavy oak doors like a beaten animal. His hands are shaking so badly he can barely turn the brass handle.

He pulls the door open, practically falling into the hallway, and drags the door shut behind him.

The drawing-room returns to its warm, comfortable silence. The fire crackles in the hearth.

My father walks back to his velvet wingback chair. He picks up his crystal glass, takes a slow, appreciative sip, and then looks at me.

“How did it feel?” he asks.

I look down at my own hands. My palms aren’t shaking. My chest isn’t tight. I don’t feel the sickening, acidic wave of nausea that used to accompany the violence in this house.

I feel calm.

I feel precise.

I feel like a maestro who has just conducted a masterpiece.

I realize then that the crude violence of my childhood has been nothing more than a blunt instrument. Breaking a bone is an act of rage. It is an act of desperation. But this? What I have just done to the tutor?

This is art.

It is cultivated. It is expensive. It is the purest distillation of the Craven legacy. To take a human being, dismantle their sanity, stop their heart, and leave them looking entirely untouched… it is the ultimate expression of control.

I look up at my father, meeting his pitch-black, rotting eyes with my own dead, flat gaze.

“It felt,” I whisper, my voice smooth and perfectly even, “like tuning an instrument.”

My father finally smiles. It is a terrifying, hollow stretching of his waxy skin, a predator recognizing its own reflection in the water.

“Good,” he murmurs. “Then tomorrow, my son… we shall write a symphony.”
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  Chapter 9

  
  




(14 years old)




By the time I turn fourteen I have finally grown into my height and my face has lost most of its softness. I am taller and faster than I used to be, and the magic in my blood no longer feels like something I have to wrestle with. I use it without thinking. I decide that means I have finally caught up to my father.

The training hall sits three stories under the Craven manor, in an old stone room that has been there long before the house was built. The walls leak, the floor is a single slab of black stone, and it is always freezing. We are sparring today, mixing regular fighting with magic, because my father has decided that terrifying tutors and maids aren’t enough anymore. If I am going to walk in his shoes one day I need to know how to kill another warlock.

He stands across from me looking worse than he did a year ago. The sickness has continued its war inside his body. His skin is gray-white pulled tight over his bones, black veins have climbed up his neck and into his hair, and his eyes are completely black. He still wears a perfect suit and still stands like nothing is wrong with him.

“Again,” he says.

I go at him right away. I pull magic up into my fists until the air around them warps and close the distance as fast as I can. I fake with my left, throw a tripwire of force at his ankles, and drive my right fist at his chest. He just shifts his weight. My punch goes past him and cracks the wall behind him. I stay on my feet, spin, sweep his legs, and send a bunch of sharp threads of magic at his throat. He steps over the kick and flicks one finger. The threads break against the ward he threw up.

I get angry. He is dying. I am faster now. I shove as much magic as I can into my system, the room slows down, and I go after him with everything I have; punches layered with force, magic trying to lock his joints, trying to crush his throat. For half a minute the hall is nothing but noise and impact. Then I see his left shoulder drop when he blocks a hit to the ribs.

I put everything into an uppercut and catch him on the jaw. The crack goes all the way up my arm. His head snaps back and he slides a few feet across the floor. A thick drop of black blood hits the stone.

I stand there breathing hard, thinking I have finally done it. I have made him bleed. I am not the kid who cried on the dining room floor anymore.

He wipes the blood off his mouth with the back of his hand, smearing it across his cheek, and turns around. He doesn’t look angry. He looks amused.

“You mistake indulgence for weakness, Saber,” he says.

The temperature drops and the torches go out. The only light left is the sickly green glow bleeding through the black veins beneath his skin. The air pressure collapses. He doesn’t cross the room. One second he is ten feet away and the next he is an inch from my face. I throw a shield up. He puts his hand straight through it like it isn’t there, grabs the front of my shirt, and lifts me off the floor.

“You think you are strong?” His voice sounds like more than one person talking at once. “You think you have mastered the dark?”

He throws me without using magic, just raw strength. I smash into the wall and my right shoulder blade snaps. I drop to the floor making a noise I hate. I try to call the magic to heal it.

“Stand up.”

I push up with my good arm, teeth bared, ready to throw whatever I have left at him. He snaps his fingers. The magic in my own chest turns on me. He doesn’t hit me from outside. He takes hold of what is already in my blood and uses it. My left arm jerks up on its own, makes a fist, and smashes into my face. My nose breaks and blood runs down my chin.

“I am the architect of the power in your veins,” he says, walking toward me. “I taught the thing in your blood to answer, Saber. Did you really think I would teach it your voice without first teaching it mine?”

My left hand grabs my broken shoulder and digs in. I scream and try to pull it off, but I can’t move anything he doesn’t want me to move.

“You are a vessel,” he says, still calm. “A cup I poured power into. You have the nerve to think the cup is bigger than the ocean?”

He twists his wrist and my fingers grind the broken pieces of bone together. I go down on my knees and throw up blood on the floor.

“Please,” I say before I can stop myself.

The pain eases but he doesn’t let go. My hand stays locked on the shoulder. He walks up until his shoes are right in front of me, crouches, grabs my hair, and yanks my head back so I have to look at him. He smells like something that has been dead for a long time.

“You hit me once and decided you were a god,” he says. “You are only a god because I let you sit in my temple. I am holding the leash. Do not ever mistake the power I let you use for your own.”

He lets go, stands up, brushes a speck of my blood off his sleeve, and looks at me the way he looks at the staff.

“Fix your shoulder. Clean the floor.”

He walks out. The iron door slams and I am alone in the dark, kneeling in blood and vomit with my arm hanging wrong. The feeling of having landed that punch is gone. The distance between us hasn’t gotten smaller. It is still infinite. I am not a predator. I am just better-trained prey.

I push magic into my shoulder, forcing the bone back into alignment with magic. It hurts worse than the break. I do it because I am more afraid of what he will do if I don’t, than I am of the pain.

That was the day I understood the real rule of the Craven bloodline: I will never be free of him until he is dead.
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Pain is a language with absolute rules. If you step out of line, you bleed. If you show weakness, you are crushed. If you fight back before you are ready, the marrow is boiled directly inside your bones. Pain makes sense. It is a mathematical equation of cause and effect, and after fourteen years in the Craven manor, I am a prodigy at the mathematics of suffering.

But gentleness? Gentleness is a foreign dialect I can no longer translate.

I am walking down the eastern corridor toward the library. My uniform looks perfect, but under the stiff white collar my skin is covered in fresh bruises and my right arm hangs a little too stiff at my side.

“Master Saber.”

The voice is soft and shaking. I stop and turn.

Mrs. Gable is standing near the kitchen doorway. She is the head housekeeper, an older woman with silvering hair pulled into a tight bun. She is the one who held me the night my mother disappeared, before my father found us and told the staff they were never allowed to touch me again. I have not looked her in the eye in six years.

She steps out of the doorway carrying a small steaming teacup on a saucer. I can smell chamomile and honey mixed with the lavender soap on her apron. She looks at my face, at the stiffness in my shoulder, at the dark circles under my eyes, and at how worn out I look even though I am trying not to show it.

Then she does the most dangerous thing anyone can do in this house. She pities me.

Her eyes fill up and I can see she is not looking at whatever I am trying to become. She is looking at a fourteen-year-old whose father almost killed him last night. She takes a step closer.

“You look so tired, child,” she whispers.

She reaches out without asking and straightens my crooked collar. Her knuckles brush the bruise on my neck. Her hand is warm. It lasts less than a second and I jerk backward so hard I hit the wall. I slap her hand away and the cup smashes on the floor. Tea splashes across my boots.

Mrs. Gable gasps and steps back with her hands over her mouth. I stay pressed against the wall, breathing hard, staring at her.

I do not pull away because I hate her or because I think I am better than her. I pull away because the warmth of her hand is the scariest thing I have felt in years. Softness reminds me of my mother and of a time when I did not have to be a weapon just to get through the night. If I let myself lean into that, if I admit I am tired, I am admitting I am breakable, and in this house that gets you killed. If I let her pity land, I will fall apart in the hallway, and if my father sees even a second of that he will not just break my shoulder again. He will finish me.

Pity is not help. Pity is a target painted on my chest.

“Don’t,” I say. The word comes out rough and the air around us drops cold. “Don’t you ever look at me like that again. Do you understand me? Look away.”

She drops her eyes immediately. Tears run down her face and she is shaking. “Forgive me, Master Saber,” she says, dropping to her knees in the spilled tea and broken china. “Forgive me, please.”

I do not stay to watch her clean it up. I turn and go down the corridor fast, my heart slamming, rubbing at my neck like I can wipe her hand off my skin before it sinks in. I have to stay cold. If I do not, I am going to die here.

I push the library doors open and walk in. Mid-morning light is coming through the windows. Mr. Vance, my regular tutor, is sitting at the big mahogany table. He is a balding man in a tweed suit hired to teach me history, math, and literature. He does not know anything about the magic in this house. He only knows the family pays well and that I am cold.

“You are four minutes late, Saber,” he says without looking up. He taps a wooden ruler against the table.

I pull out my chair and sit. The panic from the hallway is turning into anger. The magic in my chest is restless and looking for somewhere to go.

“Turn to page two hundred and fourteen,” he says.

I do not open the book. I just look at him, at his unmarked hands and his ordinary face. I hate how safe he is. I hate that the worst thing in his life is a bad grade while I spent last night choking on my own blood.

He stops tapping the ruler and looks up. He takes in my posture, the bruises, and the fact that I have not touched the book. He sighs like he is tired of me.

“I was warned you might be difficult today,” he says. “Your father’s steward said you had a strenuous evening. But I will not tolerate sulking. You are fourteen years old. You are distracted, emotional, and lacking in discipline. You are acting like a spoiled boy.”

Boy.

The word hits hard. My father calls me a vessel and a monster. He never calls me a boy, because boys are the ones who get crushed.

“I am not a boy,” I say.

The room goes cold. Frost spreads across the windows and cracks. Vance shivers and frowns.

“Excuse me? Do not use that tone with—”

I do not let him finish. I slam my right hand down on the table. Magic tears across the wood and slams his hand—the one holding the ruler—flat against the surface. He yelps and tries to pull free. He cannot. His hand is stuck.

“What is this?” he says, panic starting to show.

