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CHAPTER ONE
ISOLDE


The moon hangs full and high in the night sky. It’s the only reason I know it’s night. It disappears during the daytime hours, but the dark sky is perpetual. Day after day, night after night, I stare out of the iron-barred windows of this fortress where I’ve been locked away for the last twenty-one years.

To keep me safe.

Safe.

From what?

Everyone and everything, apparently.

For twenty-one years, I've been the Morvoren family secret—the female twin vampire no one could know existed. Too rare. Too valuable. Too vulnerable.

The only one of my kind in this generation, the mystery surrounding my birth is… well, a mystery. They know things they won’t tell me, and so I sit here, alone, shielded, lonely.

Sighing, I look around this room, which is the classroom behind these enchanted walls. I sit at my solitary ebony desk, back straight as the iron bars that cross the windows. The stone arches curve overhead like massive ribs, meeting at a keystone bearing a crest I’ve memorised but never fully understood. The candles in the iron chandeliers barely push back the gloom, and the shadows are my only companions.

The stone beneath my feet holds centuries of cold and untold tales. Sometimes I speak aloud just to hear a human voice, even if it’s only mine, bouncing hollowly off walls that have witnessed centuries of secrets.

The fireplace crackles, and I watch the flames dance, knowing they’re my only allies here.

Bookshelves tower to heights that require the wooden ladder to reach, their contents bound in cracked leather. This room, with its perpetual chill and persistent shadows, is my sanctuary and my cage. Sighing, I go back to my maths. Boring as all fuck, but something I have an aptitude for, it seems.

The partial differential equation sits innocently on the page, and I glare at it with sudden loathing.

∇²ψ + (2m/ħ²)(E-V)ψ = 0

“Ugh!” I spit out as a red shadow creeps over the page.

Startled, I look up and blink.

The moon is turning red—a deep crimson that, despite its beauty, sends a chill down my bones.

“What the hell?” I mutter, standing up and moving closer to the narrow window to peer out.

I jump when there is a crash out in the hallway, and loud voices, urgent and chilling, echo through the stone fortress.

“Isolde!” my dad calls out as he bursts into the room. “Go to your room immediately.”

“Why?” I ask. I’ve barely started tonight’s lessons. In my sad, pathetic secret life, my studies are something I look forward to.

“Just go,” he snaps, pulling me away from the window and drawing the heavy, black velvet curtains across the windows.

“What is happening? Why has the moon gone red?” I ask as he literally pushes me from the room.

“Go upstairs now,” he says in that tone that puts an end to any other questions I might have, of which there are many.

Leaving my books on the table, I climb the uneven spiral staircase mere feet from the classroom doorway to my tower bedroom, counting the steps as I always do. Seventy-three in total. I push open the heavy oak door and enter my circular prison.

The four-poster mahogany bed sits in the corner, covered with a flowery print duvet cover.

I cross the stone floor to the barred window and stare up at the red moon. “What is it about you that has everyone freaking out?” I mutter and pick up the scrying mirror.

I tap it once. “Isaac.”

It remains blank, with just my reflection staring back at me.

Tap. Tap. “Isaac.”

Nothing.

Tap. Tap. Tap. “Isaac!”

Still no answer.

With a low, irritated growl, I tap the mirror again.

Taptaptaptaptaptaptap. “Isaac, answer me, for fuck’s sake!”

Eventually, my twin swims into view, reflecting a male version of me with his dark hair and bright blue eyes. He is the yin to my yang. He has offensive magic, I have defensive. We are opposites, but in the best way. Music is thumping loudly in the background, a dark death metal tune, which he turns down when he sees me.

“Issy! What’s up?”

“Why is the moon red?”

“Huh?” He scrunches up his nose, and then my heart does a rapid flutter.

His best friend at SilverGate Academy appears behind him, a lit cigarette dangling from his lips. He bends down for a closer look, and those brown eyes with amber flecks go a shade darker when he sees me. I lick my lips, wishing I could run my tongue over the tattoos that cover most of his body—that I can tell anyway from only ever seeing him in the mirror—up his neck, down his chest, over his arms and hands.

“Issy,” he purrs in that accent that is like pouring honey over chocolate. It’s indistinct to most people, but when you listen hard, hear him groaning your name in your dreams, you hear the slight Italian inflexion. He drags deep on the cigarette and then pulls it out of his mouth with his thumb and index finger. “What’s got your knickers in a twist?” he asks with a smirk that nearly sets my twisted knickers on fire.

“Uhm,” I mutter, thoroughly embarrassed, feeling my cheeks heat up. My sheltered life has prevented me from engaging with boys, men, so whenever I see my crush, I get all flustered and wish the earth would open up and swallow me whole, delivering me onto the next world.

“Issy?” Isaac snaps, getting annoyed with my stammering.

“Uhm, the moon,” I murmur, picking up the mirror and turning it around to show them. “It’s red. Why?”

“Red?” I hear Isaac’s voice. “It’s not here.”

I spin the mirror around to see CJ staring at me intently. I force my gaze away from his, even though I could stare into his eyes forever.

“What do you mean?” I ask, trying to focus.

“Look.” Isaac turns the mirror around to show me a pale white moon hanging in the sky.

“Okay, that’s weird,” I mutter. “Why is it red here?”

“I’ve never heard of a red moon,” he says with a frown, turning the mirror back around.

“Issy!” my dad’s voice shouts, echoing up the stairs. “Pack a bag.”

Alarmed, I glance at Isaac, who shrugs.

“I’ll call you back in a minute.”

He nods, his face concerned. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I’ll call you back, okay?”

I cut off the connection as my dad storms into the bedroom, carrying a large empty suitcase, which he swings onto the bed and flips it open. “Start packing.”

“Why?”

“Just do it,” he says.

“Where are we going?” I ask, already moving to my wardrobe on the far side of the windows.

“Just you. You need to get out of here.”

“Why?”

“Just pack.”

“No!” I say, throwing the clothes into the suitcase and then standing back with my arms folded. “Where am I going? I have a right to know.”

“To SilverGate with your brother,” he grits out, clearly not happy about it in the least. “You leave in five minutes and counting, so pack or you will go as you are.”

That gets me into motion. I’ve lived my whole life here. I have things I want to take, things I want to sort through to know if I can live without them or not.

I try not to think too hard about the fact that I’m suddenly being shipped off to SilverGate Academy like my twin brother did three years ago. If I do and it turns out to be a joke, or only for a night, it will crush me. I’ve longed to attend a proper university, be surrounded by students, make friends, and be around CJ to drool over him in person.

My hands shake as I throw clothes into the suitcase, my mind racing and thinking of the one thing I didn’t want to.

SilverGate.

I’m actually going to SilverGate. The place I’ve only seen through Isaac’s side of the mirror calls with its dark foreboding hallways and crowded lecture halls suddenly within reach.

“You have three minutes,” Dad barks. His eyes keep darting to the window, to that blood-red moon that hangs like an omen.

“Why now?” I demand, grabbing my sketchbooks from under the bed. “Twenty-one years of isolation, and suddenly I’m being shipped off? What’s happening?”

Dad’s jaw tightens. “The Crimson Moon changes everything. They can find you now.”

“Who can?” I shove my clothes and toiletries into the case, not even seeing what I’m packing.

“All of them.” His voice drops, and for the first time in my life, I see fear in my father’s eyes.

I snatch my scrying mirror, wrapping it carefully in a cashmere scarf before burying it deep in my suitcase to keep it safe. It’s been my one link to the outside world. The one thing that has given me a glimpse into the normal life of a twenty-one-year-old vampire who doesn’t have to fear the world.

Yanking open my desk drawer to grab my journal—the one where I’ve documented every lonely day, every whispered conversation with Isaac, every glimpse of CJ that made my heart race.

“Time’s up,” Dad says as there is a loud, ominously slow thumping on the heavy oak front doors.

My heart stops for a second, and genuine fear overrides the confusion, irritation and growing excitement.

