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For my mother, who loved me no matter how strange I became
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Dappled sunlight was just as Elric remembered.

The crystalline patterns of golden rays broke through emerald leaves and scattered across his features. Sparks seared his vision when he stared at them for too long, but that was just part of the beauty. A little pain was worth every sacrifice to be alive.

Lying in the grass, he felt every blade that brushed his skin. He could smell the greenery that grew around him and hear the wind blowing through the leaves. Oak stars rustled in harmony with the rhythmic twitters of birdsong. The brush of the wind over his bare chest cooled the sweat from his skin. And the sapphire sky above him was dotted with fluffy clouds that drifted over his head. Boats on the sea of the sky, they gently rocked forward as he watched.

Fingers carded through his hair, sliding between the thick strands that were longer than the last time he’d taken this form. There were changes in this body, but not as many as the last time. He’d been different in every reincarnation. But this time, he wanted to look like he had in his last form. It was the one humans were more likely to recognize, after all.

And maybe it was because this form was the one she had seen. This body was the one she had looked upon as a statue, and it had made her blush. Some part of him wanted to make her feel that same way. Or perhaps to see that blush for himself and not just an inanimate object.

His head rested in Jessamine’s lap. She’d been leaning back on one hand, staring up at the clouds with him as they just enjoyed each other’s silent company. They’d beaten Callum only a few days ago, and everything had been a tangled mess of preparing for their next step, trying to get him used to this new body, and finding Sybil. He had less time with her to himself than he’d wished.

The trail had led them to Fortuna Beaumont, a noblewoman of the Pleasure District and close confidante of both Callum’s and Leon’s. Unfortunately, that had taken up far too much of their time. He wanted more of everything with her.

Jessamine’s fingers worked through a tangle that had started at the end of the strands before sighing. “Is it everything you remembered?”

He knew what she was asking. Life. Living. Was breathing in the crisp air everything he had dreamt it to be?

Of course it was. It was everything that he had missed, and far more than that. This life surged through him in pulses of magic and power. He wanted to consume it. To devour every part of living for the moment when he wouldn’t be here anymore.

And yet, there was another part of him that feared losing all this. If he was too close to this life, if he enjoyed it too much, then he would only suffer more when he returned to that realm of darkness.

Her fingers slipped down from his hair to his temples and gently lifted his face. Elric was forced to look up into those dark eyes that saw too much. But gods, what a view.

Jessamine truly was a nightmarish witch. After their fight with Callum, she’d embraced everything it was to be a gravesinger. Not only was she deeply connected to him, but she’d resurrected him. She’d done all that a gravesinger needed to do, and now she shared in his glutted power. Her wild, dark hair billowed around her face like smoke. His mark around her neck fairly glowed, as though he’d locked a silver collar around her throat. It was a sure sign that she was as bound to him as he was to her. His gravesinger.

A tiny spark of unbidden magic trailed through her fingers, zinging along his skin as she traced the outline of his jaw. “I can tell what you’re thinking,” she murmured. “This is not a fleeting moment. This is yours. I have gifted it to you, and I will not take it back.”

“I know,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to her inner wrist and lingering there for a few moments. He filled his lungs with her grave scent before adding, “But it will take a while to believe, gravesinger.”

“How you break my heart, dear one.” As though compelled, she leaned down and pressed a kiss to his lips.

They lingered there together, connected only by a soft, plush touch. But it was everything he needed to fill all the stores of magic in him again. He breathed her in. All that power, just simmering under her skin, built there by a connection that was only growing stronger by the day.

She was more than just a witch, and she had to know that. She was his witch.

When she drew back for a breath, he drank in the dazed expression on her face. He’d seen so many women in the throes of passion or witches who tried to pretend they were. He knew what a liar looked like, and he’d learned to read humans in his many centuries of life.

Jessamine was as truthful as they came. Her blown-out pupils and that drunken smile as she stared down at him were genuine.

What was he supposed to do with her? Other than wrap his hand around the back of her neck and draw her down for another kiss?

Her exhale became his inhale. They became linked through breath as he explored the depths of her mouth. He could taste the passion in her kiss. He could feel it as magic sparked between them, another electric zap that made every muscle in his body tense.

Of all the experiences in life, this was what he had missed the most. In that shadow realm, he’d never been able to taste her. He’d never been able to clearly hear the little sighs that caught in the back of her throat as he touched her. He hadn’t felt how soft her hair was, or seen how vivid her eyes were as he drew back. They were more than just brown. They were dark, haunting orbs he wanted to drown in.

What a beauty he had captured. What a stunning gravesinger to draw into his life. Perhaps there was still a lingering presence of the gods in this world, because certainly he was not the one to have wished her into being.

She drew back, her fingers lingering on his jaw. “What are you thinking?”

“Merely about your beauty.”

“I am hardly the princess I once was,” she replied with a soft laugh. “You should have seen me in the castle.”

“A prim and proper princess meandering about the halls? You must have been waiting for something exciting to happen every day. No, I choose to see you as you are now.” His fingers tangled in the hair at the back of her neck, arching her head away so he could press his lips to the swanlike stretch of her throat. “I like to see you wild and undone, princess.”

That sigh. That soft, lingering sigh she always gave when he kissed her made him feel like a god again.

He reveled in this freedom, this knowledge that he was alive and well and that nothing was going to change that. Even if he had to scrape on his hands and knees to stay this way, he would. He would beg if she needed him to.

Something scratched at the back of his mind. Fingernails trailed down the entirety of his body. He could feel them dragging down his neck, his shoulders, his back. Such a touch should be impossible. Unless…

He sat straight up, nearly cracking their heads together as he realized what it meant.

“Elric?” she asked, shoving her hair out of her face. She stared at him with those big eyes, and for a moment, he was shocked she hadn’t felt it, too.

But how could she? Jessamine was a gravesinger, but she had not tied herself to his coven beyond the simple bonds of friendship. She couldn’t sense the presence of another witch unless they were near. She couldn’t know how it felt like a ghost had ripped its talons along his entire soul.