I stand up and lean over the table so my shadow falls on his face. I watch him realize he is not in a normal room with a normal student.

“You think I lack discipline?” I ask.

I close my eyes and picture the ruler under his hand. I clench my fist. The wood explodes. Splinters drive up through his palm. The sound he makes is not a normal scream. Blood sprays across the table and the open book. He thrashes and kicks under the table while the magic keeps his hand pinned.

“Saber! God, please! Stop!”

I do not stop. I stand over him watching him bleed because I need to see someone else hurt. I need to know I am the one doing it, that what Mrs. Gable saw in the hallway was wrong. I push the biggest splinter farther through his hand. His eyes start to roll.

“Look at me,” I say. “Look at me and tell me I am a boy.”

The library doors open.

I freeze. I did not hear him coming.

My father is standing in the doorway in a dark suit, silver watch chain across his vest. The smell of rot and cologne fills the room and covers the blood. He looks at Vance pinned and bleeding, at the frost on the windows, at the magic still coming off my hand.

I wait for him to hit me. I used magic without being told. I broke one of his people.

He does not hit me.

He closes the doors, walks in without a sound, and comes around the table. He ignores Vance completely and stops next to me. I keep the spell going because I am afraid that dropping it will look like giving up.

He puts his hand on my shoulder. It is the same kind of touch Mrs. Gable used, except his is cold and dead. And he smiles. It is an ugly smile, the skin stretched tight, but it is pride.

He is not angry that I did this to the tutor. He is glad I finally did it because I wanted to, not because he made me.

“Exquisite,” he says, his hand tightening on my bruised shoulder. “Truly, Saber. You are coming into your own.”

He glances down at Vance, who has gone silent with fear.

“However,” he says, like we are talking about homework, “if you leave the splinters in the wound it will get infected, and good tutors are tedious to replace.”

He pats my shoulder once and steps back.

“Clean up your mess, Saber. And when you are finished I expect you to have memorized the chapter.”

He walks out and the doors click shut.

I stand there in the cold room with the magic still running through my hand. Mrs. Gable looked at me and saw a victim who needed saving, and I almost came apart under it. My father looked at me while I hurt a helpless man and saw a son. He saw a monster.

His pride feels a lot safer than her kindness.
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(16 years old)




Sixteen is the age when most boys get to be reckless. They get to be loud, make mistakes, figure out what they want, and act like the world is theirs. I am not most boys. I am a Craven.

By sixteen the change is finished. I am over six feet, lean and strong, and the magic sits in me like it has always been there. My face has no childhood left in it. I walk like my father, talk like my father, and I can kill a man with a small movement and sit there drinking tea while it happens. I am what the house wants.

I think I already know how far my father will go. I think I have seen every room and every trap. I am wrong. The house always has another floor down.

It is a little after midnight when he calls for me. He takes me past the ritual room and the training crypts and down a narrow stone stair I have never seen. The air gets colder the farther we go and smells like metal and old wards. He looks worse than ever. Yet, he still walks like nothing is wrong.

At the bottom there is a heavy iron door covered in green and purple runes. He puts his bare hand on it. The wards take his magic and the door opens without a sound.

Inside is not a dungeon. It is a bright, clean room with white tile, like a lab. In the middle are three iron cages.

I stop breathing.

There are three young women in them. Witches, about my age or a little older, wearing plain white dresses, barefoot on the tile. One is blonde and curled up in the corner of her cage. The second has olive skin and angry green eyes, her hands locked in iron cuffs that keep her magic down. The third is pale with long red hair and stares at the wall like she is already gone.

“You are sixteen, Saber,” my father says. His voice bounces off the tile. The women flinch. The blonde girl starts crying without making a sound and hides her face.

“In two years you will be a man as far as our world is concerned. You will need an heir.”

He walks down the line of cages with his hands behind his back, looking at them the way someone looks at livestock.

“Your mother was a witch,” he says, like we are talking about the weather. “Her magic was good but her mind was weak. I had to court her. I had to pretend I believed in romance. It was a waste of time and it made her fragile. I will not let you make the same mistake.”

He stops in front of the red-haired girl. She does not look at him.

“These three have good bloodlines, strong magic, and they are healthy. I had them brought here for you.”

He turns and looks straight at me.

“Love is a story people tell themselves so they do not have to admit they are weak. We are not those people. We last. The only thing that matters is that the power continues.”

He gestures at the cages.

“When you turn eighteen you will pick one to marry. She will give you sons and then she will be gotten rid of, the same way your mother was.”

The room is already cold, but something else starts climbing my spine.

I keep my face still and look at the three of them. My father is watching me. He wants to see hunger. He wants me to look at three trapped women and feel what he has spent years trying to put in me.

I look at the blonde girl’s shaking shoulders and at the green-eyed girl’s jaw. I wait for something to happen in my chest. Nothing does.

It is not just the numbness I use to get through the day. I know how to feel ugly things. I know what it feels like when I hurt someone. Looking at these women I feel the same as I would looking at furniture. I can see they are beautiful the way I can see a painting is well made. There is no pull. No heat. No change in my pulse.

Standing in that clean room with three stolen lives and my father’s rotting magic, it lands all at once.

I think about the new footman in the gardens last month and how my eyes stayed on his collarbone. I think about the older boys at the academy and the way my stomach tightened when one of them bumped my shoulder. I had told myself those were just glitches.

They were not glitches.

I am gay.

I am sixteen, standing in a room my father built to pick me a wife, and I understand that what I am does not fit the future he just described. The fear that follows is so big I can barely move.

It’s not only that I am gay. It’s that he wants a specific kind of performance from me; of desire, an heir, the kind of cruelty that looks like appetite. I cannot give him that. To him it will not be a difference. It will be a fault. I know what he does to things he thinks are faulty.

“Well?” he says. He tilts his head. “Do they displease you?”

The pause lasts a half-second too long. I have to cover it. If he sees even a piece of what just happened in my head he will take my mind apart looking for it.

I put a slow, cold look on my face and walk up to the cage with the green-eyed witch. She stares at me with hate mixed into the fear. I wrap my hand around one of the bars. I do not want her. What I feel is the same trap she is in. We are both stuck with the same man. I cannot help her. If I try, we both die on this floor.

I let the magic sit in my voice so it comes out flat and empty.

“They do not displease me, Father,” I say, looking into her eyes. “I am just wondering which one will take the longest to break.”

He laughs, low and pleased.

“Wonderful,” he says, and turns to leave.

The door stays open for me. I stand there another second with my hand on the bar. The green-eyed witch spits near my boots. I do not move. I look at her and feel the weight of what I am going to have to do settle on me. I am going to have to hurt one of these women. I am going to have to act like I want her, use her, and eventually get rid of her, all to hide something that will get me killed if he finds it.

I turn around and walk out. The iron door slams behind me and leaves them in that bright room.

I go back up the stairs with the cold air on my face and understand that the estate is not only a cage for my body anymore. It is going to bury the rest of me too.
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(17 years old)




Seventeen is the age the noose finally tightens. I have twelve months left until my eighteenth birthday. Twelve months until I am legally recognized as a man in the magical world, and twelve months until my father will drag me down into that pristine, white-tiled vault and force me to choose which of the three captive witches I am going to violate, impregnate, and ultimately destroy.

The ticking clock is a physical weight in my chest. It sits right beside the dark, necrotic parasite of my magic, a constant, suffocating reminder of the cage I am trapped in.

I have spent the last year making the mask as solid as I can. I do not flinch. I do not hesitate. I look at people the way I have been taught to look at them.

A mask only works until something finds the crack.

His name is Maddox Vane. He is the heir of a lesser warlock family known for raw kinetic power. My father invited him here for the summer to spar with me. The Vanes get closer to us and my father gets someone durable enough to test how hard I can hit.

We are in the western courtyard, a sunken space paved in old cracked black stone. The sky is gray and looks like rain.

I am supposed to take him apart. I am supposed to put my magic into his nerves, crush his lungs, and put him on the ground to show that Craven magic is better.

Instead I am falling apart.

Maddox comes at me and the stone cracks under his boots. He is built wide, messy dark hair in his eyes, and he always looks like he runs hot. His magic smells like burning wood. Mine smells like metal and ash.

He throws a heavy blast of force at my chest. I lift my hand to put a ward up. I know how to do it. Pull the magic, freeze the air, make the wall.

I do not look at his hands. I look at his jaw when he breathes out, at the muscles in his neck, at his chest moving under his damp shirt.

Wanting men is not the revelation. I survived that one last year. The terrifying part is the possibility that he wants me too.

The shield flickers and does not hold. His blast clips my left shoulder and spins me. I stumble and barely stay on my feet.

“Are you going blind, Craven?”

He drops his hands and wipes sweat off his forehead. He is breathing hard but he is smiling, a real one, sharp and a little arrogant.

I have not seen a real smile in nine years. In this house people only smile right before they break something.

My heart is not moving the way it does when I am hunting. It is slamming like I’m terrified.

Stop it, I tell myself in a voice that sounds like my father’s. You are a weapon. Act like one.

“Your form is sloppy, Vane,” I say, forcing my voice flat.

I straighten and pull the cold magic back up, trying to freeze whatever just started in my stomach.

“Prove it,” he says.

He does not throw another blast. He closes the distance. He is fast. He throws a right hook with force behind it. I block with my forearm and the shock goes up to my jaw. I swing at his ribs with green light on my knuckles. If I land it the rot will go into him and it will hurt in the way I have been trained to make things hurt.

At the last second I pull it. The idea of watching that smile turn into a scream makes me sick. I drain the magic out of my hand before it hits. The punch lands but it is only a punch. It is weak.

He takes it easily. His eyes flicker with confusion and then he uses the opening I just gave him. He grabs my right wrist, drives his forearm into my collarbone, and shoves me back into one of the granite pillars. The air leaves my lungs.

He pins me there. His forearm is across my chest, my wrist is locked against the stone next to my head, and he steps in so his body is flush against mine.

The fight is over. I lost.

That is not what scares me.

He is inches from my face. I can feel the heat coming off him. I can smell sweat and ozone. His chest moves against mine. His legs are pressed against mine.

My head goes blank. The magic that usually wants blood does not want to hurt him. It just sits there next to his heat.