Dad zips up the suitcase and grabs it, hauling it off the bed. He hands it off to my mother, who bursts into the room, a frantic look on her face.

“We have to go,” she says urgently.

Without waiting for me, she turns and hurries down the stone steps.

“Go!” Dad roars as I just stand there like a deer in headlights when the banging becomes louder, more insistent.

It gets me into motion, and I follow my mum down the steps and through the winding hallways of the castle. I run behind her, trying to keep up, my footsteps muffled by the crimson runner that stretches down the hall. The suits of armour track my movement, metal groaning as I pass. I’ve always suspected they’re more than decorative, and now I see they are.

The wall sconces cast my shadow in multiple directions, making it seem like I’m being pursued by darker versions of myself. I count the doors, the alcoves, and the silent iron maidens that flank the enormous tapestry Mum is headed towards. The woven hunting scene of a woman fleeing from shadowy pursuers has always felt like a warning rather than decoration.

Mum shoves it aside to reveal the stone wall behind it.

Thunder crashes above us, making me jump, followed up by a crash that indicates the doors have been breached. “Quickly,” Mum says.

To where?

I watch, frozen, as she places her palm against the stone. The wall shimmers, revealing a dark passage that shouldn’t exist.

“Through here,” she whispers, grabbing my hand and dragging me into the darkness.

My vampire night sight kicks in to reveal a narrow passageway that opens up into a small, circular, windowless room.

“When you get there, you and Isaac aren’t twins, okay?” she says frantically. “You are his younger sister. Remember that, Issy. It’s important.”

Before I can respond, she shoves me into the middle of the room and flings my suitcase at my feet.

A blinding flash of light burns my retinas, and I slam my eyes closed, feeling a gale-force wind rush over my skin, tearing at my hair and clothes… and then everything goes still.
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CHAPTER TWO
ISOLDE


“Oof!” I land in a heap on my arse, on the cold, wet ground, and immediately get soaked with rain. Actually, it’s the kind of drizzle that soaks you to the bone. I push my hair out of my face and look up to see SilverGate Academy looming forebodingly over me. I scramble to my feet and stare.

It’s the first time I’ve ever been outside the walls of the castle. I wrap my arms around myself, feeling vulnerable and scared.

“Miss Morvoren.”

I rip my gaze from the obsidian spires and gleaming black marble of the Academy to see who has said my name. My eyes widen as I take in the man standing before me. Not a vampire, that much I can tell, but apart from that, who knows what he is? He has short black hair, sallow skin and pitch black eyes that seem to strip me down to my soul.

“Who-who are you?” I stammer.

“Eldris Blackridge. Headmaster of SilverGate. We’ve been expecting you.”

“You have?” I narrow my eyes. He gives off seriously malevolent vibes.

“Quite.” He doesn’t elaborate, simply stares at me with those eyes that see everything.

“Issy!” Isaac shouts across the courtyard, and I look over to see him race towards me. “What are you doing here?”

“Gentlemen,” Blackridge says, as Isaac and CJ arrive at my side.

My breath hitches as CJ gives me a slow, sexy, unnerving smile that sets my insides churning.

“Sir,” Isaac says with a frown. “Why is my sister here?”

“She is attending SilverGate, Mr Morvoren.”

“Why?” he asks, staring at me.

I shrug. “Mum and Dad sent me,” I mutter the obvious, still flustered by CJ’s presence. His hair is damp now from the drizzle, and he looks even better wet. Me? I probably look like something the cat dragged in with my frizzy wet hair, white blouse that is practically see-through with the rain, and my black pants. I shiver, wishing I’d had time to grab a jacket from the wardrobe before I was unceremoniously shoved through a magic portal.

CJ takes his black suit jacket off and steps behind me, wrapping it around my shoulders. I practically swoon. His aftershave lingers on the collar, a blend of masculine spice and dark amber that makes my head swim and the faintest whiff of cigarette smoke. I suck in a breath, feeling the warmth of his body still clinging to the fabric. “You’re shivering,” he murmurs.

“Thank you,” I whisper, unable to look at him directly. The jacket engulfs me, expensive and impossibly soft against my wet skin.

He fists my hair, pulling it out from underneath the jacket. He tightens the hold just a fraction, before he purrs in my ear, “You’re welcome, my sweet.”

The endearment mixed with his breath on the side of my neck gives me goosebumps that will take weeks to go down. If I thought he was the sexiest man alive before, I know he is now.

“That’ll be enough, gentlemen,” Blackridge says, glaring at CJ’s proximity to me.

CJ steps back with a wicked smile.

“Issy?” Isaac says, also glaring at CJ. He has no idea about my crush, and I would rather die a thousand deaths than tell him I fancy his best friend.

“We’ll talk later,” I murmur as Blackridge’s presence grows more ominous.

“Good idea,” Blackridge says. “Let’s get you settled in your room.”

I blink as he picks up my suitcase and leads me away from the direction where Isaac and CJ came from.

Dammit. I was hoping I would be closer to CJ and my brother.

I shrug and shake my head at Isaac, wishing I knew what to tell him, but I have no clue, and neither does he, by the looks of it.

I follow Blackridge across the rain-slicked courtyard, his long strides forcing me to almost jog to keep up. The Academy looms larger with every step. It’s a sprawling gothic nightmare of a building that somehow manages to be both beautiful and menacing. It appears to be alive as we move closer, almost as if the stones are whispering as we pass.

I clutch CJ’s jacket tighter around me, inhaling his scent for courage. After twenty-one years of isolation, I’m being thrown into an academy with people and... everything. The vastness of it makes my chest tight.

We enter through massive doors carved with symbols I recognise from my books at home. Ancient protective sigils intertwined with warnings. The entrance hall stretches impossibly high, lit by floating orbs of blue-white light that hover above our heads. I drip on the marble floor as we cross over to the stairs.

Students move through the space, some glancing my way with curious eyes that linger too long. I notice how they give Blackridge a wide berth, their expressions shifting from curiosity to caution when they spot him. I feel like a lamb among wolves.

We ascend three flights of stairs to reach a dark wooden door. When Blackridge flicks his fingers at it, it swings open silently. He places my suitcase in the doorway and steps back, indicating that I should go inside.

The circular room beyond is nothing like my prison at home. Midnight blue walls shimmer with constellations that actually move, tracking the real night sky. A four-poster bed draped in silver silk stands opposite a fireplace where flames leap to life at my entrance.

“The bathroom is through there,” Blackridge gestures to a door of frosted glass.

I nod, drawn to the window that spans half the wall. Unlike my barred windows at home, this one is clear, offering an uninterrupted view of the grounds below and the forest beyond the academy walls underneath the pale moon hanging in the sky.

“You’ll find your schedule on the desk,” Blackridge says, his voice cutting through my thoughts. “Classes begin at dusk tomorrow. The dining hall serves blood and food at regular intervals. I suggest you familiarise yourself with the campus layout before then. Welcome to SilverGate, Miss Morvoren. I trust you’ll find your time here... educational.”

He leaves without another word, the door clicking shut behind him. I stand frozen for a moment, then rush to lock it, though I doubt a simple lock would stop anything truly determined to get in.

I drag my suitcase to the bed and collapse beside it, my head spinning. I have questions on top of questions. Why am I here? Who were those creatures trying to get to me at home? Why isn’t the moon red here? How can I actually be around people without making a total fool of myself? How can I be around CJ and not make a total fool of myself?

I rise again and lean my forehead against the window, pressing my fingertips to the cool glass. No bars. No enchantments that I can sense. Just me and the night beyond, separated by nothing but a thin pane. The freedom of it makes me dizzy.

I strip off CJ’s jacket, holding it to my face one last time before carefully laying it across the foot of the bed. I’ll need to return it to him soon, even though part of me wants to keep this small piece of him forever.

The schedule on the desk is printed on heavy parchment. At the top, I see something that makes me cringe. Third year - Lower Class. Issac is Upper Class. He is older than me by 30 seconds, if that. Why do I get downgraded? Why not upgraded to fourth year? Or better yet, why am I not allowed to be the same age as Issac? But I know the answer to that. Female twin, rare, vulnerable, blah, blah, blah.