“Elric?” she asked again, this time sounding far more concerned than the first time. “What is it?”

“Another witch,” he murmured. “Someone is worshipping me.”

Fear rippled through his body at the knowledge that another witch had tried to connect with him. His guts twisted, his stomach rolling with nerves, but even those feelings were a marvelous experience. He knew he should be elated at the thought of another witch, but more people in the coven meant more voices who may wish to sacrifice him. A coven of witches was powerful, sometimes too powerful.

The wells of his magic were deep and old, but that did not mean they were endless. Witches who sacrificed in his name gave energy to him. The more people who sacrificed in his name, the stronger he would become. Already he could feel what this newcomer was doing.

This was a determined witch. He stretched out his magic, feeling his way through their world to the woman who sacrificed to him. She had gone off into some field and taken a man’s prized cow. The beast had been the best performer for milk, better than any other in the herd, which made it far more special. Someone had given the animal attention and reverence, so its death meant far more in the grand scheme of magic.

“What is she doing, Elric?” Jessamine asked.

“She’s sacrificing a cow to me,” he muttered, his vision almost gone as he focused on the sensation of what the witch was doing.

“You can feel that?” She reached out to hold his hand as though to help ground him.

“She wants something. They all do.”

But what?

The old words spilled from the stranger’s tongue, and he knew in that moment it wasn’t a woman playing at witchcraft. This wasn’t someone who had stumbled upon a spell book and thought she would try it out. This woman had been taught.

The sacrificial spell had to be spoken in the ancient tongue. Anyone reading those words would have stumbled on them or pronounced them wrong. But this recitation was nearly perfect. She built a strong spell, one that flowed throughout the realms of the living and the dead to find him.

Whispered words glided through his mind as the witch called out to him for help. “God of the dead, the Deathless One himself, I ask you to cast pity upon a poor worshipper who has long forgotten the old ways. I beg for your forgiveness in my lack of worship for too many years. I have nearly lost the dearest person to me, and I pray that you might fight on my behalf to tear away the darkness that follows her. I beg of you to fight death so that I might have more time with her.”

“She wishes for me to stop someone from dying,” he muttered. “A simple request. I will ignore it.”

“Ignore it?” Jessamine’s hand tightened on his arm. “Elric, this is the first time someone has worshipped you in centuries!”

“Sybil worships me.”

Speaking of the witch, he could already see her sprinting toward them from the house. She had her tattered skirts up above her knees as she ran, her hair nearly tumbling out of the knot at the top of her head.

He watched Sybil struggle to get to their side, remaining seated even when Jessamine stood. His gravesinger cast an unimpressed glance in his direction.

“You’re going to make her run all the way out here?” Jessamine asked.

“Yes.”

“We could meet her at least halfway.”

“She is the one who chose to run to my side, Jessamine.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to sit there like an ass,” she hissed. “Clearly something is wrong.”

He reached out and wrapped a hand around her ankle, pinning her in place when she might have started toward the other woman. “Jessamine, I am a god. I do not rush to anyone’s side but yours. Ease your tone, gravesinger.”

Soon enough, Jessamine would need to come to terms with what it meant to be paired with a god. Their power put them above others, simply because of what they could do. A single word from her, and he would raze the entire world to nothing but brimstone and ash. She was no longer a normal woman.

But then again, she never had been. He wondered how her mother had taught her that being a princess was not the same as being a woman. Perhaps he would need to seek out that particular memory within her soul and learn how to handle this wild woman.

Sybil finally reached them, panting, her eyes wild as she stared at him. “Did you feel it?” she asked, sounding frantic. “Tell me you felt it as well.”

“I felt it.”

Jessamine looked between the two of them. “You can both feel it when someone is making a sacrifice?”

“It’s more than that,” he replied, leaning back on his palms and tilting his head to the sun. “A witch sacrificing to me makes ripples throughout the entire coven. She dedicates her magic to me, and therefore the sisterhood, when she does so. Which means not only can I feel it, but so can the rest of the coven. In this case, Sybil.”

“Another witch is sacrificing to you, Deathless One,” Sybil interrupted.

He could hear the reverence with which she said the words. But they only made him feel an icy tendril of fear, the ghost that walked with him through every step of his life. Witches always wanted to build their family. They wanted more women and more witches and a larger coven. They wanted a bigger house and more power, magic that streamed through them all until they had more than they could use in a lifetime.

They wanted all of that and more. Because witches always wanted.

They devoured the world, and even then, it wasn’t enough. Power was addictive, but so was the knowledge that they could protect themselves. He’d always known where their desire came from, just as he knew he was the only one who could satiate it.

Soon enough, they would pick apart his bones and suck them clean for one last drop of magic.

“Elric?” Jessamine said, and he was drawn back into the present. The two women stared at him as though he was supposed to answer a question he hadn’t heard them ask.

Pushing aside the anxiety, he focused on them instead of the churning memories inside of him. “What did you say?”

“Are we going to help her?” Sybil asked, presumably again.

He stared at his gravesinger, knowing what her answer would be. Jessamine had been through so much, but there was still a girl inside of her who wanted a family. She desperately needed connection, and he’d be lying if he said that didn’t sting.

For him, she was enough. He could end the world now and spend the rest of his immortal life with just her, and that would be a life he was pleased with.

But his Jessamine needed more than just that. So he was bound to provide it.

Sighing, he stood and savored the ache of his knees and the bite of a small pebble digging into the back of his thigh. Life wasn’t all about pleasure, and he would forever savor the slight sting of pain while he could still feel it.

The silhouette of their manor mocked him, an empty tomb that once had been filled with laughing witches and spells that had affected the entire kingdom. Now only the ghosts of those women wandered through those halls. His only solace was that those women were tethered to the muck and the mire of the same realm where they had imprisoned him.