I stop breathing. I am staring up at him with my mouth open and I am completely open and for the first time in my life that does not make me want to kill someone. It makes me want to close my eyes and lean in.

His breathing slows. The fight leaves his face and he looks at me: at my eyes, at the color that has come up my neck and into my cheeks. Then he looks at my mouth.

He does not step back. He does not let go of my wrist. The courtyard is quiet enough that I can hear my own pulse. His grip changes. His thumb moves over the inside of my wrist and he feels how hard my heart is going.

“You’re holding back,” he says. It is quiet. Not a taunt.

I cannot get a word out.

He leans in a little more. His breath hits my jaw.

“Why did you pull that strike, Saber?”

He looks back at my eyes. There is curiosity there, and heat.

He sees it. He sees past the statue to the seventeen-year-old who wants him, and he is not pulling away. He is getting closer.

If my father looks out a window and sees how Maddox is holding me, if anyone in this house sees the way I am looking at his mouth, Maddox will be dead. My father will not just kill him. He will take him downstairs and make me watch. He will erase the only person who has ever looked at me like this instead of like something to be afraid of.

In this house wanting someone is not a way out. It is a way to get them killed, and I just put the knife in Maddox’s hand.

The fear finally gets my body moving.

“Get off me.”

I shove the magic out hard. It hits him in the chest and throws him across the courtyard. He lands on his back ten feet away.

I push off the pillar. My hands are shaking so I make fists. I put the mask back on as fast as I can.

He groans and sits up, holding his ribs.

“What the hell is your problem, Craven?” The warmth is gone. He just sounds angry.

I look down at him. Something in my chest is breaking but my face does not show it.

“You got sloppy, Vane,” I say. “You thought because I did not break your ribs on the first hit I was weak. You hesitated. In a real fight I would have stopped your heart.”

I turn my back on him.

“We are done for the day. Clean yourself up.”

I do not wait for him to answer. I walk away with even steps and leave him on the stone.

I go back into the house. The cold walls take me in like they always do. I pushed him away. I hid it behind being cruel.

But I lift my hand and touch my mouth where I can still feel his breath, and I know the mask is cracked. The rot did not kill all of the boy inside me.
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Happiness does not happen naturally in the Craven estate. It is not supposed to be here. It does not grow in the gardens and it does not come in through the windows. I have lived seventeen years in a house built on fear and on the cold satisfaction of hurting people. Those are the only two feelings that are allowed.

I do not know how to recognize joy. I do not know what it is supposed to feel like.

So when it shows up I do not call it happiness. I treat it like something that will kill me.

It has been three weeks since the first sparring match in the courtyard. Three weeks since I threw Maddox across the stone to keep anyone from seeing what was happening between us. I have tried to shut him out. I have been crueler. I have insulted his family, mocked the way he fights, and wrapped myself in the same cold act my father wants from me. I thought that would close the crack.

Maddox does not freeze. He keeps coming.

It happens on a Tuesday at two in the morning. I am lying awake in my bedroom staring at the canopy and listening to how quiet the house is.

The latch on my door clicks.

I am out of bed immediately. Magic floods my hands. I am ready to kill whatever my father has sent in as a test.

The person coming through the door is not a test. It is Maddox.

He shuts the door and turns the bolt. He is barefoot, wearing only sleep trousers. His chest is bare and he is warm the way he always is.

I stand there while the killing magic dies in my hands and my heart starts slamming.

“What are you doing?” I whisper. “Are you insane? If the guards catch you in this wing—”

“You’re a terrible liar, Craven,” he says quietly.

He does not stop. He crosses the rug, stopping when we’re almost touching.

I cannot move. It is not a spell. It is just him being that close.

“You hit me in the courtyard every day,” he says. “But you don’t look at me like you hate me. You look at me like you’re starving.”

He reaches out.

I flinch and shut my eyes. Every part of me waits for a hit.

It does not come.

His hand cups my jaw, thumb moving across my cheek. It’s warm. It’s nothing like my father’s hand.

“Open your eyes, Saber.”

I do. When I look at him I know how far gone I already am.

He leans in and kisses me.

It’s not careful. It’s desperate. It feels like breathing after holding my breath for seventeen years. I make a sound I hate, grab his hair, and pull him closer.

That night is the start of the end.

For the next three weeks I live two lives and they are tearing me in half.

During the day I am Saber Craven. I walk the halls like nothing can touch me. When we are in the crypts or the dining hall, with servants and guards watching, we are vicious. We insult each other. I bruise his ribs. He splits my lip. We put on a fight my father can watch from above and approve of.

At night that version of me dies and the other one comes back.

Maddox sneaking into my room becomes a habit I cannot stop wanting. As soon as the bolt slides, the hostility is gone.

He gets into my cold bed and pulls me against his chest. He does not only touch my body. He traces the old scars on my collarbone from my father’s hands. He kisses the bruises on my knuckles.

At first I do not know what to do with any of it. My head is built for pain, so every time he touches my hair or says my name a spike of panic goes through me. Softness feels like a trick. Gentleness feels like the moment before someone cuts you open.

I lie stiff in his arms waiting for it to turn.

“Breathe,” he says into my neck, tightening his arms around me. “I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

I am not safe. We are in this house. We are lying in the middle of it.

Slowly, against everything I know, the ice starts to give. I start wanting the thing that is going to get us killed. I fall asleep listening to his heart. It is the only sound in this place that does not feel poisoned.

It is real happiness.

And it’s the worst thing that has happened to me, because now I have something to lose. I am not an empty thing anymore. I am holding something living in a slaughterhouse.

The fear of getting caught becomes physical.

I spend every night putting sound-dampening wards on the walls because I am terrified my father will hear us moan or hear the bed move. We come close enough to the edge that I almost black out.

It is a Thursday afternoon. We are in the library. Rain is hitting the windows. We sit at opposite ends of a long table pretending to translate old texts. Three of my father’s guards stand by the doors.

To anyone looking we are two rivals who cannot stand each other. I stare at my book with a blank face. Maddox glares at his parchment.

Under the long tablecloth it is different.

He has slipped his boot off. His socked foot is pressed against my calf and sliding up my shin. My left hand is under the table, fingers locked with his, both of us sweating. His thumb moves over the back of my hand.

It is stupid and it feels like hiding a fire in a room full of people who eat smoke.

The oak doors open.

The guards snap to attention. The temperature drops so fast the windows frost. The smell of rot fills the room.

My father walks in.

My heart stops. Under the table Maddox pulls his foot back. I rip my hand out of his and shove it into my lap. I sit up straight and put the mask on so hard it makes me sick.

He walks across the room without making a sound and stops behind my chair.

He does not speak. He just stands there.

I can feel him looking at the back of my neck. I can feel his magic in the air, checking for weakness. The room feels like a cage.

He knows, I think. He can smell Maddox on me.

I have to prove I am empty.

Without turning around I look at Maddox with a dead stare.

“Your translation of the third stanza is pathetic, Vane,” I say, putting as much ice into it as I can. “A child could read that. If your bloodline is this slow, maybe my father should stop wasting money on you.”

Maddox picks it up immediately. His eyes narrow.

“Screw you, Craven,” he says, slamming his fist on the table. “My bloodline could crush you before you finished the first word.”

My father laughs behind me.

My stomach turns but I do not break.

“Amusing,” he says, and his cold hand drops onto my shoulder. The chill goes through my shirt. “But inaccurate. Saber, do not waste your breath on blunt instruments. Return to your studies.”

He pats my shoulder twice and walks away.

A minute later the doors click shut.

As soon as they latch, the near miss hits me. Black spots crowd my vision. I cannot get enough air. My hands shake so hard I have to grab the table.

I just spoke to Maddox in my father’s voice. I looked at the only person I have ever loved and wore the face of the man who would kill him.

Maddox kicks my shin under the table. Hard.

I look up expecting to see that I went too far, that the act was too good, that I ruined it.

He is not looking at me with hate.

He is looking at me like he understands. He sees the shake in my jaw and how white my knuckles are on the wood.

He reaches back under the table, finds my shaking hand, and holds it. He squeezes hard and sends that living heat into my fingers.

The pressure says he knows I did not mean it. He knows I am terrified. He has me.

One tear hits the page in front of me.

I stare at the blurred ink while my chest splits open.

My father was right about one thing. Love is not safety. Love is a fault.

Because I’m sitting here holding Maddox’s hand under the table, full of the fragile, terrifying happiness he brought into this house, and I already know that when my father finds out I will not beg for my own life.

I will beg for his. Then I will burn the rest of it down.
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For almost a year, I have successfully smuggled the sun into a graveyard. I will soon be eighteen. I start to believe that I can keep Maddox to myself. That our secret love will never be found out.

Maddox is asleep.

He is lying on his stomach, his face turned toward me, his dark hair plastered to his forehead with the heat of his own body. One of his heavy, muscular arms is thrown over my waist, anchoring me to the mattress. I am wide awake, tracing the faint, pulsing blue veins on the inside of his wrist, simply marveling at the fact that he is real. That I am allowed to touch him. That the rhythmic, steady thumping of his heart is a drumbeat that belongs, in some small, miraculous way, to me.

I have laced my bedroom walls with every ward I know. I have woven thick, suffocating layers of magical silence, kinetic barriers, and blood-locked seals over the heavy oak door. I have built an impenetrable fortress inside the monster’s house.

But I have forgotten the most fundamental rule of my existence.

My father is not just a monster who lives in the house. My father is the house.

The shift does not begin with a sound. It begins with the temperature.

The warmth of Maddox’s skin suddenly falters. The air in my bedroom doesn’t just grow cold; it dies. The ambient magic of my wards, the complex, shimmering architecture I spent hours weaving, do not shatter. They rot.

I watch, paralyzed by a sudden, primal spike of terror, as the invisible magical barriers in the corners of the ceiling simply turn black and disintegrate into falling ash.

The heavy iron deadbolt on my door doesn’t unlock. It rusts through in a fraction of a second, the metal turning to orange dust that spills onto the Persian rug.

The door swings open.

Standing in the threshold is a shadow that swallows the moonlight.

“Did you truly believe, Saber,” my father whispers, “that you could lock me out of my own architecture?”

My heart stops. The blood in my veins turns to ice.

Maddox wakes instantly. His combat instincts, honed by a lifetime of training, bypass his conscious thought. He doesn’t ask questions. He doesn’t hesitate. He feels the necrotic, suffocating pressure of my father’s magic, and he reacts.