My classes read like something from a fever dream. Advanced Blood Magic, Defensive Spellcraft, History of Supernatural Warfare, Dimensional Theory, Defensive Combat Training. I run my fingers over the paper, feeling a thrill of excitement mixed with terror. After years of solitary study with only books as my companions, I’ll be sitting in actual classrooms with actual people.

And CJ.

I wonder if I will be in some of the same classes as him. The thought sends a fresh wave of heat through me, battling the lingering chill from the rain. I don’t know too much about him, except that he is Isaac’s best friend, he only arrived here at the beginning of this year, a few months ago and that he is a vampire.

Oh, and that he is sexy as fuck and can make me practically orgasm on the spot with that smile.

I unzip my suitcase, wincing at the sound, unnaturally loud in the quiet room. The clothes I threw in haphazardly tumble out. It’s a mess of practical jumpers, shirts and jeans, alongside silk nightgowns I’ve never worn outside my tower. My scrying mirror glints from beneath the cashmere scarf.

Picking it up, I hesitate. Should I call Isaac again? Tell him I’m safe and settled.

A soft scratching sound at the door makes me jump, my heart hammering against my ribs. I freeze, listening. Silence. Was it just the old building settling? Or something else? The shadows cast by the moving constellations deepen, twisting into unsettling shapes in the corners of my vision.

Taking a deep breath, I push the fear down. I’m not locked away anymore. But maybe safety was never about stone walls and iron bars. Maybe the real dangers are out here, walking the halls, sitting beside me in class, smiling with eyes like amber fire. Monsters with pretty faces.
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CHAPTER THREE
ISOLDE


Tapping the mirror, I call Isaac.

“Right,” he states. “What is going on? Why are you here?”

“Beats me,” I say. “You saw. Dad demanded I pack, and here I am, after Mum shoved me through a portal.”

“A portal?”

I nod. “Behind the creepy tapestry.”

“The Hunting scene.”

“Seemed apt. They said someone had come for me. There was someone breaking in?”

“What?” he snaps. “How?”

I shrug. “Who knows? It all happened really quickly. I was told to act like your younger sister, they shoved me in Lower Class.” I pout at him when he snorts.

“So this was planned?” he asks with a frown, sobering up quickly.

“Looks that way. Or at least was a failsafe in case the castle was breached.”

“This is very…” He trails off, staring at me.

“Yeah.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m in shock. I’ve never…” I look around.

“I know,” he says softly. “Where are you?”

“Across the courtyard from you.”

“Lower Class residence,” he murmurs.

“Shut up,” I growl.

He holds his hands up. “So we are keeping up the ruse, even now?” He knows the score. Well, he knows as much as I do that I’m the big Morvoren family secret. Although, not so secret now. “What are we supposed to tell everyone?”

“Well, what did you tell CJ?” I croak and look at his jacket spread out on my bed.

Isaac makes a noise that sounds like a feral about to attack. “Stay away from CJ.”

I shoot my gaze back to him. “Why? He seems nice.” Nice and fucking hot.

“He is not the vampire for you.”

“Do you have a say in it?” I ask heatedly, even though I know CJ would never consider going out with me. He is being kind to his best friend’s “younger” sister.

“I do. He is dangerous.”

I gulp. Why does that sound more like a tasty treat than the warning it’s supposed to be?

“Never mind that,” I say, brushing it off. “What did you tell him about me?”

“Just that you are my younger sister. No lies. You are.”

Narrowing my eyes at his smirk, I purse my lips. “That’s it? He didn’t ask for details?”

“Why would he?”

Good question. Of course he wouldn’t. He doesn’t give a shit.

“Right,” I mutter, a familiar pang of disappointment twisting in my gut. I’m just Isaac’s boring little sister, an unexpected addition to the scenery. “So, no one knows I’ve been locked away for two decades like some dark fairytale princess?”

“Nope. And it’s staying that way. You’re just late to the academic party. Understand?” His protectiveness, despite any lack of knowledge as to why, makes me smile. He always has my back.

“Crystal.” I sigh, running a hand through my still-damp hair. “What do you think was up with the moon? Red there, normal here. Dad said, ‘The Crimson Moon changes everything. They can find you now.’ Who are ‘they’?”

Isaac’s reflection grows grim, the usual playful light in his blue eyes dimming. “I don’t know, Issy. But it sounds bad. Really bad. Dad wouldn’t have sent you here, to SilverGate, of all places, unless the threat was serious. This place isn’t exactly a sanctuary.”

“No shit,” I say, glancing around my opulent, yet somehow still unnerving, new room. “So, I’m basically bait in a slightly more populated fishbowl?”

“Don’t say that.” His voice is sharp. “I’ll look out for you. We both will.”

“We?” My eyebrow arches. Is he including CJ in that? The thought sends a ridiculous little flutter through me, despite the grim circumstances.

“Just… be careful, Issy. Very careful.” He looks over his shoulder, then back at me. “I’ve got to go. Lie low. I’ll find you tomorrow.”

Before I can ask more, the connection breaks, leaving me staring at my own worried face in the mirror.

I shiver as the cold sets in from being damp, and I place the mirror down and turn to my suitcase. I unpack meticulously, hoping that I don’t have to repack everything up tomorrow to leave again. As terrifying as this is, I’m free. For the first time in my life, I’m actually free.

Whatever that means, I guess I’ll find out, but for now, I’m going to take a long, hot shower and wash away the cold, the fear and the confusion.

The bathroom is a study in gleaming black marble and silver fixtures. Steam billows around me as I step under the scalding spray, the water pressure strong enough to beat some of the tension from my shoulders. It’s a world away from the functional, cold bathroom in my tower. Here, even the soap smells decadent, like dark berries and something vaguely illicit.

As the water sluices over my skin, I can’t stop my mind from replaying the past few hours. The red moon, Dad’s fear, Mum’s desperate shove through the portal. And CJ. Always CJ. His jacket, still draped over the bed, feels like a brand. The memory of his breath on my neck, his fingers in my hair… I shiver despite the heat.

“Dangerous,” I murmur.

The word echoes in my mind. Why does the thought of danger, especially when associated with CJ, send a forbidden thrill through my veins instead of pure terror?

I lean my head against the cool marble tiles, letting the water pound down. I’m not just Isaac’s twin sister anymore, tucked away for safekeeping. I’m here, out in the world.

A sudden, fierce determination courses through me, washing away some of the lingering trepidation. Twenty-one years of shadows are enough. It’s time to step out. Even if it means facing monsters. Especially if one of them looks like Constantine Aquila Junior.

Turning off the shower and getting out, I towel off, feeling slightly warmer, I pick up CJ’s jacket and sniff it like some kind of weirdo, but it’s comforting, arousing. I drop the towel and put it on, letting it slide over my naked skin.

Sleep seems impossible. My mind is a whirlwind of anxiety and anticipation. Tomorrow, I face the unknown. Tomorrow, I walk into classes filled with strangers. Tomorrow, I might see CJ again. For the first time, my future isn’t a straight line confined by stone walls; it’s a dark, winding path, and I have no idea where it leads.
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CHAPTER FOUR
CJ


Mirror manipulation is something of an affinity for me. I can see through any reflective surface if the urge strikes me, and it definitely strikes me to see Isolde without her knowledge. She is a gorgeous woman with curves that are definitely better seen in person than in the scrying mirror. I sit back and watch her through the full-length mirror in her bedroom from the one in mine. She is naked, wearing my jacket, and I’ve never seen anything sexier in my godamned life.

A low growl rumbles in my chest, a primal sound I barely suppress. The silk lining caresses her skin, outlining the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips. She sniffs the collar, her eyes fluttering closed, and a possessive heat floods my veins. Mine. That scent she’s inhaling, that jacket she’s wrapped in—it’s all mine. And soon, she will be too.