“Come,” he said gruffly as he started toward the manor. “I will not speak of this where just anyone can hear our words.”

He could feel the looping of chains around his shoulders, digging into his flesh as the woman finished her sacrifice and the cow’s blood spilled in a field far from here. He was bound to witches. Elric had spent centuries serving them, feeding upon their sacrifices so they could gorge themselves on his magic. It felt like he was taking another step toward that same dangerous future.

Living in the same cycle he’d never been able to break.
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Jessamine was practically vibrating by the time they made it back to the manor. No one spoke. The few times she tried to ask a question, both Elric and Sybil cast her a glance that said she needed to shut her mouth. But she didn’t understand why they weren’t speaking.

There was no one here. No one had come to the manor since she’d been here, nor for years before that. The last raid by the crown had made everyone quite certain there were no witches lingering in this house, thanks to Sybil. Surely no one would overhear them.

But no one said a word until they were inside. She trailed along behind them toward the kitchen, which was odd on its own. Elric preferred meeting in the tombs, or in the room with all of his siblings’ statues. He rarely met with them in the kitchen because that was where Sybil was at her strongest. Knowing that he was leading them there? Surely that wasn’t a good sign. He never gave Sybil the upper hand.

Which could only mean this was a conversation that she would not like.

Both she and Sybil filed past their god, each of them taking a seat at the island. Elric stayed by the door, leaning against the frame with his arms crossed over his chest. He wouldn’t even make eye contact with her; instead, he stared at the floor. Sybil burst up from her seat and started pulling herbs down from where they hung on the ceiling, muttering to herself as she started cooking.

Opening her mouth to say something, Jessamine paused as Nyx bolted into the room. Her familiar had clearly been hunting. There were cobwebs hanging from the kitten’s whiskers. She didn’t slow her wild careening run, somehow making the leap onto the table and skidding to a stop on the counter.

Once there, the tiny black cat merely cleaned her paws and started removing the cobwebs. As though they couldn’t start talking until the familiar was with them.

Shaking her head, Jessamine focused on the witch, who was currently piling a plate high with vegetables and herbs.

“You only cook when you’re nervous,” Jessamine said. “Another witch is a good thing, isn’t it?”

“In a way,” Sybil muttered. “Another witch could mean many things. Perhaps she is one of our coven that I missed from the old days. That would probably not be a good thing, considering some of the other witches in the coven were more bloodthirsty than others.”

“They were all bloodthirsty,” Elric interjected. Jessamine noticed his hands were clenched into fists against his ribs. “That is the least of our worries. I remember them all, Sybil. This is not one of the originals.”

“Ah, well.” Sybil set a cutting board down hard on the island. The sharp crack made Jessamine jump. “Might I suggest that with the Deathless One back in his physical form, more magic has been released into this world? Those who have a proclivity to magic may be feeling that power for the first time.”

“She knew the old words,” he said, the words almost sounding… sad. “She said them correctly. Someone trained her.”

“Then it is a witch we do not know who has decided to worship you after all this time.” Sybil appeared troubled. Her brows drew down in concentration as she placed a wrinkled green pepper and a mushy onion on the cutting board. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

Jessamine was having a hard time following. “I’d imagine it’s good? You two were so adamant that I should accept who I was as a gravesinger, so I find it hard to believe you’re uninterested in this new person.”

Neither of them spoke.

Jessamine looked between them. They were either hiding something from her or they were both thinking the same thing. Elric was still looking at the floor, a frown on his face and those scarred brows creating furrows between his eyes. Sybil stared at her cooking, chopping the vegetables a little too hard. The knife in her hand left gouges in the cutting board, and the blade flashed unnaturally fast.

Neither of them spoke, clearly waiting for the other to say something. And here she was, in the dark, like she always seemed to be.

She leaned forward and braced her elbows on the kitchen island. “All right. Which one of you is going to explain this to me?”

Sybil flinched before cutting the green pepper so hard that the knife stuck in the cutting board. She sighed before leaving the knife where it was. “We wanted you to accept who you were as a gravesinger because you were the only person who could bring him back to life. A resurrection is done by a gravesinger and a gravesinger alone.”

“Yes, you’ve made it ever so clear that I am not the same as a regular witch.” A distinction that still stung a bit. “I don’t see how you’re fine with a gravesinger, but not a witch.”

Elric’s foot shifted on the floor, and both women froze to look over at him. His shoulders had lifted in discomfort, just slightly. Enough that Jessamine noticed how uneasy he was.

His voice was raspy and low as he replied. “Another coven member makes the coven stronger, that much is certain. But another witch brings about her own wants and desires. Needs we cannot control. Sacrifice makes me stronger and feeds into my power, but if I accept it, I must make another witch powerful in return.”

“And that is bad because?”

“Because a witch can ask for anything in return. A witch is unpredictable. We do not know this woman or what she will want. We only know that she worships me now, and that comes with its own chains.”

Looking at him, she finally understood where his fear came from.

More witches meant more people who might want to hurt him. Another witch could bring up the idea of sacrificing him again, depending on what she wanted or what the kingdom needed. Witches were selfish at the best of times. But then, who wasn’t when they lived in a kingdom that was crumbling at their feet?

Sybil’s honeyed voice broke through the silence. “Witches are stronger together. A coven is the most powerful group of women that has ever existed. We live and breathe for each other. Our magic comes from the Deathless One, yes. He gifts it to us as you have seen him gift it to me. He would need to bind himself in the same way to this new woman. He can give and take the magic that she has, and in return, the sacrifices we make in his name give him more power.”

Another woman. Another mind. She understood that things could be complicated, depending on who this woman was. But a particular phrase Sybil had said stuck with her above all else.

“Witches are stronger together,” Jessamine repeated. She reached for Nyx, dragging the cat into her lap so she had something soft to pet. “That’s what this all boils down to. It doesn’t matter what we think or want or fear. We are stronger together, and in times like these, I think we need to look toward strength.”