Maddox lunges off the bed, throwing himself between me and the door. He roars, his hands igniting with a blinding wave of magic, and hurls a blast of compressed gravity directly at my father’s chest.

It is a strike that would level a stone watchtower.

My father doesn’t even raise his hand.

He simply steps forward.

The kinetic blast hits my father and immediately dissolves, sucked into the rotting, black void of his aura like light entering a black hole. Maddox’s eyes widen in sheer disbelief.

Before Maddox can summon a second strike, my father twitches his index finger.

The physics of the room invert.

Maddox is ripped off his feet by an invisible, localized gravitational sheer. He is launched upward, slamming back-first into the vaulted stone ceiling of my bedroom.

The sickening, catastrophic crack of Maddox’s ribs fracturing echoes like a gunshot.

Maddox chokes, a spray of blood erupting from his lips as the magical pressure pins him flush against the ceiling, spread-eagled and completely paralyzed.

“Maddox!” I scream.

I throw myself forward, summoning every ounce of the dark magic in my chest, preparing to unleash it at my father. I don’t care that he is stronger. I don’t care that I will die.

But my father doesn’t even look at me. He casually sweeps his hand downward.

Invisible iron chains slam into me. The magic wraps around my throat, my chest, my wrists, and slams me back down onto the mattress. My limbs are fused to the bed. My jaw is locked so tightly my teeth grind together.

I am immobilized.

My father walks into the room. He doesn’t look at Maddox, who is suffocating against the ceiling, his blood dripping down to stain the Persian rug. My father walks directly to the edge of my bed and looks down at me.

His waxy, necrotic face is completely devoid of anger. There is no rage. There is only disappointment.

“I smelled him on you for months,” my father murmurs, the scent of a mass grave washing over my face. “I tasted the sentimentality bleeding into your combat forms. You were pulling your strikes. You were softening. You let a parasite of affection burrow into the perfect machine I built.”

He reaches out and gently traces the line of my jaw with his freezing finger.

“You thought you were hiding a sanctuary, Saber. But you were only hiding a tumor. And a tumor must be excised.”

My father looks up at the ceiling.

He uncurls his finger.

The gravity pinning Maddox to the stone vanishes.

Maddox plummets twenty feet, slamming into the floor with a horrific, wet thud. His left arm snaps underneath his own weight, the white jagged edge of his radius bone piercing through the skin of his forearm.

Maddox screams. It’s a raw, agonizing shriek of agony that tears my entire universe into shreds.

I thrash against the invisible chains holding me to the bed, tears of sheer, unadulterated terror flooding my eyes. I can’t speak. My vocal cords are paralyzed by the magic. I can only make strangled, pathetic, wet choking sounds.

“I knew the moment you both began pulling your strikes. I knew what he was to you before you were brave enough to admit it yourself. I could have taken him from you then, but there would have been no lesson in that. So I let you love him, Saber. I let you believe you had found something I could not touch.” His smile stretches slowly across his rotting face. “You cannot teach a man the danger of love until you first give him something worth losing.”

My father walks over to where Maddox is writhing on the floor.

Maddox is a fighter. Even with a shattered arm and crushed ribs, he tries to push himself backward, his right hand glowing weakly with kinetic sparks as he tries to defend himself.

My father casually lifts his polished leather boot and drives the heel directly into Maddox’s glowing right hand.

My father waves his hand toward me, loosening the invisible band around my throat just enough to allow me to draw breath. Just enough to allow me to speak.

“Father, please!” I sob, my voice breaking, the sophisticated, aristocratic monster I have played for nine years instantly evaporating. I revert, completely and entirely, to the weeping eight-year-old boy in the dining room. I throw away my pride. I throw away my dignity. I grovel.

“Please! I’ll do anything! I’ll do whatever you want! Please, don’t kill him! Please!”

My father looks over his shoulder at me. His pitch-black eyes are endless, suffocating voids.

“Kill him?” my father asks softly.

He reaches down, grabbing Maddox by the hair, and drags the broken, bleeding boy across the floor until he is kneeling directly beside my bed. Maddox’s head lolls backward, his face a mess of blood and sweat, his breathing a wet, rattling wheeze.

“Saber,” my father whispers. “You are going to cure yourself.”

My father snaps his fingers.

The magical chains pinning my right arm to the bed dissolve.

Before I can pull my hand back, my father’s magic seizes my wrist. He forcefully drags my trembling, sweating hand off the mattress and presses my bare palm directly flat against the center of Maddox’s chest.

Beneath my hand, I can feel Maddox’s heart hammering. I can feel the deep, burning heat of his magical core. The beautiful, radiant sun that kept me warm for months.

“His magic is fire,” my father lectures. “It is everything we are not. You sought it out because you are still shivering in the dark. You crave his heat, Saber? Then you will put it out.”

I stare at my father, the horror of his words paralyzing my lungs.

“Crush his magical core,” my father commands. “Push your rot into his chest. Freeze his magic until it shatters. Leave him a mundane, crippled husk, completely incapable of ever casting a single spark of magic for the rest of his pathetic, ordinary life.”

“No,” I gasp, trying to pull my hand away. But my father’s magical grip on my wrist is absolute. I can’t move a millimeter. “No, I can’t. Please, I can’t.”

“If you do not extinguish his light right now,” my father hisses, leaning in until his rotting face is inches from mine, “I will peel his skin from his flesh. I will keep his brain alive in a jar of necrotic fluid, and I will force you to listen to his mind scream for a century.”

The threat is not a metaphor. He has the power. He will do it.

I look down at Maddox.

Maddox’s dark, bloodshot eyes flutter open. He is coughing up blood, his body trembling violently from the shock of his shattered bones. He looks up at me.

I expect to see terror. I expect him to beg me not to do it. I expect him to curse me for bringing this monster down upon him.

But he doesn’t.

Through the blood, through the unimaginable agony, Maddox looks at me with a profound, shattering, unconditional love. He sees the tears pouring down my face. He sees the absolute, soul-destroying trap I am in.

And he nods.

“Do it,” Maddox whispers. He pushes his bleeding chest up into my palm, offering himself to the executioner. “It’s okay, Saber. Do it. Survive.”

That is the moment.

It isn’t the violence that breaks me. It isn’t my father’s power.

It is Maddox’s forgiveness.

It is the terrifying, undeniable proof that my father is right. Love is a fatal flaw. Love is the weapon the universe uses to gut you. Maddox is willing to let me rip his soul out of his body just so I won’t have to watch him die, and I am going to do it because I love him too much to let my father torture him forever.

Our love is the very instrument of our annihilation.

I close my eyes.

I open my mouth in a silent, agonizing scream, and I push the dark magic down my arm.

I don’t hold back. I can’t afford to. I plunge the freezing, necrotic rot of the Craven bloodline directly through his skin, sinking my magic into the center of his chest.

I find his magical core. It is a beautiful, spinning sphere of golden, burning heat.

I wrap my dark magic around it, and I squeeze.

Maddox’s body arches off the floor. His eyes fly wide open, the pupils dilating until they swallow his irises. A sound tears from his throat. It’s the sound of a soul being mechanically amputated from a body.

I feel the exact, sickening moment the heat dies.

The golden sphere of his magic freezes, turning black and brittle under my grip.

And then, I crush it into dust.

The physical shockwave of the magical core shattering ripples out of Maddox’s chest, blowing the curtains back from the windows.

Maddox collapses.

His body hits the floor like a sack of dead weight. His eyes roll back. The impossible, feverish warmth that radiated from his skin is entirely gone. He is cold. He is ordinary. He is empty.

I have killed the sun.

I pull my hand back, staring at my trembling fingers. They are stained with his blood, but I can’t feel them. I can’t feel anything.

“Flawless execution,” my father murmurs, releasing the magical restraints holding me to the bed.

I don’t move. I don’t rush to Maddox’s side. I just sit there, staring blankly at the wall.

“Tomorrow morning, the Vane carriage will arrive,” my father says, adjusting his cuffs, entirely unbothered by the ruined boy bleeding out on the rug. “They will be informed that their heir suffered a catastrophic magical backfire during a late-night training session. It is a tragedy, of course. But accidents happen when lesser bloodlines try to keep pace with gods.”

My father looks at me.

“Never forget this.”

He turns and walks out of the room. The door remains open.

I sit on the edge of the bed for a long time.

I don’t cry. The tears have stopped completely.

I look down at Maddox. I look at his shattered arm, his crushed hand, the blood pooling under his cheek. I look at the cold, empty space in his chest where his magic used to live.

I have done this to him. My weakness has done this. My desperate, pathetic need to feel warm has dragged him into the dark and destroyed him.

I realize, with a sudden, crystal-clear, horrifying arithmetic, what I have to do.

If I keep my humanity, the pain of this moment will eventually drive me insane. I will throw myself off the highest tower of the estate just to escape the memory of his forgiveness. I will die, and my father will win.

There is only one way to survive a house built on torture. You have to become the architecture.

I reach deep inside myself. I find the screaming, weeping, desperate, grieving human boy who is bleeding to death in the center of my chest. The boy who loves Maddox Vane. The boy who remembers his mother’s vanilla perfume.

I squeeze until the signals go quiet. I freeze every road leading into that bleeding humanity and bury it beneath layer after layer of necrotic ice. I sever the nerve endings of my own empathy. I murder my capacity to love.

When I finally stand up from the bed, I do not look at Maddox again. He is nothing but a broken object on the floor.

I walk to the open door, step out into the freezing hallway, and close it behind me.

The boy is dead.

And the perfect, immaculate monster is finally, permanently awake.








  
  15

  
  
  Chapter 15

  
  




(18 years old)


Eighteen. In the mundane world beyond the heavy, iron-wrought gates of the Craven estate, eighteen is a threshold of liberty. It is the age of autonomy, of stepping out of the shadow of childhood and into the blinding, terrifying light of one’s own life.

But in the dark, necrotic underbelly of London’s magical elite, eighteen is not a liberation. It is a cementing. It is the day the wet clay of a boy is finally, permanently fired in the kiln, emerging as a hardened, unyielding instrument of his bloodline.

Today is my eighteenth birthday.