The urge to teleport directly into her room, to feel that soft skin under my hands, to replace the fabric with my own touch, is a near-physical ache. Her innocence, the way she’s so clearly flustered by me, is an intoxicating lure. She thinks she’s just Isaac’s sheltered sister. She has no fucking idea what she is, or what she does to me.

This red moon, this sudden upheaval in this foreign world that is in constant darkness, is a gift. It’s brought her out of her cage and into my world. Blackridge can try to keep me away from her, and Isaac can try to protect her, but they don’t understand. She’s not just some new student. She’s a reckoning. And I’m the only one who sees the storm brewing beneath that shy exterior. I watch her move about her room, the jacket falling open slightly with her movements, offering tantalising glimpses. Patience. I’ve waited this long. I can wait a little longer to claim what’s already destined to be mine. But not too long. The thought of anyone else getting close, of her looking at another man the way she looks at me, even in fear and confusion, is enough to make my dragon traits stir, a simmering fire underneath the cool vampire that is my dominant force. Yeah, she’s definitely better in person, and she’ll be even better in my bed.

Her scent, that unique blend of innocence and something wilder, something untamed, clings to the fabric of the jacket. Fucking intoxicating. My cock stirs, hard and heavy. I grip it, already naked, knowing I have uninterrupted viewing pleasure.

She has no idea the effect she has, not just on me, but on the very air around her. There’s a power thrumming beneath her skin, a defensive magic so potent it’s practically a beacon. But she’s utterly oblivious to it.

I tug my cock gently, imagining her hand on me.

It’s that naivety, that untouched quality, that draws me in as much as her beauty. She’s a prize, a rare, sheltered flower in a garden full of thorns. Now she’s here, at SilverGate, where the monsters roam free.

I’m one of the biggest, baddest monsters of them all.

A smirk plays on my lips. She’s a delicious secret, one I’m not keen on sharing, but Blackridge’s interference earlier was a clear warning. He knows. Or he suspects. It doesn’t matter. No one will keep me from her.

She sniffs my collar again.

“Good girl,” I mutter, jerking off with more gusto now. “Let my scent mark you without you even knowing it.”

My gaze sweeps over her again, lingering on the vulnerable curve of her neck. The urge to drink from her, to claim her in a way that leaves no doubt, is a burning hunger.

She spins to the mirror and strips off the jacket, giving me an unrestricted view of her tight, little body. Her tits are the perfect size for pushing together to slide my dick in between, her cunt is shaved bare, which makes me pant as I tug harder, faster. My orgasm is close. I stand up, my cock in my hand, moving closer to the mirror. With a groan, I stare at her as she brushes out her hair. My balls tighten as I imagine sliding my thick cock into her innocent pussy and my cum shoots out, splattering against the cold glass of the mirror.

“Fuck,” I rasp. “Isolde.” Even her name tastes good on my tongue.

She has no idea. She’s wandering around her room, completely oblivious to my gaze, to the storm she’s unleashed.

My father warned me about distractions, about attachments in this backwater dimension. But Isolde isn’t a distraction. She’s… inevitable. The Morvoren bloodline holds something special. I don’t know what yet, but Isaac will spill the details to me eventually, or if he doesn’t, Isolde will. Reaching out, I smear my cum over her reflection. “No one else will have you, my sweet. You are mine, and the sooner everyone realises that, the better it will be.” I will burn the whole fucking fortress down if anyone tries to take what’s mine.

The mirror suddenly goes ice-cold, enough to burn my palm.

I hiss and pull back, seeing a distorted figure on the other side.

“Interesting,” I mutter, moving closer and peering into the glass. “Who are you?”

The figure vanishes, and I see Isolde again, climbing into bed, draped once again in my jacket.

The chill on the glass dissipates, but the image of that fleeting distortion lingers in my mind. Another player? Or just a trick of the dimensional pathways this old academy is riddled with? Fucking annoying, either way. My claim on Isolde isn’t up for debate.

Eyes narrowed, I pull on my clothes, my cock already hard again, wanting to taste the real thing.

“Soon, my sweet. Soon.”

The thought of her, vulnerable in that room, wearing my jacket like a second skin, reignites the possessive fire. Pulling on my boots, I open the window and look down. The courtyard is empty. I climb out and drop down four floors to the ground with the grace of the powerful vampire I am. In my world, which is so different from this one, there is no one more powerful than my family. My father is an original vampire, an Initial, the only one left, and is nearly three thousand years old. My mother is over a thousand years old and the Dragon Queen, although that title is mostly redundant, as she prefers to be a vampire, much like me. I can’t shift to be a dragon, but I hold all their power in my hand. Maybe if I embraced my Dragon side, I would, but I’m not that interested. Being a vampire is way more fun. Crossing the courtyard, I stop and look up. I can sense Isolde, pinpoint exactly which room she is in. Staring at the window, I wait, but I don’t see anything untoward.

Moving back behind an old tree that looks like it has been scorched from the inside out, I lean against it and watch the window. Never taking my eyes from it while she sleeps.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CASSIEL


I reach terminal velocity, and my wings burn. It strips away my flowing white robes, leaving me naked, my skin on fire. I grunt as the earth rushes towards me in this dark realm that I’m plummeting towards. Why this one? Who knows? Luck of the draw?

The stench of burnt skin and feathers hit my nose, and I close my eyes as I slam into the ground, breaking every bone in my body.

As it turns out, I still have someone looking out for me, and my bones heal almost instantly, leaving me in a state of horror for all of a second before the pain eases and I roll onto my back to stare up at the night sky from the wrong side.

Blinking to clear my sight after the less-than-graceful descent from heaven, I rear back slightly when a face comes into view over the top of me.

“And who are you?” he asks, his black eyes boring lasers into my skull that feels like it’s stripping away all of my defences.

Getting to my feet in an instant, I stare at him as he straightens up. He is dressed all in black and looks like the Angel of Death. “Who are you?” I ask back.

He raises his left eyebrow slightly at my attitude. “I asked you first.”

I snort, but fair enough. He did. “Cassiel,” I say, looking up at my former home. “Where am I?”

“Cassiel. Do you have a last name?”

I look at him again. “Angels don’t usually have last names, even fallen ones.” It burns on my tongue, but I knew it was coming. I didn’t fit in with heaven’s expectations. I fell woefully short with my questions, my probing, my research.

“Fallen angel,” the man murmurs. “How exciting. Well, Mr Cassiel. You have landed on my academy grounds. I’m Professor Blackridge, Headmaster of SilverGate Academy, and something tells me you were sent here for a reason.”

“Oh? Why is that then?”

“There are thousands of dimensions, with millions of other spots for you to have landed, and yet here you are, at my academy for gifted and slightly monstrous creatures.”

“Monstrous?” I repeat with a shudder, but it’s not altogether terrifying. Quite the opposite. I’m fascinated, and this is why I was removed from heaven after only twenty-one years of being an angel.

“How old are you?” Blackridge asks me.

“Twenty one,” I reply, looking around at the obsidian spires that claw the sky, the black granite walls gleaming like polished night. “This place feels ancient.”

“It is,” Blackridge confirms, a flicker of something unreadable in his dark eyes. “And now, it seems, it’s your new home. Unless you’d prefer to wander the wilderness naked and confused? This realm isn’t known for its safety.”

I glance down at myself, suddenly very aware of my lack of attire. My wings, now a scorched black instead of their former pristine white, twitch reflexively. “Not particularly.”

He snaps his fingers, and in an instant, I’m dressed in a tight black tee, black combat pants and black boots. Guess, I’ll fit right in. I pluck at the tight tee that is practically sculpted onto my body. It’s a far cry from the flowing robes of heaven. “Good. Then come. We’ll find you a room. And then we can discuss your enrolment.”

Enrolment? Just like that? No questions about why I fell, no judgement, just an offer of sanctuary, albeit a rather sinister-looking one. “You’re not concerned about a fallen angel just dropping into your lap?”