There was a flare of pride in Sybil’s eyes, and perhaps something a little greedy as well. Because the words that slipped out of the witch’s mouth were, “If we want to look toward power, gravesinger, then sacrifice is the only option.”

In a flash, Elric disappeared.

Not to the realm where he had once hidden, but somewhere else in the manor, most likely. He was no longer in the doorway, and Jessamine felt the absence of his presence so deeply. Even Nyx grumbled in her lap, the discontented sound of a cat who wanted to leave.

Sybil cursed. “I shouldn’t have said it like that. I should have known he would—”

“It’s all right,” Jessamine interrupted. “I’ll get him.”

“Jessamine.” Sybil grabbed her arm, forcing her to remain where she was. “You’re right, you know. We need to build a coven if we’re going to continue to support you. I know he believes a god can mold this world into his own image, but it will be easier for people to see you as a queen if you do not have a god king at your side.”

The words echoed in her mind as she nodded and slipped out of the kitchen to find him. First, she looked in the room where the statues of his family still stood. But he wasn’t lurking in their shadows, as he so often was. Nor was he in the great room with the chandelier still broken in the center of the floor. She’d almost given up on finding him before she passed by the door to her bedroom and noticed that the curtain had been shifted.

Carefully moving it aside, she saw he was sitting on her bed. Back rounded, head in his hands, he looked like someone had left an old jacket there in a forgotten heap.

“Elric,” she murmured, stopping in front of him.

“Don’t,” he replied in that raspy tone. “I know what I have to do.”

“You don’t have to do anything.”

“You heard what she said. A sacrifice is the next reasonable step.” He removed his hands from his face, looking up at her with dark rings around his eyes and the weight of the world on his shoulders.

She’d never seen him look so tired. Not sad or worried or plagued with fear. Just bone-deep tired.

Dragging her thumbs along the dark circles beneath his gaze, she stepped between his legs as he looped his arms around her hips. “Why are you sad?”

“They will beg you to sacrifice me soon enough. And one day you will see the reason in it. You will regret your vow to me, but a vow to a god cannot be broken.” His hands spasmed against her back. “You will die trying to protect me, and there is no way to stop the future that barrels toward us. The coven is just the first step toward that end.”

“The coven will be what we make it,” she insisted. “You will be the god we serve and you will not have to die.”

“It is a pleasant dream.”

“A dream we will sew into the fabric of reality.” Jessamine tugged him forward, pressing their foreheads together as she breathed him in. “We need her, Elric. I need to take this throne back the right way. And I need to find Fortuna so we know what Leon is planning, and how he destroyed an entire royal family in one day. I saw her in Callum’s mind. She worked with him, just like Callum did. I am not prepared to fight Leon yet, but I damn well will get answers out of her. We cannot remake this kingdom without giving the people of Inverholm a reason to trust me before we do it.”

Please, she thought. Please believe me.

Because in the end, this was all his choice. Elric was the last living god, and the one most humans feared. He was the blackened shape that took on the form of their nightmares. And yet, without him, she and Sybil were nothing. Just a duo of witches who had no real power.

He sighed, and the breath played across her collarbone. “Get your scrying bowl, gravesinger.”

“Why?”

“I want to see this witch who sacrifices such a great deal to me. I want to know who she is, and where she is.”

“Can’t you just go to her?” Jessamine leaned back to look into his eyes. “You always just appeared to me.”

“Because I wanted to.” His gaze moved over every one of her features, and she could see when he looked at them. Reveled in the darkness of her eyes, lingered along the slightly downturned edges of her lips, and basked in the savagery of the scar across her throat. “I do not wish to appear to this witch so easily. The worship of a god should never be simple, Jessamine Harmsworth. It should be a labor of belief.”

He released his hold on her hips so she could fetch her scrying bowl. The behemoth made of silver was hard to move, especially when she filled it with water, so she made certain it was in the perfect spot before she began the spell.

Elric approached behind her, his hands on her hips as he guided her words. The spell fell from her lips with ease, even as the heat between them built. As always, the tension of their magic summoned her baser needs.

She could feel the breath in his lungs feathering down her shoulders and across her collarbone. His hands clenched at her sides, the grip almost too tight and yet inspiring so many memories.

They’d only had one night of passion after they’d defeated Callum. One night that she dreamt of every single moment that she could. A flash of a memory burned behind her eyes as she closed them, tilting her head back against his shoulder and breathing in his scent. She knew how strong those hands were. She knew now what it was like to feel him gripping her thighs as he plunged inside of her.

She knew the taste of his passion, and she wanted more than just a lingering sip.

“Focus, gravesinger,” he murmured in her ear as she arched against him. “Focus on what you seek.”

What she sought was him. The taste of him, the magic of him, the power that surged through her body with every thrust.

“Bend to my will.” His voice echoed in her mind, like he was part of her. Like he was already inside of her. “Open your eyes and find the witch who worships me.”

It was her. Jessamine worshipped him even though she was terrified to admit it.

But no, that wasn’t who they were looking for. Jessamine opened her eyes and stared into the still water that reflected their image back at her. Then the reflection of her own face warped, shifted, and suddenly she was looking through a mirror at another woman. A pale, sickly looking creature with sunken eyes and mousy brown hair that stuck up in every direction. Curls, a riot of them around her face as she looked into the water with equal amounts of horror and intrigue.

“Who are you?” the woman asked, but her voice was warped, as though she was underwater.

“I am no one and everyone.” The words spilled from Jessamine’s tongue as though another person had grasped her jaw and puppeted her mouth. “I am the one you seek and the one who was summoned. I seek you, witch, to reward your bravery.”

“Deathless One?” the woman breathed, but she had to know that who she saw in the mirror was just Jessamine. Not…

But then she could see it as well. The dark shadow behind the witch was the same one that Jessamine felt pressed against her spine. Elric was here with her, but he was also with the other witch.

“We are coming for you,” Jessamine said, her voice strangely warped. “Where are you?”