Today is the day I am legally recognized as a man. Today is the day the high council of warlocks will record my name in the ancient, blood-bound registries of the city. And tonight, at the stroke of midnight, my father will take me down into the freezing, white-tiled vault beneath the crypts, and he will force me to choose which of the three captive, weeping witches I will take as my bride.

I stand in the center of my bedroom, surrounded by the suffocating silence of the manor.

I am staring at my own reflection in the towering, gilded mirror. The boy who wept for his mother, the boy who shattered under the weight of Maddox Vane’s forgiveness, is silent. The creature looking back at me in the glass is a masterpiece of my father’s design.

I am dressed for the ascension ball. My suit is woven from midnight-black silk, tailored so impeccably it looks like a second skin. The high collar is stiff, pressing against my throat. My face is a mask of pale, immaculate marble. My jaw is set. My gray eyes, once wide and frantic, are now flat, heavy, and dead.

I feel absolutely nothing.

No fear. No anxiety. No grief. I am a perfectly calibrated machine, humming with the dark, abyssal magic that rests heavy and starving at the bottom of my ribs.

I turn away from the mirror and walk toward the heavy ebony vanity nestled in the corner of the room.

My father has ordered me to wear the Craven family crest tonight. A heavy, brutal piece of jewelry forged from dark silver and set with a massive, blood-red ruby. It is a collar of ownership disguised as an heirloom.

I reach out and open the lid of the velvet-lined jewelry box. My long, pale fingers brush past silver cufflinks and platinum tie pins, searching for the heavy chain.

Suddenly, I hear a soft, metallic click.

A false bottom of the jewelry box springs upward by half an inch.

I freeze. I stand in the silent room, the ambient temperature dropping slightly as my magic instinctively reacts to the unknown variable. Slowly I lift the false velvet panel.

Hidden beneath it, resting in a shallow, dust-free compartment, is a single, folded piece of thick parchment.

I don’t recognize the seal. It isn’t the heavy, waxen stamp of the Craven line.

I pick it up.

The moment the paper touches my skin, a scent drifts up into the freezing air of my bedroom. It is impossibly faint, preserved by a delicate, lingering preservation charm.

Vanilla.

My heart gives a single, violent, agonizing stutter.

It is my mother’s perfume.

My hands, steady enough to perform magical vivisections without a tremor, suddenly feel stiff. Mechanical. I break the wax seal with my thumb and unfold the parchment. The handwriting is elegant, sweeping, and undeniably frantic. The ink is slightly blurred in places, warped by teardrops that dried ten years ago.







My dearest Saber, 




If you are reading this, it means I am gone, and it means you have survived to see your eighteenth year. I enchanted this box. I tied the ward to your magical signature, set to open only when your magic matured to adulthood. 

My beautiful, gentle boy. I am so sorry. I am so, so sorry. I thought my love could be a shield. I thought if I just held you tight enough, if I taught you how to find the light in the magic, I could counteract the poison he was dripping into your veins. I was a fool. Love is not a shield against a monster, Saber. It is just a target. He realized that I was anchoring you to your humanity, and he told me the truth: if I stayed alive, he would torture you in front of me until my mind broke, and then he would kill us both. 

I don’t know whether I am saving you or simply leaving you alone with him. I only know that he has made my life a weapon he can hold against your throat, and I cannot let him use me to kill you.

But in death, I know I am condemning you to his. I am leaving you in the dark. I am abandoning you to the wolves because I am not strong enough to fight them.

Please, Saber. Wherever you are in your soul right now, whatever he has forced you to do, whatever you have become to survive him… forgive me. I was not strong enough to be your mother. You did not deserve this cage.




With all my broken heart,

Mom.




I stand perfectly still in the center of the room. The silence is absolute. The grandfather clock in the hall ticks.

For ten years, I have held onto the ghost of my mother as a saint. I have believed she was stolen from me, erased by my father’s cruelty before she could save me. I made a shrine out of her absence and built everything I became around it.

But reading the ink on the page, the truth of the universe crystallizes in my mind with terrifying clarity.

She wasn’t erased. She surrendered.

She looked at the monster, she looked at her eight-year-old son, and she chose to kill herself instead of attempting to protect me. Her gentleness was not a sanctuary. Her gentleness was cowardice. She was prey, and when the predator bared its teeth, the prey fled, leaving her offspring to be devoured.

I don’t cry. The capacity for tears was mechanically amputated from my soul the night I shattered Maddox Vane’s chest.

Instead, I feel a physical sensation inside my chest. It is the sound of the final lock snapping into place.

The fragile, frozen tomb where I kept the last, microscopic shreds of my humanity doesn’t shatter. It doesn’t break. It simply vanishes. It collapses into a void.

My father is right. Love is a lie. Softness is a disease. Empathy is a biological defect that gets you killed or makes you a coward.

But my father is also wrong.

He thinks power means ownership. He thinks power means building a cage, putting a leash on a witch, and calling yourself a god. He thinks he is the apex predator because he rules the manor.

I look at the letter in my hand.

The paper spontaneously ignites.

It doesn’t burn with orange fire. It burns with cold, pitch-black, necrotic flames. The ash crumbles through my fingers, dissolving into the air before it even hits the floor.

I reach into the jewelry box, pick up the heavy ruby crest, and fasten it around my neck. The metal is ice-cold against my throat.

I turn and walk out of my bedroom.

I do not walk down the grand staircase as an heir. I descend as an extinction event.

For four years, I have smiled when he wanted me to smile, bled when he wanted me to bleed, and quietly catalogued every weakness he believed I was too obedient to notice.
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The ballroom is a sprawling, gilded cathedral of opulence and suffering. Massive crystal chandeliers hang from the vaulted ceilings, casting a warm, deceptive light over the polished marble floors. A string quartet plays a haunting, elegant waltz in the corner. The air is thick with the smell of roasted meats, expensive blood-red wine, heavy perfumes, and the undeniable, suffocating stench of rotting magic.

The room is filled with the elite of London’s magical society. Warlocks, all wearing sharp suits, all holding glasses of wine, all radiating arrogant, predatory power. And beside every single one of them is a witch.

It is a systemic, localized hell. The women are dressed in exquisite, floor-length silk gowns, glittering with diamonds and pearls, but the jewelry is nothing more than high-end shackles. Some wear thick, silver chokers etched with magical suppressants. Others have invisible, kinetic leashes wrapped around their throats, tethering them permanently to their husbands’ sides. Their eyes are uniformly dead, hollowed out by years of violation, subjugation, and the agonizing reality of their own powerlessness. They are trophies. They are livestock.

This is the empire my father has built. This is the society he has trained me to inherit. A world where monsters wear silk, and victims are paraded as centerpieces.

As I reach the bottom of the sweeping marble staircase, the music swells, and the conversations die down.

Hundreds of eyes turn to me.

The warlocks bow their heads in respectful, calculating deference. The witches keep their eyes glued to the marble floor, terrified to make eye contact with the Craven heir. They can feel the aura radiating off my body. It is a suffocating, freezing pressure that makes the wine tremble in the crystal glasses.

At the far end of the ballroom, standing on a raised marble dais, is my father.

He looks like death itself draped in velvet. The necrosis has almost completely consumed his face, his skin pulled so tight his skull is visible beneath it. But his pitch-black eyes burn with an impossible, sickening pride.

He raises his glass.

“My friends,” my father’s voice booms across the silent ballroom, magically amplified to rattle the crystal in the chandeliers. “My brothers in power.”

He sweeps his decaying hand toward me as I walk slowly, deliberately down the center of the room. The crowd parts for me like the Red Sea, shrinking back from the sheer, abyssal cold rolling off my shoulders. My uncle, Sunday Craven, smiles at me as I walk past. I always envied my cousins for having a father that truly loved them.

“Eighteen years ago, I was given a boy,” my father announces, his voice dripping with theatrical arrogance. “A soft, fragile, ordinary thing, tainted by the weak blood of a mother who couldn’t even withstand the gravity of our world.”

A smattering of cruel, sycophantic laughter ripples through the warlocks. A few of the captive witches squeeze their eyes shut.

“But we are not ordinary,” my father continues, his eyes locking onto mine as I approach the dais. “We are Cravens. We are the architects of reality. We do not accept weakness. We burn it out. For ten years, I broke this boy upon the anvil of our legacy. I shattered his softness. I reached into his chest, I tore out his pity, and I replaced it with the rot of gods.”

I stop at the base of the marble steps, looking up at him.

“Look upon my son!” my father roars, throwing his arms wide. “Look upon Saber Craven! The perfect vessel! The absolute, unyielding future of our bloodline! Tonight, he ascends. Tonight, he claims his birthright. Tonight, he takes his place as a master of this world!”

The warlocks erupt into applause, stamping their polished boots against the marble. I stand perfectly still, letting the applause wash over me.

My father looks down at me, a grotesque, victorious smile stretching across his skeletal face. He lowers his arms and steps to the edge of the dais, looking at me like a creator admiring his masterpiece.

“Speak, my son,” my father murmurs, the velvet trap of his voice carrying perfectly through the quieted room. “Take your empire.”

I slowly walk up the three marble steps.

I stop exactly one foot away from him.

I look into the endless, pitch-black voids of his eyes. I smell the copper, the ash, the mass grave of his soul. I see the arrogant, unshakable belief that he has won. He believes he has hollowed me out and filled me with his own reflection.

He is right. But a mirror doesn’t just reflect. A mirror traps everything it sees.

“You gave me everything, Father,” I say.

My voice is not loud. I don’t amplify it with magic. But the finality of my tone cuts through the ballroom like a scythe.

“You taught me the mathematics of pain,” I continue, holding his gaze. “You taught me that love is a fatal flaw. You taught me that power is the only truth, and that anything that breathes is just fuel for the fire.”

My father nods slowly, his smile widening. “I did.”

“But you forgot the most fundamental rule of architecture,” I whisper, walking right up beside him, until my lips are almost brushing his rotting ear.

“What is that, Saber?” he asks, amused.

“You cannot build a cage out of a void,” I breathe. “A vessel doesn’t just hold water, Father. It drowns things.”

My father’s smile falters. For the first time in my entire life, I see something flicker in the pitch-black abyss of his eyes.

It is confusion. And then, it is fear.

He realizes, one heartbeat too late, that he hasn’t built a successor. He has built a suicide pact.