Blackridge smirks, a thin, chilling expression. “Concerned? Mr Cassiel, I collect things far more concerning than a rebellious celestial. Besides,” his gaze sweeps over me again, lingering on my wings, “I have a feeling you’ll fit right in.” He turns, his black coat swirling around him like a shadow detaching itself and walks towards the imposing academy.

I hesitate for only a moment. What other choice do I have? Heaven has cast me out. This dark, strange place is all that’s left. With a deep breath that still tastes of ozone and burnt grace, I follow him. My black wings, heavy and unfamiliar, snap into my back, gone for now but not forgotten. Monstrous, he’d called it. Maybe he’s right. Maybe this is where I truly belong.

As I stride behind him, trying to keep up, I feel a gaze on me.

Turning my head, I see someone looking at me from behind a scorched tree. He is one of the monsters Blackridge was talking about. His aura is dark with amber flecks that reflect oddly in the night.

He radiates an intensity that prickles my newly sensitised skin. A monster, no doubt. A powerful one. His eyes, even from this distance, pierce through the gloom, assessing, calculating. There’s a possessiveness in his stance, a territorial claim staked on the ground he stands on. He doesn’t move, doesn’t acknowledge Blackridge, just watches me. My rebellious spark, the one that got me booted from the pearly gates, ignites. I meet his stare, holding it for a beat longer than polite, a silent challenge. A flicker of amusement crosses his face before his lips curve into a slow, dangerous smile. The kind that promises trouble.

Blackridge doesn’t look back and doesn’t seem to notice the silent standoff. “Keep up, Mr Cassiel. The night has many eyes here, and not all of them are friendly.”

Friendly is definitely not the vibe I’m getting from these surroundings. But then, I wasn’t exactly expecting a welcome wagon. I tear my gaze from the creature, a strange hum vibrating through me from the encounter. This place is already more interesting than heaven ever was. The air crackles with unseen energies, with secrets whispered on the wind that ruffles my singed blond hair. Apparently, I’m the newest exhibit in this monstrous academy. So what does that make me exactly? And why did heaven send me here? To teach me a lesson, probably, so I’ll come crawling back with my black feathers all droopy and sad to beg for forgiveness and a return to the Kingdom.

Fat fucking chance.

For the first time in my life, I have freedom—freedom to do whatever I want, ask whatever questions I want, and study whatever I want. I can turn against the very realm that brought me into this world if I choose to.

A shiver of exhilaration traces its way down my spine. This place, this SilverGate, hums with a raw, untamed power that heaven, for all its celestial glory, sorely lacked. Heaven was order, light, and a stifling, soul-crushing predictability. This… this is chaos, shadow, and the thrilling unknown.

We pass through colossal doors carved with ancient sigils that mean nothing to me, but I can’t wait to find out. They shimmer with a faint, dark light as I cross the threshold, acknowledging a new player in their midst. The entrance hall is vast and cathedral-like, but instead of stained glass depicting saints, there are shadowy alcoves and archways leading to God knows where. Floating orbs of a spectral blue illuminate the space, casting long, dancing shadows that writhe like living things on the polished black marble floor. Students, a diverse collection of beings with eyes that gleam with more than just reflected light, move through the hall, their conversations ceasing as they register Blackridge, then me, trailing in his wake like a freshly captured specimen. Their gazes linger, full of curiosity, apprehension, and in some, a predatory interest that makes the fine hairs on my arms stand on end. Good. Let them look. Let them wonder what new monster has been unleashed among them.

“Mr Cassiel will require a room in the Upper Class building,” Blackridge announces to a stern-faced woman with reptilian eyes who materialises from one of the shadowy alcoves. She gives me a look that could curdle blood, then nods curtly and slithers up the staircase. Upper Class? So, I’m not starting at the bottom of the monster pile. Interesting.

Blackridge leads me up the sweeping staircase that seems to coil upwards into infinity, following the reptile creature. The portraits on the walls are of beings with too many teeth, or not enough eyes, or wings made of shadow and bone. They watch me pass, their painted eyes following my every step. None of them look particularly angelic.

“Your fall,” Blackridge says, his voice echoing in the cavernous stairwell, “was it spectacular?”

I glance at him. Is he mocking me? “It was memorable.” Burnt feathers and broken bones tend to stick with you.

“Most falls are,” he murmurs, almost to himself. “But few land so precisely. Destiny, perhaps? Or simply a cosmic joke. This academy thrives on both.”

He stops before a heavy, iron-banded door where the reptile is hovering almost excitedly. “This will be yours. Try not to set it on fire. The last occupant had a penchant for pyromania.” He offers another of those chilling smiles. “Do you have any powers, Mr Cassiel? Other than celestial radiance?”

Powers. I’ve never had any powers before, but that was in heaven. Who knows what an angel can do here? “I guess we will find out,” I say mildly.

He narrows his eyes, deciding whether I’m being coy or truthful. “Welcome, officially, to SilverGate, Mr Cassiel. May you find what you’re looking for.”

With that, he’s gone, melting back into the shadows as if he were born of them. I push the door open. The room is large, opulent, with a window overlooking the same courtyard where I’d seen the intense creature. He is still out there, staring up at the building on the opposite side.

My room is a study in Gothic luxury. Dark, carved wood, heavy velvet drapes the colour of dried blood, and a massive fireplace that roars to life as I step further inside. It’s a far cry from the ethereal, sterile beauty of the celestial realms. No shimmering gold or pristine white here. This place is steeped in shadow and secrets.

Find what you’re looking for.

What am I looking for? Freedom. Knowledge, the kind heaven deemed too dangerous. A place where being a little bit monstrous isn’t a death sentence, but a prerequisite.

Well, that one seems to be a given here. The air here is thick with potential, with the scent of old magic and new beginnings. My wings, still aching faintly from the fall and their transformation, feel strangely at home in the oppressive grandeur of this room.

Heaven was beautiful, but it was a gilded cage. SilverGate, for all its menace, feels liberating. I run a hand over the cool, dark wood of the desk. Blackridge said I’d fit right in. Perhaps he’s right. Maybe the monster was always there, just waiting for the right inferno to burn away the angelic facade. And this place? This place feels like it’s full of kindling.
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CHAPTER SIX
ISOLDE


The sudden chill that creeps over me wakes me up from a fitful sleep. I stare at the vaulted ceiling and remember where I am. My stomach growls with hunger, reminding me that I haven’t had any blood for hours. My breath comes out in a puff of condensation, which tells me how cold the room is. Frowning, I sit up and pull CJ’s jacket closer over my breasts. My nipples have puckered hard in the cold, aching. The throb between my thighs has everything to do with the dream I was having of CJ pulling my hair while he rode me from behind, and I groan again, seeing my breath visible in the air. Climbing out of bed, I cross over to the wardrobe where I had spotted a big midnight blue duvet on one of the lower shelves. I pull it out and fling it over the bed, taking off CJ’s jacket and laying it out next to me like a sad woman and her fake boyfriend, before I crawl into the bed again and pull the duvet up to my chin. The warmth seeps into my bones almost immediately, and I realise it’s a magical duvet.

With a soft sigh, I snuggle deeper into the warm confines of my little cocoon when a slow, ominous squeak comes from over by the window.

With a gulp, I look over and see that the window has misted over, but that’s not what makes my blood spike.

Letters are being drawn in the fogged-up window by a creature unknown, invisible.

W I L L

D I E

The ‘e’ trails off in a crooked line as I stare at the threatening words.

My heart thuds loud enough to echo in the sudden, icy silence of the room. “Will die.”

The words hang there, sharp and chilling against the misted glass, a promise scrawled by an unseen hand.

Fear, icy and distinct, pierces through the lingering warmth of the duvet. I clutch the fabric tighter, my knuckles white. Who? Why? Is this about the Red Moon? About whatever creatures breached the castle walls? Or is it just some sick SilverGate welcome?

My gaze darts around the room, searching the shadows, but there’s nothing. Just the moving constellations on the walls, oblivious to the threat materialising on my window. The magical warmth of the duvet feels suddenly insufficient against this new, more sinister cold.