An image appeared in her mind. A place she recognized, although had not been in many years. The connection in the scrying bowl severed until all she saw was their own reflection in the water.

“Where are we going, Jessamine?” Elric rested his chin on her shoulder, his arms snaking around her waist.

“The Pleasure District,” she replied. “The gods have looked kindly on us, Deathless One. That is where we needed to go to find Fortuna.”

“Indeed, it seems luck is on our side.” But the kiss he pressed to her shoulder felt bitter. As if it wasn’t luck at all, but a wheel turning that neither of them could stop.
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Elric wasn’t certain he wanted to leave the manor again. The last time they’d left, he’d found himself having to save Jessamine’s life. Again. And he grew tired of saving her from death itself. The Pleasure District had its dangers, but his memories of the place were old.

Long ago, he had visited the Pleasure District many times with his brothers, the women there ready and waiting to service a god. They’d always disappointed him, though. While there were plenty of powdered and perfumed women to tempt him, none of them had power.

He’d always sought women with some form of magic. He liked to feel their energy in his veins when he kissed them. He enjoyed the sparks that literally flew when they both indulged in each other. Perhaps that had always been his downfall.

As he stood before the crumbling statues of his family, he stared into what had once been his brother’s visage. The God King was known throughout the realm as the supreme warrior, worshipped by soldiers. He gifted people the ability to fight through any pain, endure more than any other in this realm, and still continue forward in the name of their god.

“What would you do?” he murmured, even though he knew his brother could not respond.

The answer had always been simple when it came to the God King. When something scared him, his brother simply killed it. He’d remove it from the world and then he didn’t have to fear it anymore. But that had turned him into a creature who existed solely on destruction and terror.

All these people thought they were being guided by benevolent and wise creatures. Instead, the gods had brought their own people to ruin, and suffered for it in turn.

“It is odd to see a god in this room,” Sybil’s voice echoed.

“Why is that?”

“It’s hard to imagine that a god worships.” She walked into the room with her hands tucked behind her back, her eyes on the floor and not on him.

“Is it worship if I’m speaking to family?” He contemplated the statue in front of him before sighing. “I suppose some might say it is. That’s what you do, after all. You walk into this room and you speak to us.”

“That is my understanding of worship, yes. We beg for answers or help, and a god sometimes answers. Sometimes they don’t.”

“I remember a time when we were all together. When the gods walked the earth and I had no questions or difficulties. I was still young, compared to the others. They were my guides. More than just family, they made certain I didn’t lose my mind to the pressure and the responsibility of the coven of witches who followed me.”

“Do you have all of your memories back, then?”

Most of them. Some were still hazy; perhaps they always would be. He remembered being created. Born out of a witch’s blade and so much raw magic that it had splintered him into the creature he was now.

Elric feared what that meant. Touching the memory proved futile as it hovered just out of his reach. His origin was still not something he could see clearly. But he knew with certainty that at some point, each of the gods had been made.

They stood for a while in silence, both of them surveying the monolith of a god who had once lived. This depiction of his brother had him in full armor. There was a helm on his head with only a small cross to see out of, and the black gems that formed his eyes still gleamed in that hidden space. Eyes that saw straight into a person’s soul and could sear their flesh from bone.

He heard Sybil’s sharp swallow before she spoke. “I forget that you had a relatively small following, compared to the other gods. You had a coven of witches, but they had…”

“Thousands,” he filled in for her. “Thousands of followers who prayed to them every single day. So often I thanked my luck and the magic of the realm that I did not have as many. There is no way to exist without disappointing all who need you. I know it plagued him.”

“You rarely disappointed us, if it makes you feel better.”

It didn’t.

Because not disappointing them had required sacrificing so much of himself. He’d let them carve into his flesh time and time again in their pursuit of power and seen only the rare handful who even felt a modicum of guilt for it.

Then Jessamine walked into his life, and she had a different mindset. There was no pain with her. No sacrificing. She needed his power, true. But she had refused to use him the way others had.

His voice was low, the question barely audible. “If I hadn’t let them scorch my bones with curses or shape their runes with my organs, would they ever have made me a god?”

Sybil’s tiny intake of breath was all he needed to hear. Elric knew the truth. They had seen him as a weapon then, and nothing had changed in the many years since. They hadn’t seen a being with thoughts or feelings when they had stolen his magic. All they saw was a tool.

And once he had performed his job, they threw him to the side.

“We loved you,” Sybil finally said. “We worshipped the ground you walked on. And when you were alive, we treated you with the honor you deserved.”

He looked into those tormented eyes that knew the words she said were a lie. He took one step toward Sybil, his most faithful follower, and pressed her hand to his chest, where his magic tangled through her fingers.

“Do you feel this?” he asked.

“I have always been able to feel your power.”

“And you know the wound I give you all so that I may gift you power more easily?”

Without hesitation, Sybil shifted the fabric away from the fissure that ran down her chest. The one that now writhed with dark shadows, stuffed full with power. “Always.”

He touched the ragged chasm that would never heal and breathed out a long sigh. “This is my mark. A symbol of the same wound I once bore. A centuries-old scar that will never heal, so I will never forget the pain your kind inflicted upon me so that I could become a god.”

He remembered those days. Not his life as a man, because those memories were long gone. But he remembered being made. The pain, the torment, the months of serving as a sacrifice and losing every piece of himself, all of it culminating in godly power that had consumed him. They unmade him, so that he could be reborn.

She stared up at him, eyes wide with unsaid words. She shook beneath his touch, and he had to wonder if it was with fear. But then she bit her lip and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For everything we did to you.”

He shook his head and dropped his hand from her chest. “It is in the past, Sybil. You were not even part of my last sacrifice.”

“I could have said something.”

“And done what?” He spat the words, harsh but with the ring of truth. “What were you going to do? You who were the weakest among them. A witch who barely even took the magic so that no one would notice her? You were nothing but a child in those days.”