He taught the thing in my blood to recognize his voice when I was eight years old. For ten years, he has used that connection like a leash, reaching through my magic whenever he pleased.

What my father never understood is that a leash has two ends. And I have spent four years learning how to follow it home.

I don’t raise my hand. I don’t recite an incantation. I don’t use the magic of a lesser warlock. I use the art he taught me in the drawing-room when I was twelve years old. I use precision.

I drive my magic directly into his chest.

I bypass his ribs, bypass his lungs, and wrap my invisible, freezing, razor-wire grip entirely around the rotting, necrotic magical core shielding his heart.

My father gasps. It is a wet, horrific, choking sound. His hands fly to his own chest, his eyes bulging as the agonizing, internal pressure hits him. He tries to summon his magic to fight me off, to crush my windpipe the way he did in the woods when I was ten.

But he can’t.

Because the rot in my blood is no longer a parasite I am borrowing from him. It is mine. I have fed it with the death of my childhood. I have fed it with the obliteration of Maddox Vane. My magic is a bottomless, starving ocean, and my father is just a dying man standing in the surf.

I close my fist.

His core collapses inward.

The sound is indescribable.

My father’s chest violently caves inward. The silk of his suit shreds as his sternum collapses. Black, viscous, necrotic blood erupts from his mouth, spraying across the lapel of my pristine suit.

His eyes, wide agony, stare into mine as his soul is amputated from his body.

He doesn’t even have the breath to scream.

He simply folds.

My father drops to his knees on the marble dais, his hands clawing uselessly at his ruined chest, and then collapses face-forward onto the floor, dead before his skull even hits the stone.

The ballroom descends into an absolute, apocalyptic silence.

No one breathes. The string quartet has frozen, bows hovering over their violins. Hundreds of warlocks stare in sheer, paralyzing disbelief at the unkillable god of the Craven line, lying in a pool of his own black blood at my feet.

And then, the succession triggers.

When a warlock of the Craven bloodline dies, their magic does not evaporate. It seeks the nearest anchor of the same blood.

The power erupts from my father’s corpse. It isn’t a stream; it is a hurricane. A massive, localized shockwave of green necrotic energy explodes outward, shattering every window in the ballroom. The crystal chandeliers swing wildly, raining jagged glass down onto the screaming guests.

The power slams into my chest with the force of a falling meteor.

I throw my head back, my arms snapping out to my sides as the sheer, unimaginable voltage of eight hundred years of dark magic pours directly into my veins. It is agony. It is ecstasy. It feels like swallowing a dying star.

My feet lift off the marble floor. I hover a foot in the air, enveloped in a swirling, roaring tornado of pitch-black magic.

I open my eyes.

I am no longer Saber Craven, the battered son. I am the absolute, undisputed apex of the rot.

I look down at the screaming, panicking crowd.

I look at the warlocks. I look at the captive witches, dropping to the floor, covering their heads, trapped in the crossfire of monsters.

I could have just killed the men. I could snap the magical leashes, slaughter the warlocks, and let the witches run free into the snow. The boy I used to be would have done that. The boy who loved his mother would have tried to be a savior.

But that boy is ashes.

I look at the witches, trembling in their silk gowns, weeping in terror, and I feel absolutely no pity. I only see a reflection of the agonizing, pathetic, endless cage of existence. To live in this world is to be tortured. To breathe is to be broken. I am not going to save them by letting them live. I am going to save them by turning the lights out.

I don’t hate my Uncle, but he never stopped the abuse. Just because my father was the eldest son, Uncle Sunday never spoke out against him.

Coward.

I raise both of my hands, my palms facing the ceiling.

I don’t cast a spell of fire. I don’t throw kinetic force. I use the ultimate truth of the Craven bloodline: the void.

I cast a localized extinction event.

I invert the magical atmosphere of the entire ballroom. I turn myself into a black hole that demands to be fed.

The air pressure in the room collapses so violently that eardrums rupture simultaneously across the crowd.

“Consume,” I whisper.

The magic rips outward. It doesn’t strike them; it inhales them.

Every single warlock and witch in the room is suddenly lifted inches off the ground, seized by invisible, unbreakable tethers of gravity that lock directly onto their souls.

Screams fill the ballroom.

I watch, hovering above them with cold, dead eyes, as the magic is ripped from their chests. Glowing ribbons of power tear through their expensive suits and silk gowns, rushing through the air in a blinding, chaotic storm, spiraling directly into my chest.

The physical toll of the extraction is instantaneous and horrific.

As I drink their life force, their bodies begin to rapidly, terrifyingly wither. The warlocks turn a sickly, ashen gray, their skin pulling tight over their skulls, their muscles atrophy in seconds. The beautiful, weeping witches dehydrate into mummified husks, their hair turning white and falling out in clumps as the sheer vitality is sucked from their marrow.

Blood erupts from their eyes, their noses, their mouths, vaporizing into red mist before it even hits the floor, drawn into the vortex of my consumption.

The doors of the ballroom splinter inward as the vacuum tries to pull the very architecture of the house into the center of the room.

I drink the magic of the High Council. I drink the suppressed, agonizing, beautiful magic of the captive wives. I drink their fear. I drink their hatred. I drink their agony.

I take it all, compressing it into the bottomless, starving black well inside my chest.

The screams begin to die out, replaced by the horrific, dry rustling sound of desiccated corpses collapsing to the marble floor.

It takes exactly sixty seconds.

When the vacuum finally snaps shut, releasing its hold on the room, gravity returns.

I drop slowly back down to the dais, my boots touching the marble with a soft, echoing click.

The silence that reclaims the ballroom is the heaviest, most profound silence I have ever experienced. It is the silence of a graveyard. It is the silence of absolute, undisputed perfection.

The air is choked with the thick, suffocating dust of three hundred mummified corpses. The elite of London’s magical society lie scattered across the floor like discarded, brittle leaves. The warlocks and their wives, forever bound together in ash and ruin.

Not a single soul in the manor is left breathing. The servants in the kitchens, the witches held hostage in the basement, the guards on the parapets, the monstrosities locked in the crypts; the vacuum has reached every corner of the estate. I have sterilized my world.

Somewhere beyond the ballroom, Mrs. Gable is dead too. The thought reaches me and finds nothing left to hold on to.

I stand on the dais, overflowing with the stolen power of a hundred ancient bloodlines.

My body hums with a voltage that is practically tearing my skin apart at the seams. I possess more raw, concentrated magic than the Commonwealth High Council has commanded in a century. I can feel the leylines of the earth vibrating beneath my feet, waiting for my command.

I can feel the heartbeat of London miles away, so small beneath the flood of power that for one impossible second, I believe I could close my fist and stop it.

I look down at the shriveled, unrecognizable husk of my father, lying in a pool of dried black blood at my feet. He wanted me to be a monster. He wanted me to be the apex predator of his pathetic little pond.

I step over his corpse, my obsidian silk suit rustling softly in the dead air.

I walk down the marble steps, crunching the brittle, mummified hand of a dead warlock beneath my boot. I walk out of the ballroom, out of the manor, and into the mundane world.

The boy who cried in the dining room is gone. The teenager who loved Maddox Vane is erased.

I am Saber Craven. I am the architect of the void. And the rest of the world is about to learn what happens when you build a cage, fill it with rot, and forget to lock the door.








  
  17

  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




For thirteen years, I refused to stay anywhere long enough to call it home.

I crossed continents the way other men cross rooms, following magic wherever it had been buried, worshipped, feared, or forbidden. I stood inside temples older than the Craven name and watched practitioners shape power without bloodshed. I learned rituals spoken only beneath moonless skies and languages that had been dead so long their words tasted like dust in my mouth. I studied witches who coaxed magic from the earth with nothing more than bare feet and patience, warlocks who carved it into bone, healers who stitched shattered bodies together with threads of light, and creatures who insisted magic had existed long before humans became arrogant enough to name it.

I learned everything they were willing to teach me.

Then I learned what they weren’t.

Locked archives opened. Forbidden grimoires found their way into my hands. Ancient wards proved considerably less ancient when confronted with enough patience and power. Every culture believed there were certain doors that should remain closed.

I developed a habit of opening them.

All the while, the High Council pretended Saber Craven had vanished with the ashes of his family’s estate.

I hadn’t.

They knew that.

Occasionally, I caught evidence of them watching me. A stranger lingering too long in a hotel lobby. A magical signature disappearing the moment I turned toward it. A sealed Council letter delivered to someone shortly before that person abruptly decided they no longer wished to speak with me.

But the Council never approached.

No summons. No sanctions. No trial for the hundreds of bodies I left scattered across a ballroom floor. They knew exactly what I had done, and more importantly, they knew what I had become after doing it.

So we arrived at an unspoken agreement.

I did not interfere with their little government.

They continued breathing.

It worked beautifully.

For a while.

Eventually, the world became repetitive.

Different languages. Different gods. Different ceremonies. Different names for forces that behaved according to remarkably similar rules. Once the mysticism was stripped away, magic was simply architecture. Every spell had a foundation. Every ritual depended upon load-bearing principles. Every curse had a point where enough pressure could collapse the entire structure.

I became less interested in what magic could do and increasingly obsessed with why it worked at all.

Unfortunately, magical society had spent centuries burying perfectly reasonable questions beneath superstition, tradition, and an exhausting amount of ceremonial nonsense.

Mundane humans, however, had built entire institutions around asking questions until everyone involved became miserable.

I found that appealing.

So, after thirteen years spent dissecting the magical world, I enrolled at university.

I remained there for six.

To everyone around me, I was merely an eccentric, obscenely wealthy British heir with no surviving immediate family and enough old money that nobody considered it particularly strange when I appeared in tailored suits and treated tuition like an administrative inconvenience.

I studied philosophy first because humans had spent thousands of years trying to determine why they existed.

I studied architecture because I already knew the answer.

Everything is a structure.

Bodies. Societies. Families. Magic.

Cages.

Find the load-bearing point, and you can bring any of them down.

University itself was a tedious little pantomime. I sat beneath vaulted ceilings listening to professors debate morality while carrying the accumulated power of hundreds of dead people beneath my skin. I wrote essays about the nature of evil for men who would have fainted if they knew precisely how qualified I was to discuss it.