I force myself to breathe, to think. Panicking won’t help. This isn’t my tower. I can’t just hide. I’m out now, and apparently, so are the things that want me dead.

Slowly, deliberately, I push the duvet aside, my bare feet hitting the cold stone floor. The mist on the window is already dissipating, the letters blurring and fading, but the message is seared into my mind.

A spark of defiance lives through me. For twenty one years they kept me safe. But the moment I’m out, this happens. Maybe safety was always an illusion. Maybe the only way to survive is to face whatever horrors this place, and my past, are about to throw at me.

Will Die

“Not if I can help it,” I whisper to the fading message, my voice steadier than I feel. This isn’t just about surviving being around creatures and the world anymore. It’s about finding out why. And who.

Raising my shaking hand, I wipe the remains of the threat away. The hairs stand up on the back of my neck, and I spin so quickly, my hand is still raised. I could’ve sworn someone was staring at me, but there is no one there. Feeling creeped out, I quickly slip on an oversized tee and some joggers before crawling back into bed and pulling the warm duvet up to my chin again. There is something in this room that wants me dead, something that I can’t see. That’s not a great start. My first port of call tomorrow has to be the library to find a reveal spell so I can see who is messing with me.

In the meantime, I use my defensive magic to create a small shield around my bed so I can at least sleep without fear of being murdered.

Too bad sleep is now a distant memory.

The shield shimmers faintly, a pale blue bubble against the encroaching darkness, but it feels like a flimsy bandage on a gaping wound. It’ll hold against physical attacks to a point, but what about unseen enemies scrawling death threats on my window? My mind races, replaying the ghostly letters: WILL DIE. So much for a gentle transition into academy life.

Tomorrow. The library. A reveal spell is paramount. I need to see what I’m up against. It’s one thing to be locked away from nameless, faceless dangers; it’s another entirely to have them breathing down your neck, writing their intentions in the condensation of your breath.

The irony isn’t lost on me. I yearned for freedom, for experiences beyond my stone walls, and on my first night, I get a death threat. Welcome to the real world, Isolde.

I stare at the moving constellations on the ceiling, no longer finding them whimsical. They seem more like distant, indifferent eyes watching my plight. The initial thrill of being at SilverGate, of being near CJ, is now tainted with a metallic taste of fear. But underneath it, that spark of defiance still flickers. If they want me dead, they’ll have to catch me first, and I’m not going down without finding out why. I’m the big Morvoren family secret, and one way or another, now I will find out why. Why does a twin female vampire have to be wrapped up in cotton wool? Why aren’t there any more of us? Or are there, and they too are hidden by their families?

The first hint of day bleeds through the window, chasing away the deepest shadows. Dawn is approaching where the world turns to shades of dark grey rather than black, and coming with it, is my first steps into a world that has already declared me its prey from birth. As exhausted as I am, I need to feed. I need to figure out where the dining hall is, I need to find the library, and I need to research this spell before I hit classes as a student in courses designed for someone younger than me. At least I should excel. That is one bright spark in the otherwise humiliating downgrade.

My magical shield dissolves, the faint blue shimmer fading as if it, too, is exhausted. With a sigh that feels heavier than it should, I throw back the enchanted duvet, the memory of its warmth a fleeting comfort. The cold of the stone floor bites at my bare feet, a sharp reminder of the chill that settled in my room last night. The fire roars to life now that I’m up and moving, which is a good sign. It’s fucking freezing and my nipples could put someone’s eye out. I dive into a hot shower to warm my bones before I clean up quickly and reluctantly get out to get dressed.

Choosing a pair of black jeans, which I slip on quickly and a white shirt with a fairly low cut front before the buttons start. I clasp my breasts into a lacy bra before slipping the shirt on and doing up the buttons. I admire the look in the full-length mirror before turning to the window. I pause. The glass is clear now, offering no trace of the spectral message, only the dark, sprawling grounds of SilverGate. It’s a view that should be beautiful, with its ancient trees and mist-shrouded lawns, but all I see are potential hiding places for unseen enemies.

My stomach rumbles again, a more mundane but equally pressing demand. Blood. Then the library. Then, somehow, I have to navigate classes filled with actual creatures, some of them monsters, and pretend I’m not actively being hunted.

Or hazed.

That thought sits about as chillingly as the hunted part does.

Taking CJ’s jacket from the bed, I put it on, and consequences be damned. The scent of him still clings to the fabric, a gorgeous swirl of comfort and a different kind of danger. I’ll return it. Soon. But for now, it’s mine.

Grabbing my class schedule and the bookbag that is sitting by the desk, I steel myself and unlock the door. Stepping out into the corridor, it’s quieter than I expected, but there are a few students milling about. The silence, however, is not peaceful. It’s watchful. Every flicker of a wall sconce, every distant footstep, sends a jolt through me. This is it. My first real day of freedom. It’s a freedom that might just kill me.

The corridor is long and shadowed, the stone walls absorbing sound as you walk by. A few students pass, their eyes flicking over me, lingering too long for my liking. I can feel their unspoken questions, their assessments. Am I prey? Predator? Just another lost soul in this gothic labyrinth? I pull the jacket tighter, a shield of borrowed confidence and a scent that both calms and electrifies me.

My mission is clear. Dining hall first, then the library. I need that reveal spell like I need my next breath. The thought of someone, something, unseen, targeting me makes my skin crawl. But underneath the fear, a cold anger is taking root. I wasn’t just locked away; I was hidden, and now that I’m out, the predators are circling.

I follow the sparse trickle of students, assuming they’re heading towards a communal area. The air is thick with a medley of scents. Old parchment, even older stone and a hundred other unidentifiable, unsettling aromas. SilverGate is an assault on the senses, a world away from the predictable, sterile air of my tower. Every corner turned is a new vista of shadowy archways and ominous-looking doors. It’s a place designed to intimidate, to remind you that you’re small and vulnerable.

Finally, the corridor opens into a vast, echoing space. The dining hall. It has high-domed ceilings over long refectory tables that stretch out, already partially filled with students. A low hum of conversation fills the air, punctuated by the clinking of cutlery and the occasional, unsettling growl. My stomach clenches, but it’s not only hunger. This is it. My first real immersion into the real world.

Without too much loitering around, I spot a dispenser at the far end labelled ‘Blood: Type O Neg’.

Human.

Practical.

My favourite.

I head towards it, acutely aware of the eyes following my progress. It’s like walking a gauntlet of curious, and in some cases, predatory, gazes. A few whispers reach me, too low to decipher, but the intent is clear. New blood. Fresh meat.

Reaching the dispenser, I grab a chilled glass goblet, my hand surprisingly steady as I fill it with the crimson liquid. The metallic tang fills the air, and my fangs ache in anticipation. I take a long, slow sip, the rich, coppery taste a welcome relief. It grounds me, a familiar comfort in this overwhelmingly alien environment.

I hover uncertainly, not sure whether to sit and take my time or gulp it back and move on.

In the end, I decide it’s best to move on. I have shit to do before classes start, and I have a feeling it will take a while to figure out a spell strong enough to reveal my mystery unwanted guest.

Glass drained, I place the goblet on a designated tray, clinking loudly in the relative quiet that seems to follow me. Time to find the library. I scan the exits, trying to figure out which one of the five will lead me to where I want to go.

“Lost, little morsel?” a voice purrs from behind me, far too close for comfort.

I spin as adrenaline spikes my blood. A vampire with sleek black hair, eyes the colour of old blood, and a smile which shows off his fangs, stands too close, watching me with blatant hunger.

“Just finding my way,” I say, keeping my voice even, though my palms have started to sweat. “Which one leads to the library?” Might as well get him to give some useful information while he’s standing there leering at me.

He takes a slow step towards me. “The library is that way,” he gestures down a corridor even darker than the one I arrived through. “Though I imagine there are far more stimulating things to be found at SilverGate.” His gaze drops, lingering pointedly on my mouth.

“Thanks,” I clip out, turning and heading in the direction he indicated before he can say another word.