“I was forty years old.”

“And I was hundreds of years old!” He turned his back to her, unable to look at her. “I could have stopped them at any point. I was the one with the power. I was the god.”

The silence between them was deafening. He’d berated himself over this countless times, and still the wound festered. He could have stopped them, but he didn’t. Instead, he allowed himself to hate them, letting the feeling brew more and more until it consumed him. He’d been weak back then, a god begging for power and worship. To deny them what they asked would have weakened him. It would have left him vulnerable to his siblings.

Elric had created his own doom back then. And now, he was walking right into it again.

“What did your siblings say at the time?” Sybil’s words trembled, as though she feared what he would tell her.

She should. Their advice had not been kind. But his siblings were known to be cruel. He had been the god with the bleeding heart.

“They told me to destroy the coven and start anew. There will always be witches, and they will always need a patron. Burn the coven to the ground. Savor their screams. Take back my power and create a new coven to worship me as the god I was.”

“Perhaps this is your opportunity to do just that.”

Was it? The mere thought tangled his guts into a mess of knots.

He’d seen these women and the tattered rags of their pride. He’d watched them sell their bodies, their time, their very souls so they could live in a world where people looked down upon them for something they were born with. Helping them had never been a choice. It was just a question of how far he was willing to go.

“Why are you here?” he asked, tucking his hands behind his back and taking another step away from her. “I assume you need something for preparations?”

“I came to ask if I could stay here.”

“No.”

“Deathless One, I have helped you both before, but I do believe—”

“No.”

“Elric,” she breathed, using his true name for a rare moment. “I am afraid. This is the home of the coven, and if we leave it…”

“Then someone else might take it? Indeed. Someone else may come to this crumbling ruin and see that it still has use. There will be no more witches here, Sybil. We will not bring another coven back to this cursed place. We move forward and we move on.”

Her shoulders tensed with every word, but she did not argue, merely ducked her head in a sharp nod before leaving the room.

Elric feared he had been too hard on her. He knew the depths of her anxiety in leaving the place that had been her home for centuries. She’d been here, alone, and these walls had given her comfort. She’d lived with the ghosts of the past for too long, though.

If she stayed, those ghosts would consume her soul.

He turned his attention back to the statues behind him, but he did not see their stony expressions. Instead, he focused on the new tether that had wriggled its way into his soul. Like the witches, he had a well of power from which he drew.

All the actions he’d taken of late had drained that well significantly. But he hadn’t used any power in many centuries. There was still plenty left to share with a witch who had gifted him so handsomely.

Accepting a sacrifice took time. He had to allow the magic to gather in this realm, and even then, the spell needed to rot the surrounding ground. Wherever a witch had made a sacrifice, there was a black mark on the world, which made it even more surprising that the witch had sacrificed a cow right in the middle of a field. Anyone who saw that black stain would know instantly what had happened.

Taking a deep breath, he followed the magic and felt his form disintegrate and then re-form. One moment he was in the manor, and the next, he stood in a field of wheat among knee-high yellow fronds. Wind waved the stalks of gold in a subtle breeze. Crows wheeled overhead, their caws grating at his ears even as he saw what they feasted upon.

The bloated body of the cow lay in a circle of flattened wheat, fallen where it had been killed while grazing. Its long tongue lolled out of its mouth, where even maggots and flies refused to land.

The black stain of the sacrifice leached into the ground, spreading around the beast and pulsing with power. It waited for him, and who was he to deny such a gift?

Elric bent, feeling his form warp and distend with power as he crouched beside the reeking body to accept the witch’s sacrifice. Black ooze cracked out of the cow’s splitting skin and rolled toward him in strings of inky goo that latched on to his wrists and body. The dark magic consumed him, clinging to him like a cape that billowed from his shoulders and boiled in waves of movement.

A faint sound reached his ears, one that made little sense for an empty field with a dead cow and crows above his head—but the soft gasp was expected from someone spying on a feasting god.

He looked up, feeling the magic already writhing underneath his flesh. Tiny fissures of black ink had reached up his face and were already pooling in the sockets of his eyes.

A farmer stood there with his mouth hanging open and his face white as parchment. He was a stout man, born ready for a life of hardship. His hands were worn with calluses. His clothing was simple and well-used. Leathery skin had long been burned by the sun’s touch, but it was the man’s eyes that gave away who he was.

There were laugh lines all around his face, the deep grooves of a man who knew what happiness was, and that was the only reason Elric allowed him to live. If he had revealed even a hint of violence or greed, Elric would have killed him instantly.

Instead, he gifted this man with the sight of a god.

He stood, feeling power stretching around him. The great cloak of ink spread from his shoulders like raven wings. His frame grew taller than he normally was. Wider, longer, stretching until the very sky seemed filled with night.

The man began to pray, whispered words of shaking fear that claimed he would be a good man if the gods would protect him.

“There are no gods,” Elric said, his voice deep and booming in the field. “None but me.”

The farmer fell to his knees, vowing to be a good man for the rest of his life. He would not allow any to sway him. If there were gods, then he would worship them until the very last moment of his life. Spare him.

Family.

Farm.

Love.

The same words everyone spat as they claimed value in their lives not worth saving. There were a hundred men just like him. A hundred men more who were gone and forgotten. And still a hundred more yet to be born. This man was just a drop in the ocean of humanity, and losing him would in the long run affect nothing.

But Elric was not the same god he once had been. Now he had a voice in his head whispering that people had value. That even after they had killed him so many times, there were still people worth fighting for in this kingdom. And that voice, that soft feminine voice, calmed his rage.

So he stood there, allowing the man to drink his fill of a feasting god. He enjoyed the fear coursing through the man’s veins, let it linger in the air, and then drew it deep into his lungs.