I drank black coffee beneath stone archways while rain turned the courtyards silver. I read Milton in libraries that smelled of leather and dust. I smiled when professors praised me. I attended the occasional dinner when social convention demanded it. I politely declined invitations from blushing girls and hopeful boys who looked at my pale face, expensive clothes, and distant gray eyes and mistook profound emotional vacancy for poetic melancholy.

I suppose tragedy is attractive when you don’t know the body count.

None of them knew that the quiet man turning pages beside them carried a mass grave inside his chest.

None of them knew my inheritance had been purchased with three hundred lives.

More importantly, none of them understood that despite everything I had accumulated, I still did not understand myself.

The power I tore from that ballroom at eighteen had been enormous, but power and comprehension are not the same thing. I had spent nineteen years refining it, disciplining it, forcing hundreds of incompatible magical signatures to submit to a single will. I could dismantle spells from traditions my father had never known existed. I could manipulate the human body with microscopic precision. I could feel magic moving through the world like currents beneath dark water.

And still, beneath all of it, there was something I could not name.

The rot.

That cold, starving presence stitched into my blood long before I was born.

My father taught me how to wield it.

He never taught me what it was.

For all his posturing about gods and bloodlines, Rome had inherited the infection just as I had. He had understood how to feed it, how to weaponize it, how to force it into his son, but he had not created it.

The answer existed before him.

Before me.

Before the ballroom.

In 1924, my grandfather, Nicholas Craven fed forty human beings to something that should never have been allowed to touch this world, then stitched what answered into the blood of every Craven who would come after him.

I had spent nineteen years studying what the world knew about magic.

It was time to study what my grandfather had done to mine.

My father taught me how to survive the rot.

Now I was going to find out what the rot actually was.




———




(Thirty-seven years old)




The American South attempts to kill me within thirty seconds of my arrival.

Not with magic.

With humidity.

I stand before the rusted wrought-iron gates of the Craven estate, staring through the bars at several hundred acres of North Georgia wilderness that have spent the better part of a century swallowing everything my grandfather left behind.

The heat is oppressive. Not the dry, honest heat of an open flame, but something wet and invasive. It presses against my clothes, crawls beneath my collar, and settles over the forest like a damp hand clamped across a mouth. The humidity must be approaching ninety percent. Every breath feels filtered through warm wool.

Fortunately, my body stopped behaving according to reasonable human expectations years ago.

I do not sweat.

The necrotic magic threaded through my bloodstream keeps my skin unnaturally cold, rendering the temperature little more than an environmental observation.

The forest, however, seems determined to make itself known.

Cicadas scream from every direction, thousands of them hidden among oak, hickory, pine, and towering poplar. Their collective shriek is so relentless it becomes almost physical, a wall of sound vibrating through the trees. Kudzu smothers anything unfortunate enough to remain still for too long. The air is heavy with pine resin, wet leaves, fungal decay, and the mineral-rich scent of red clay baking beneath a merciless summer sky.

England has ghosts.

Georgia has teeth.

I place one gloved hand against the gate and push.

The hinges release a long, tortured shriek.

Beyond them, the remains of the Craven estate wait for me. Three stories of rotting Southern Gothic arrogance.

Once, it must have been magnificent. Grand columns rise along the front facade, though one has split nearly down the middle. Most of the windows are shattered or black with grime. Part of the roof has collapsed inward, exposing splintered beams to the sky, and vines have climbed nearly to the upper floor as if the forest is slowly dragging the entire structure underground.

To mundane eyes, it would be beautiful in the particular way humans find abandoned things beautiful.

A historic ruin.

A relic.

Something tragic enough to photograph.

I know better.

The moment my polished boot leaves the asphalt and settles onto the remains of the gravel drive, something inside my chest wakes.

Not metaphorically.

The rot moves.

A deep vibration rolls beneath my ribs, so sudden that I stop walking. Cold pressure spreads through my sternum. The magic buried inside me twists toward the manor with the instinctive recognition of an animal catching the scent of its den.

For thirty-seven years, I have carried this thing inside my blood.

For nineteen of those years, I have studied it.

And for the first time, it recognizes something before I do.

Home.

My gaze drops to the red earth beneath my boots.

The soil is wrong.

Magic saturates it so thoroughly that separating one from the other would be impossible. I can feel the contamination extending beneath the driveway, beneath the trees, beneath the foundation of the house. A wound carved into the geography itself.

I take another step.

Something brushes the edge of my mind.

Screaming.

Heat.

Copper coating the back of my tongue.

The phantom smell of burning flesh beneath the sweeter rot of summer vegetation.

Forty people died in 1924 at the Craven Mill nearby.

Nicholas Craven did not simply murder them.

He spent them.

Forty human lives reduced to components in an equation. Their bodies became fuel. Their terror became a conduit. Their deaths created enough pressure against the boundary between worlds for my grandfather to tear open something that should have remained closed.

And when the darkness on the other side answered him, Nicholas did what Craven men have always done when confronted with something they do not understand.

He decided it belonged to him.

He dragged it through.

Bound it.

Fed it into his own blood.

Then passed the infection to my father.

Then I inherited it.

And now, standing exactly where it entered our bloodline, the thing inside me is practically vibrating with recognition.

I close my eyes.

For the first time since leaving London, I stop resisting the atmosphere and allow myself to breathe it in.

Pine.

Clay.

Rot.

Blood that hasn’t existed for more than a century.

The echo of forty people who died screaming.

My mouth curves slightly.

It feels like coming home.

I follow the overgrown drive toward the manor and climb the rotting porch steps. The boards groan beneath my weight. One gives slightly under my left boot, threatening to collapse.

I look down at it.

“Don’t.”

The board apparently recognizes authority when it hears it.

It holds.

I reach the front door, place my hand against the weathered wood, and feel the magic pulsing somewhere beneath the house.

Close.

After nineteen years, I am finally standing within reach of the answer.

Naturally, I cannot investigate it yet.

I have paperwork.

Two hours later, I am sitting beneath fluorescent lights while a woman named Mrs. Higgins explains county preservation requirements to me.

There are indignities even godlike power cannot prevent.

The historical society occupies a painfully cheerful little office in the nearest town. Filing cabinets line one wall. Faded photographs of founding families cover another. A rotating fan clicks uselessly in the corner despite the air conditioner running with enough enthusiasm to preserve a corpse.

The room smells of old paper, lemon furniture polish, and coffee that has probably been sitting in the pot since breakfast.

Mrs. Higgins sits across from me.

She is somewhere in her late fifties, soft and round, dressed in a floral blouse with reading glasses hanging from a chain around her neck. Her heartbeat maintains an easy, healthy rhythm beneath the conversation.

Entirely mundane.

Entirely harmless.

She pushes a glass of sweet tea toward me.

Condensation slides down its sides and pools on the cardboard coaster.

“I have to admit, Mr. Craven, when we received your emails from London, the whole board was just beside itself,” she says. Her Southern accent rounds every word with a warmth I find almost suspicious. “That property has been sitting out there falling apart for longer than I’ve been alive. We were starting to think nobody in the Craven family even remembered it existed.”

“Some of us have longer memories than others.”

She laughs.

I smile because I have learned that this is what one does when a mundane person believes you’ve made a joke.

“Well, we’re certainly glad you do. Your attorneys filed the final ownership documents with the county this morning. Everything is in order on that end. As far as we’re concerned, we’re just thrilled somebody wants to preserve the place instead of letting it collapse into the woods.”

“Collapse would be unfortunate.”

“Exactly!”

She has absolutely no idea why.

Mrs. Higgins clasps her hands over a folder of historical records.

“And having a Craven descendant come all the way from England to restore his family’s home?” She beams at me. “I think that’s wonderful.”

Wonderful.

I pick up the sweet tea.

Ice taps gently against the glass as I bring it to my mouth. I take one measured sip.

The concentration of sugar is astonishing.

I swallow anyway.

“My family has neglected its American roots for far too long,” I tell her, returning the glass precisely to the center of its coaster. “Nicholas was a complicated man, but whatever one thinks of him personally, the history of the property deserves to be preserved.”

Complicated.

Forty people burned alive beneath his house.

Language is remarkably useful.

Mrs. Higgins looks at me and sees exactly what I have designed for her to see.

Tailored suit. Polished shoes. Expensive watch. Perfect posture. An old British family name attached to an even older bank account.

I give her the smile I practiced in mirrors until I learned exactly how far one corner of my mouth should rise to suggest warmth without appearing overeager.

She sees an eccentric young aristocrat restoring his ancestral home.

She does not see what lives beneath my skin.

She does not know that at eighteen years old, I stood above a ballroom and drained the magic and life from hundreds of people in sixty seconds.

She does not know that the man politely drinking her sweet tea carries enough stolen power inside his body to make the magical governments of Europe pretend he does not exist.

And strangely, I have no desire to hurt her.

I do not hate mundane humans.

Hatred requires investment.

Mrs. Higgins is simply fragile.

Her bones could be broken with very little effort. Her heart could be stopped before she finished her next breath. Her mind has no magical defenses worth acknowledging.

Yet none of those observations produce an impulse to act.

A housefly buzzing against a window is not my enemy simply because I could crush it.

By nightfall, I am standing inside Nicholas Craven’s house.

The mundane world disappears the moment the front door closes behind me.

Darkness presses into every corner of the ruined foyer. The electricity has been disconnected for decades, and the moon offers no assistance through the cloud cover outside. My flashlight cuts a narrow white path through dust suspended in the air.

The grand staircase has partially collapsed. Water damage has blackened the remaining wood. Wallpaper hangs from the walls in long strips, curling away from the plaster like dead skin.

The house smells of mold, wet timber, rodents, and old magic.

Beneath all of it is something else.

Ash.

I follow it.

I move through what remains of the parlor, stepping around fallen plaster and furniture reduced to skeletal frames. The floorboards complain beneath my boots. Once, something small and furred races through the wall beside me.

Eventually, I find my grandfather’s study.

The door is swollen with moisture and refuses to open.

I stare at it, using a small amount of magic to open it. The room beyond should have rotted with everything else.

It hasn’t.

My flashlight sweeps across towering bookcases.

Hundreds of books stare back at me.

Leather-bound journals fill entire shelves. Ancient grimoires sit beside rolled anatomical diagrams. Glass-fronted cabinets line the far wall, their seals still glowing faintly beneath a century of dust. The desk at the center of the room has partially decayed, but everything protected by Nicholas’s magic remains pristine.