I can feel his eyes on my back until I round the corner, the oppressive weight of his stare making me walk faster. SilverGate is really rolling out the red carpet. First, a death threat, now a creepy predator.

However, his intel was good, and I end up facing the heavy wooden library doors. I know it’s the library from the Latin: Bibliotheca etched into the stone over the doors. Pushing the right one open, my eyes go wide. The library is a sprawling labyrinth of towering shelves that disappear into the gloom far above. The air smells of ancient paper, dust, and a faint, unsettling tang of ozone, as if forgotten spells still crackle faintly between the endless rows of leather-bound tomes. Silence, thick and heavy, presses in, broken only by the rustle of turning pages or the distant scrape of a chair. Students, or creatures that pass for students, are dotted sparsely amongst the towering shelves, hunched over books whose titles glow or are written in scripts I don’t recognise.

I head towards a section marked ‘Defensive Magics & Warding Glyphs,’ the letters carved into a dark, gnarled wooden sign. The sheer volume of books is overwhelming. Where do I even begin?

“Looking for something specific, or just browsing on your first day?”

I jump, spinning around to see CJ, that infuriatingly sexy smirk playing on his lips. He’s wearing another perfectly crisp white shirt, unbuttoned just enough to offer a tantalising glimpse of the ink on his neck and chest. He has a black cashmere coat on that drapes elegantly down to his mid-thigh, clad in expensive-looking black pants. My breath catches, and then my cheeks flame when I realise he has caught me wandering around the academy in his jacket like I have some sort of claim on him. “Just browsing,” I lie, nearly choking on the words.

His eyes smoulder into mine. “Well, browse away, Issy. After you give me what’s mine.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
CJ


Her blush is fucking adorable. She clutches the lapels of my jacket like a lifeline, those wide blue eyes darting from my face to the jacket and back again.

“My jacket, my sweet,” I clarify, though I know the heat in my gaze says I’m thinking of claiming a hell of a lot more than a piece of clothing. I take a slow step closer, invading her personal space, breathing in her scent. That intoxicating innocence, mixed with rain and the wild scent of her blood, is a potent combination.

She fumbles with the buttons, her fingers clumsy. Good. I like her flustered. I like knowing I’m the one who makes her lose that carefully constructed composure.

“I… I was going to return it,” she stammers, her voice a little breathless.

“I know,” I murmur, my eyes fixed on the pulse fluttering at the base of her throat. The urge to lean in and taste her right here, surrounded by the dusty tomes and forgotten spells, is a roaring fire in my blood. “But it looks better on you than it ever did on me.”

She finally slips it off, holding it out to me. Her bare arms are exposed, and goosebumps ripple across her skin despite the library’s stuffy air. Or maybe it’s not the cold.

“Keep it,” I murmur, staring deep into her eyes.

“No, I couldn’t⁠—”

“I said keep it.” It is a soft demand, and she drops her gaze with a quick nod.

Her hand trembles slightly as she clutches the jacket back to her chest. Good girl. A little piece of me, wrapped around her, marking her. My scent will linger on her skin, a constant reminder.

“So, what dangerous knowledge are you seeking in this dusty old crypt, Isolde?” I ask. I move closer, deliberately boxing her in a little, making her aware of my presence, my size. My gaze sweeps over her, from the wayward strands of dark hair escaping her attempt to tame them, down to the slight parting of her lips as she breathes. Every inch of her is a fucking temptation.

She shifts, her eyes flicking towards the ‘Defensive Magics’ sign. “I just need something, that’s all.”

“Need,” I echo, the word a caress. There is something desperate in her manner. Urgent. It immediately pricks my senses. “What do you need, my sweet? Are you trying to protect yourself?” The thought of her needing protection, of her being vulnerable, sends a possessive surge through me. I’d burn this whole damn academy to the ground if anything truly threatened her. But a little fear, a little reliance on me? That, I wouldn’t mind at all. In fact, I quite encourage it.

Her eyes dart to the side with a flicker of that fear. It has my protective instincts and darker desires roaring to life. “I just want to be prepared,” she whispers. “This place is… a lot.”

“A lot of things can happen in a place like this,” I agree, my voice dropping to a low purr. I let my gaze trail down her neck again, to where the pulse still thumps a frantic rhythm. “Especially to someone as noticeable as you. What kind of protection are you looking for, Isolde? Against what?”

She hesitates, chewing on her lower lip again. Fucking hell, that simple gesture makes my cock hard. “General stuff. You know...”

Her lie is so transparent, I almost laugh, but there’s a real fear in her eyes that stops me. Something’s spooked her. Something has actually made my girl afraid. I feel my dragon side stir beneath my skin, a possessive fury that demands I find whatever it is and tear it apart. But I remain outwardly calm, leaning one hand against the bookshelf beside her head, caging her in.

“General stuff,” I repeat, my voice a low rumble that makes her shiver deliciously. “I think something specific has you running to the library before classes even start.”

She swallows hard, her fingers nervously clutching my jacket tighter. “It’s nothing. Really.”

“Isolde.” I lower my head until our faces are inches apart, my voice dropping to a whisper that only she can hear. “I can smell your fear. Don’t lie to me.”

Her eyes widen slightly, and for a moment, I think she might actually tell me the truth. Then something shutters in her expression.

“There was this creep in the dining hall, okay,” she snaps, suddenly getting angry with me for prying. It surprises me but also makes my dick harder. She has fire. I like it.

“Creep? Does he have a name?”

“Who cares?” she grits out.

“Okay, fair enough. You want to narrow it down a bit? There are a lot of creeps here.”

She looks like she wants to ask me if I’m one of them, and I wait for it, but she decides against it and sighs. “Some vampire creep. I don’t know. What can I tell you? He looks like a creep.”

“A vampire creep,” I repeat, my jaw clenching as I imagine some lesser creature coming onto her. The thought makes my blood simmer. “Did he threaten you?”

“Not exactly.” She shifts uncomfortably, still clutching my jacket. “He stared at me, tried to talk to me. Called me ‘little morsel.’”

I barely suppress a growl. “Description. Now.”

Her eyebrows lift at my tone, but she complies. “Black hair, blood-red eyes, tall. Looked like he wanted to eat me.”

I know exactly who she means. Andrew Rayne. An asshole vampire with an ego matched only by his appetite for fresh blood and virgin flesh. The thought of him anywhere near Isolde brings out the side of me that will probably get my ass handed to me by Blackridge. But I don’t give a flying fuck.

“I’ll take care of it,” I say, my voice deadly calm.

“I don’t need you to fight my battles,” she says, surprising me with her defiance. “I just want to lie low and not draw too much attention.”

“Too late for that,” I murmur, scanning her face, taking in every single detail. Her lips are deep red that would look good wrapped around my cock. Before I can stop myself, I reach out and grip her chin, tilting her head back so she can look at me. “He won’t come near you again, I promise you that.”

“Why?” she whispers, her gaze dropping to my mouth.

“Why what?”

“Why would you protect me? You don’t even know me.”

I lean in closer, my thumb brushing over her lower lip. “Let’s just say I have a vested interest in keeping you safe.” My voice drops to a whisper, rough with desire. “And I don’t share what’s mine.”

Her breath catches, eyes widening at my blatant claim. “I’m not yours,” she protests, but it’s weak, uncertain, like she’s testing the words rather than believing them.

“You smell like me, Issy,” I murmur, leaning in to sniff her neck. My fangs descend, and I scrape them gently over her pulse. She stiffens and lets out a low mewl that tells me she’s thought about this.

More than once.

I can feel her pulse beating wildly under my fangs. The scent of her desire crashes over me, making my grip on her chin tighten.

“I—” she starts, her voice trembling.

“Shhh,” I whisper against her skin.

Her hands come up to my chest, not quite pushing me away, but not pulling me closer either. She’s caught in that delicious space between fear and desire, and I want to keep her there just a little longer.

“CJ,” she breathes, and my name on her lips is nearly my undoing.

I smile against her skin, snapping my fangs back when I sense her brother approaching. I straighten, putting a respectable distance between us.