“Tell all what you have seen here today,” he intoned, spreading a warning before he left for the manor. “For I am the Deathless One, and I have returned.”
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Jessamine hadn’t thought travel to the Pleasure District would be so easy. They had a few run-ins with the infected, but less than expected. Perhaps that was because there were so many guards on the road. All of the men wore Leon’s dark navy colors with hard expressions and orders to make sure that nothing happened.

She wasn’t certain why. Sybil thought they were a sign that Leon was on the move. No one wanted the king to run into the infected on the streets. Elric thought the same. Regardless of the reason, every time they mentioned his name, Jessamine felt like she was going to come out of her own skin. She couldn’t think about her murderer’s plan. Not yet. Fortuna still stood between her and him. There was still time for her to build up the bravery to face him.

The closer they got to the Pleasure District, the more guards they saw. Jessamine kept her hood pulled close around her, making certain that her face wasn’t easily seen. Nyx rode upon her shoulder underneath her cloak, giving her the look of a hunchback. Few people would recognize her, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a risk. Some former palace servant might have survived Leon’s coup, and notice that her face looked an awful lot like the princess’s.

It took them two days of walking. They’d taken the longer path, avoiding the Factory District entirely. They were too easily recognized there after their battle with Callum. Which meant they had to walk along the coast with all the other folks denied easy passage through any of the districts.

At first, she assumed the others that continued to gather with them were travelers who would wander off eventually. But they quickly created a caravan. Groups of people were safer from the infected, others mused. Together, they would stay safe.

Jessamine felt anything but with so many strangers surrounding them.

She’d slept with one eye open and Nyx keeping watch on top of her. No one wished to anger the yellow-eyed demon who crouched over her heart.

The first night was when she heard rumblings of a god having returned. She had set her bedroll down beside Elric’s and Sybil’s; the latter began preparing dinner over the fire Elric started.

“Did you hear what that farmer was claiming?” a passerby mentioned, their voice carrying over the fires. “The gods are coming back.”

“That’s a myth. The gods are all dead and you know it.” His companion had a bristly silver beard, and he scratched at it as though it had bugs.

“Not according to him! He said the god looked right at him, some black beast with strings of viscera hanging off his form. He looked right into the man’s soul and told him, ‘The Deathless One has returned.’ ”

Everyone was quiet, listening in on the conversation without even attempting to hide their eavesdropping. Clearly, the storyteller liked the attention, though. He kept going, adding embellishments that simply couldn’t be true. The Deathless One had fangs like a bat, and wings like a raven. He’d eaten the cow in two bites. First the head, and then the rest of it.

Jessamine sat down in the sand across from Elric, plopped Nyx into her lap so her familiar could also give him a judgmental stare, and raised her brow.

He mirrored her expression with a raised brow of his own. The god was quite pleased with himself.

“You said you visited the sacrifice and that was it. What did you do?” she murmured, making sure not to be overheard. But no one was paying attention to their odd trio, not when the man was now talking about how the god had summoned the crows to attack the farmer.

“I accepted the sacrifice.” Elric shrugged. “I can’t control if someone was there while I did it.”

“You could have looked around!” she scolded.

“Next time, perhaps I will heed your advice.” He took the bowl Sybil offered him and grinned.

His smug expression didn’t budge for the rest of the night or the next day. He was still grinning even as the Pleasure District came into view. The damned man was far too pleased with himself.

The caravan they traveled with was far more subdued after the conversation about the gods. Perhaps they were all wondering if they should start sacrificing and worshipping again. They would have rioted if they knew they were traveling with one of those very gods.

The golden buildings and gleaming towers overtook the horizon, however, and Jessamine forgot all about the previous evening. This area of her kingdom was blindingly beautiful, a stark contrast to the corners where Jessamine had been dwelling these past months.

They’d once called it the Pleasure District because it was home to those who sold their bodies for pleasure. But over many years of flourishing business, it had grown into so much more. Now it was a feast for the senses, a destination for those who wished to dine on fine foods, or who sought the finest clothing or the rarest of jewels. Every building gleamed, dripping with gold and silver and gemstones that sparkled in the sunlight.

Even from afar, she could see how the district gates were made of plated gold. There were figures sculpted into it. Men and women, nude and in repose, beckoning all those who sought to indulge their senses. All were welcome here—if they could afford it.

There were blue-coated guards at the front gate as well, asking people for paperwork to enter. The buttons on their jackets were made of gold, and their clothing was so perfectly pressed she swore she could smell the starch. But it was the swords at their sides that made her far more uncomfortable.

“Papers?” she muttered, looking to Elric and Sybil for direction. “No one’s ever needed papers to get into the Pleasure District.”

“Papers proving we’ve been invited, I’d guess,” Sybil muttered, lingering at the back of the crowd. “Considering all of the king’s men surrounding the place, I’d guess this means the Pleasure District has rather important visitors. They don’t want just anyone walking in. We’ll have to try again later.”

“No, we won’t,” Elric muttered.

The last thing she wanted was for a god to get involved and cause a scene. Everyone was already talking about him, and he’d made it very clear that he couldn’t handle himself in public.

“Elric!” she hissed, grabbing his arm and trying to yank him back to her side. “Don’t you dare.”

The glare he cast upon her would have made anyone else freeze in their place. But Jessamine knew he wouldn’t hurt her, no matter how much he wanted to in the moment.

“Do you want to get inside or not?” he snarled. “We have a witch to find, and I was under the impression you wanted to get your throne back sooner rather than later.”

“What’s another few days when I’ve already been waiting for months?” Jessamine tried to stop him again. She clung to the fabric of his shirt, but he would not let her stop him.

Elric shook her off like she was a gnat. He stalked through the crowd, pausing to speak to one of the guards. She’d never been very talented at lipreading, but she could see the guard’s face go bright red.

She tugged her hood a little further over her face, making sure no one could see what was beneath the shadows. “What do you think he’s doing?” she asked Sybil.

“Getting us in trouble.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. Those guards don’t look very forgiving.”

“They aren’t.” Sybil looked through the crowd, likely trying to find them an exit for when the guards attacked. “If we go through the back alley there, it should loop around to the beach. I don’t think they’ll try to chase us much farther than that.”