I stop.

For perhaps the first time in decades, I experience something dangerously close to anticipation.

This is not a library.

It is a confession.

Nicholas Craven documented everything.

I cross the room and open the first journal.

His handwriting is dense and increasingly erratic, elegant in the earliest entries before deteriorating into frantic lines that crowd the margins. There are calculations I recognize immediately and others built upon magical principles I have never encountered. Diagrams of human circulatory systems overlap with maps of leylines. Notes on dimensional pressure sit beside anatomical sketches. Entire pages are devoted to fear responses, blood chemistry, magical conductivity, and the precise physiological thresholds a human body can endure before death.

I turn another page.

Names.

Forty of them.

Nicholas recorded each victim.

Their age.

Their weight.

Their magical status.

How long they screamed.

How long they burned.

How their terror altered the ritual.

Which deaths produced the strongest response from whatever was waiting beyond the breach.

There is no remorse in the writing.

No hesitation.

Only methodology.

My grandfather did not consider what happened here murder.

He considered it research.

I continue reading.

The deeper I go, the clearer the architecture becomes.

The forty deaths were never the objective. They were pressure. Terror was the conductor. Blood was the anchor. The geographical convergence beneath the estate supplied the foundation, and Nicholas used all three to force open a wound between this world and somewhere else.

The Void.

And something inside it answered.

My gaze moves across the room.

Hundreds of journals.

Decades of experiments.

The original calculations.

The first successful breach.

Everything that has been living inside me since the moment I took my first breath.

I close the journal.

For nineteen years, I have traveled the world searching for someone who could explain the thing inside my blood.

I was looking in the wrong direction.

The answer was never waiting somewhere ahead of me.

It had been rotting here for a century.

Waiting for me to come home.
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The blue-white glow of my phone is offensively bright against the darkness of Nicholas Craven’s study. It is two seventeen in the morning. Outside the shattered windows, the forest is screaming.

Cicadas pulse through the trees in endless mechanical waves, thousands of tiny bodies producing enough noise to make the darkness itself seem alive. Occasionally, something moves through the undergrowth beyond the manor. A branch snaps. Leaves rustle.

I ignore it. I have spent the last eleven hours reading the journals of a dead madman. They cover nearly every available surface.

Nicholas’s handwriting crawls across yellowed pages in increasingly frantic lines. Diagrams of human anatomy overlap with calculations concerning dimensional pressure. Blood chemistry. Leylines. Fear responses. Soul architecture. Pages and pages devoted to the forty people he burned alive beneath this house, reduced to numbers in the margins of an experiment.

The deeper I read, the less his work resembles genius and the more it resembles obsession wearing the clothing of scholarship.

I recognize the condition.

Unfortunately, even I have limits.

I close the journal in front of me and lean back in the high-backed leather chair I salvaged from upstairs. The leather has cracked with age, but three hours of cleaning and a minor restoration spell have made it tolerable.

Beside my elbow sits a glass of whiskey.

I pick up my phone.

A mundane distraction.

Something requiring absolutely no thought.

I open Instagram.

Humanity immediately begins performing for me.

I scroll past photographs tagged by the county historical society. Fundraising dinners. Restoration projects. Aging men in badly fitted tuxedos presenting enormous novelty checks beneath fluorescent lighting. Smiling women holding champagne. Local politicians shaking hands with people they undoubtedly despise.

Another swipe.

College students.

Red plastic cups. Neon bars. Sunburned shoulders. Drunken smiles. Bodies pressed together beneath captions declaring friendships that statistically will not survive the next five years.

Swipe.

A woman photographing her dinner.

Swipe.

A shirtless man holding a fish.

I stare at that one for several seconds.

Humanity survived thousands of years of plague, famine, warfare, and natural selection to invent a device capable of accessing nearly the entirety of accumulated human knowledge.

He has used it to show strangers a trout.

Remarkable.

Swipe.

Static.

Swipe.

Static.

Swipe.

My thumb stops.

Something inside my chest moves.

I become perfectly still.

The sensation is so unexpected that for several seconds I forget about the photograph entirely.

The rot beneath my ribs has awakened.

Not the low, constant thrum I felt when I first stepped onto my grandfather’s land. This is sharper. Sudden.

Interested.

I look down. The photograph was taken inside an abandoned building. Graffiti covers the concrete walls behind the subject. Paint peels from the ceiling. The corridor disappears into darkness beyond the concentrated white beam of a flashlight.

And standing in the center of it is a man.

Black hair falls around his face, longer on top and shorter along the sides. Tattoos disappear beneath the sleeves and collar of a faded black shirt stretched across a tall, lean body. One hand holds a digital recorder. The other is raised toward whoever took the photograph.

He is smirking, and there is something obnoxiously alive about it. He stands in the middle of a decaying building surrounded by darkness and looks as though the darkness should be worried about him.

My gaze moves upward.

His eyes are a vivid blue.

Something tears open inside me.

Heat.

Laughter muffled against my throat.

A warm hand wrapped around mine beneath a library table.

A heartbeat beneath my ear.

Do it, Saber. Survive.

I am seventeen again.

Maddox.

The name surfaces before I can stop it.

My fingers tighten around the phone.

No.

I crush the memory immediately.

Maddox Vane belongs to another lifetime. Whatever remained between us died on the floor of my bedroom the moment I put my hand against his chest and shattered the magic inside him.

I buried the rest myself.

I know what love does.

Love creates leverage.

Love places a blade in someone else’s hand and politely shows them where to cut.

I learned that lesson once.

And yet I continue staring at the stranger.

My pulse has changed.

I dislike that.

I tap the photograph.

Aries.

I read the name twice.

Then I open his profile. There are hundreds of photographs. I begin at the most recent and work backward.

Aries at a nightclub beneath violet lights.

Aries shirtless backstage, tattoos covering his skin.

Aries making an obscene gesture toward the camera.

Aries standing in front of a condemned building with equipment cases piled around his boots.

Aries laughing.

Aries scowling.

Aries holding an EMF reader toward a dark doorway with an expression of such absurd concentration that I almost smile.

His profile tells me the rest.

He dances at a club called Crimson Hour.

He investigates allegedly haunted locations in his spare time.

He has an almost pathological fascination with abandoned buildings.

Ghosts. Electronic voice phenomena.

He spends his nights walking willingly into places everyone else has enough survival instinct to avoid.

Interesting.

I scroll farther and the interest becomes something else.

I enlarge a photograph of his face. My thumb moves over the glass before I consciously decide to touch it.

Jaw.

Mouth.

Throat.

Blue eyes.

I stop.

What exactly am I doing? I lower the phone. The room is silent except for the cicadas outside. My heart strikes once against my ribs. I know this sensation. I despise that I know it.

Want.

Wanting gives another person the ability to deny you.

To leave. To choose someone else. To become a weakness. My father spent my childhood teaching me how to eliminate weaknesses.

I pick up the phone again.

Perhaps that is all this requires.

A correction.

I continue scrolling.

The next photograph loads. Aries is sitting on the hood of a black 1967 Mustang, one long leg stretched toward the pavement, cheap coffee in his hand. His head is tipped back in laughter.

A blonde man stands beside him, his arm is around Aries’s shoulders. The whiskey glass beside me explodes.

I don’t move.

Amber liquid spreads across the mahogany desk, carrying glittering shards of crystal toward Nicholas’s open journals. A thread of magic stops the spill an inch before it reaches the nearest page.

I stare at the blonde man’s hand. It rests casually against Aries’s shoulder. Something cold and vicious uncoils beneath my sternum.

I enlarge the photograph.

The blonde man is handsome in an unremarkable way. Younger than me. Hazel-green eyes. Lean build. Comfortable enough beside Aries that neither of them appears conscious of the contact.

I read the caption.

Easton.

I memorize his face. The shape of his eyes. His height relative to Aries. The way Aries leans toward him without thinking.

My magic curls beneath my skin, waiting.

I swipe again and a video begins playing.

Darkness fills the screen. The camera shakes as Aries moves through the corridor of an abandoned building. Plaster litters the floor. A flashlight beam sweeps across open doorways.

Then his voice comes through the speaker.

“Did you hear that?”

I freeze. His breathing is slightly elevated.

“Temperature just dropped ten degrees in the hallway. Something is definitely here with us, Easton.”

Somewhere behind the camera, the blonde man mutters something I cannot make out.

Aries laughs, and the sound hits me harder than it should.

I replay the video.

Once.

Twice.

Again.

By the fourth time, I am no longer watching.

I am listening.

His voice.

His breathing.

The little hitch of anticipation before he steps farther into the dark. He spends his nights searching for the supernatural, asking empty rooms whether something dead would like to speak to him.

He watches temperatures fall and calls it evidence. He hears footsteps in empty corridors and follows them. He stands at the edge of a world he cannot perceive and begs it to notice him.

Slowly, I smile, and this one is not practiced. But I recognize it.

My father’s smile. The realization should disgust me.

It doesn’t.

“You want the dark, Aries?” I murmur.

My voice disappears beneath the screaming cicadas. On the screen, Aries walks deeper into the abandoned building.

“You want something to answer you?”

My thumb moves across his profile. Upcoming investigations. Abandoned sites. Forgotten cemeteries. Local legends.

He is actively searching for undocumented locations in North Georgia with histories of violence, death, or unexplained activity.

My gaze lifts from the phone.

Nicholas Craven’s study surrounds me. A house saturated with the residue of forty murdered people. A geographical wound carved into the boundary between worlds. One of the most violently contaminated magical sites I have encountered in nineteen years of searching.

I look back at Aries.

A laugh nearly escapes me.

He has been asking the darkness to introduce itself.

My gaze settles on Aries’s smiling face. There is a feeling beneath my ribs that I refuse to name.

It wants his attention, laughter, and fear. It wants to know what expression will replace that arrogant smile when he finally encounters something his little machines cannot explain.

It wants him close enough that leaving becomes impossible.

I could call it attraction. I could call it fascination.

Once, perhaps, I would have called it something softer.

I know better now. Wanting creates uncertainty. Ownership eliminates it. The distinction is beautifully simple.

“I will gladly introduce you to the dark, Aries.”

For the first time in nineteen years, something inside me wants. I crush the word before it can become dangerous.

Want is a weakness.

Mine is not.
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