“I’ll follow you.”

But then she saw Elric grinning and waving them over like a lunatic. She didn’t want to go to him, but everyone was staring. By the time she and Sybil had made it to the front of the crowd, the guard was chuckling at something Elric said.

The intimidating man then looked her up and down before asking, “You the ladies he’s traveling with?”

“Yes, sir.” She tried to keep her head down, but he was peering right into the shadows as though he had to see her face.

“That’s good. He seems a right good man. You keep track of him in this district, you hear me? It’s easy for a man to get taken for a fool in this place. Keep an eye on his wallet.”

What in the fuckery was going on here?

She nodded, sharing a glance with Sybil that confirmed the witch also thought the guard had lost his mind before they were waved into the district beyond. They got a mere two steps out of hearing range before she slapped Elric’s shoulder three times and then shook him hard.

“What was that?” she hissed. “You could have gotten us caught! Do you know what those men would do if they recognized me? Those are Leon’s guards, you absolute bumbling buffoon!”

“I twisted his mind, Jessamine, calm down. He thought I was a good friend from when he was a lad. His mind was easy to break, and his memories were so simplistic it was child’s play to get him to let us in.” Elric cracked his knuckles, and that stupid grin was right back on his face. “Now, do you think the Pleasure District has changed much in two hundred years? I’m curious to find out.”

She was going to hit him. She was going to clock him right in that chiseled jaw. All the risks he had taken were going to end her life, she was certain of it.

Sybil’s hand pressed against her lower back, steering her away from the god she wanted to murder and instead forcing her to look at the dark witch. “We’re fine,” she said. “Jessamine, everything worked out in the right way. We’re in the district.”

“No thanks to him.”

“All thanks to him,” Sybil corrected. “You are a gravesinger, my dear, but you are not a god. Do not test the man who gives us power.”

She could see Elric behind Sybil’s shoulder, that shit-eating grin only spreading wider. And then, like the absolute child he was, he raised a hand and flipped her off.

“Sybil,” she said, making sure her tone was reasonable and mature. “I need you to look away while I punch the man behind you in the throat. When he has finished writhing on the ground in agony, I will treat him like a god… if he behaves like one.”

Sybil sighed and stepped away from the two of them. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she shook her head. “I wash my hands of you both. I have a great-grand-cousin two or three times removed here that I would like to check on. She’s not a witch, don’t worry about that. But it would be nice to see her and her little ones.”

“You’re not coming to find the witch with us?”

Sybil shook her head with a soft smile. “I think meeting a god and a gravesinger will be more than enough of a surprise for her. Nyx, are you coming with me?”

The familiar gave a little chirp and hopped from Jessamine’s shoulder to Sybil’s. And with that, the witch and familiar disappeared into the crowd.

Jessamine had mere moments to get her bearings before she was struck by the realization that she felt at home here. These weren’t the dank and dirty streets of the Water District. No one surrounding her was covered in smoke or dust from the factories. Everyone was in silk and satin. The latest fashions whirled in colorful streaks all around her. Vendors offered gems that put her royal jewels to shame. These were the people she used to see every day as she fulfilled her duties in the palace—and everyone was looking at her like she didn’t belong.

Jessamine felt every streak of grime that covered her skin. She could sense how tangled her hair was, and how awful it must appear, like billowing smog that followed a dirty cretin who had wandered into their home.

Even the buildings seemed to lean away from her, as though the very walls were afraid she would put her grimy hands on them. What would happen if she leaned against one? Would she leave behind a smear of filth?

Looking down at her feet was easier than seeing the expressions of all these clean and glorious people. But even the streets were perfect, as if dirt was afraid to mar this place. Closing her eyes, she focused on her other senses.

The Pleasure District smelled like rosewater and lemons. It wasn’t a strong enough smell to make her head ache. It was light and airy and oh so perfect in every single way.

She’d been to the Pleasure District when she turned sixteen as a gift from her mother. The experience was supposed to be her first adventure as a woman. She’d walked these streets and not a single person had looked at her with anything other than adoration and perhaps the slightest amount of jealousy.

Even now, she could remember the slide of her silk skirts against her legs. She’d worn a pretty lavender dress that day, with sleeves that hung off her shoulders and a bodice that hugged her waist so perfectly it almost gave her curves. Her hair had been twisted up on her head in immaculate braids, and one of the makeup sellers had complimented her on her fine complexion.

Now, she was little more than a worm beneath their feet.

Elric’s arm coiled around her shoulders and tugged her against his side. “Come on, gravesinger.”

She tried to build confidence around herself. “To find the witch?”

“You are better than every person here. They do not know that magic runs in your veins. They do not know that we are mere steps away from starting a coven of witches who will make them quake under their thin sheets. And they do not know that you have a god at your beck and call.” He leaned down to press a kiss to her temple, lingering against her skin. “They do not know the danger they put themselves in for looking at you as though you are anything less than a goddess.”

Heart racing, she followed him through the streets of gold and silver. More and more people gawked, but that was all right. Eventually, they crossed into a more residential area where there were less judgmental stares and more people moving about their day.

“Do you know where we’re going?” she asked, her voice catching in her throat.

“I can find a witch anywhere she hides from me,” he replied.

At last they stopped in front of a house. Or a sort of house. In truth, it looked more like a birdcage. Great pillars stretched up and over the structure that was inside the cage itself. Even a small ornament at the top made it look like some giant could pick it up and move the whole thing. A very pretty front garden filled her senses with the strong scent of peonies.

“Here?” she asked, peering through the giant cage at the tiny cottage within. Beautiful, as everything in the Pleasure District was. But entirely unexpected.

“Here,” Elric repeated. “This is where our witch lives.”
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- “I’m obsessed with
Emma Hamm’s writing,
Five million stars!”

—LAURA THALASSA,
USA Today
bestselling author
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