“Isolde. There you are.” Isaac’s voice cuts through the tension like a knife. His eyes narrow as they move from his sister to me and back again. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

I step back, allowing my face to settle into the casual mask of indifference that I learned from my dad. That man could be made from stone.

“Looks like you found me,” Issy breathes, her cheeks on fire.

Isaac narrows his eyes and glares at me. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to get my jacket back,” I state. “But it turns out Isolde didn’t bring one with her in her rush to get here, so I told her she could keep it.”

Isaac turns his stare onto his sister. I observe their silent interaction with interest. They are remarkably alike, even for brother and sister. Whatever genes run in their family run deep.

“Let’s go,” Isaac says, his voice clipped. “I’ll show you around before classes start.”

“I’m actually looking for a book,” Isolde says, her voice stronger than I expected after our little encounter.

“What book?” Isaac asks suspiciously.

“Just something on defensive magic,” Isolde mumbles, not meeting his eyes.

Isaac’s head snaps up, instantly alert. “Why? What happened?”

“Rayne creeped her out,” I point out helpfully.

Isaac hisses at me, and I raise an eyebrow at him. He has impressive offensive magic, but if he wants to throw down, I’m more than game.

“He’s a problem,” Isaac admits grudgingly, “but that doesn’t explain why you need a defensive magic spell specifically. You have defensive powers.”

I watch Isolde’s face carefully. She’s hiding something bigger than a creepy vampire’s unwanted attention.

“I know, but I don’t have real-world training,” she insists, which is the most accurate thing she’s said about this matter. “I just want to be prepared as the newbie, not to mention…” She glares at me and then at Isaac before she lifts her chin. “… being in Lower Class.”

Isaac presses his lips together as if trying not to laugh at her.

What the hell is that about?

“Okay,” he says. “I get it. But don’t worry about Rayne, I’ll handle him.”

“I don’t need⁠—”

“I’ll handle him. No one hits on my sister and creeps her out and gets away with it.” He shoots me a vicious scowl, and I try not to take offence. I hope to fuck, Isolde wasn’t creeped out.

“Okay, fine,” she grits out and then breathes in deeply. I know she catches my scent, and it makes her pupils dilate. “Go be a hero, but please don’t make everyone scared to talk to me. I don’t want you putting off potential friends.”

“Yeah, well, it goes how it goes,” Isaac grits out. “Sure you don’t want me to show you around?”

“It wouldn’t help. We are in different classes,” she says, giving him that same irritated glare.

“You know I’m here if you need anything,” he says.

“I know, and thank you. But I’m fine. I need to adjust. This is new, and I’m not even sure what I’m doing here.”

“Yeah,” Issac says darkly, then looks at me. “We’ll leave you to it.”

I blink. Is he expecting me to leave her alone as well? Mind you, it would be a good idea to get to Rayne before he gets any ideas. Make no mistake, it will be a public beating so that everyone else knows to keep their hands off.

Maybe today will be fun after all.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
ISOLDE


I watch Isaac and CJ stride away, both radiating that masculine, territorial energy that annoys me. The moment they’re out of sight, I slump against the bookshelf, my heart still racing from CJ’s proximity, his fangs against my skin, his possessive words.

I know he’s only messing with me, but he doesn’t realise how painful it is for me to hear him say these things and not mean them.

A shiver runs through me that has nothing to do with fear and everything to do with a hunger I’ve never experienced before. But I can’t afford to be distracted. Not when something unseen is writing death threats on my window.

Turning back to the shelves, I scan the spines, looking for anything that might help. Defensive magic is my natural talent, but seeing the unseen requires a different skill set entirely. I pull out a heavy tome titled Veils of Perception: A Compendium of Reveal Magics and settle at a nearby table.

The pages are brittle, the text faded in places, but I find what I’m looking for in the third chapter: a spell designed to pierce illusions and reveal hidden presences. It requires ingredients I don’t have and a level of magical control I’m not sure I possess outside my natural defensive abilities, but it’s a start.

I copy the ingredient list onto a scrap of parchment, my hand trembling slightly. Between creepy vampires and invisible threats, my first day at SilverGate is shaping up to be more dangerous than I anticipated. Freedom, it seems, comes with sharp teeth and bad intentions.

Stuffing the parchment into my pocket, I slip CJ’s jacket back on, taking comfort in the lingering scent of him. The memory of his fangs against my throat makes me shiver. But I can’t afford to be distracted by pretty monsters when there are more immediate threats lurking.

I have hours to kill before my first class starts at dusk, so my best bet is to head outside, find a herb garden, and hopefully tick some of these items off my list.

Clutching the book, I check it out and leave the library, navigating the shadowy corridors that are gradually filling with more students as the day progresses.

The academy grounds are as imposing in the dark murk as they were at full night. The perpetual gloom gives everything a muted, dreamlike quality. Gothic spires claw at the dark grey sky, and the grounds stretch out with stone paths, and ancient trees that seem to whisper as I pass.

Following one of the stone paths away from the main building, I find what I’m looking for: a walled herb garden, its gate slightly ajar. I slip inside, relieved to find it empty. The garden is a chaotic tangle of magical and mundane plants alike, many of which I recognise from my studies.

“Vervain, moonshade, devil’s trumpet,” I murmur, running my fingers over the plants as I identify them. The list calls for seven specific herbs, and I spot four of them immediately. The fifth—blood thistle—grows in a shadowy corner, its crimson spines glistening with what looks suspiciously like actual blood.

As I carefully harvest what I need, tucking each specimen into my pockets, I can’t shake the feeling of being watched. The garden walls offer some protection, but the sensation persists, a prickling at the back of my neck that makes me work faster.

I still need two ingredients: starlight sage and shadow vine. The first is tricky to find, but I spot it in a darkened corner. The second is a twisting tendril of pitch-black foliage that seems to absorb light rather than reflect it. It coils around a stone pillar near the back of the garden, its leaves rustling despite the absence of wind.

Approaching it cautiously, I reach out. The vine recoils from my touch, slithering higher up the pillar.

“Great,” I mutter. “Sentient foliage.”

I need to coax it, not force it. Drawing on what little I remember from my herbology lessons, I prick my finger with my fang, letting a single drop of blood fall onto the ground near the shadow vine’s base.

The effect is immediate. The vine dips down, a tendril snaking toward my blood offering. As it extends, I quickly snip off a small section with the garden shears I found hanging on the wall. The severed piece writhes in my palm, then stills.

“Sorry,” I whisper to it, feeling oddly guilty.

With six of the seven ingredients secured, I head back to my room. The final ingredient, blood of the forsaken, is not something I’m willing to contemplate just yet.

Back in my room, I spread the ingredients across my desk, arranging them according to the ritual instructions. The shadow vine still twitches occasionally, as if trying to escape back to its pillar. I secure it with a paperweight to stop it from wriggling away.

I glance at the window, now clear of any spectral messages. In a few hours, I’ll have my first official class at SilverGate. The thought sends a flutter of excitement and dread through me. I need this spell working before night falls again, but that final ingredient is going to be a bitch. Although, I’m pretty sure that there are plenty of forsaken around here, the question is, how do I get their blood?

The ritual is simple enough in theory. Combine the ingredients in a specific order, chant the incantation, and anoint my eyes with the resulting potion. It should grant me the ability to see what’s hidden for a full cycle of the moon, which is plenty of time to identify my unseen threat.

As I work, grinding herbs with a small mortar and pestle I found in the desk drawer, my thoughts drift to CJ. My body responds traitorously to the memory of his fangs against my skin.

The potion gradually turns a deep, iridescent purple, shimmering with flecks of silver. It smells of earth and ozone, the scent of magic brewing. Without the blood of the forsaken, however, it remains incomplete, maybe a half-measure that might offer glimpses but not the full clarity I need.

Sighing, I secure the potion in a small vial and tuck it into my pocket. I’ll have to find that final ingredient soon. Deciding to return to the dining hall to fill up on blood before my classes start, I frown at a commotion coming from outside.

I move to the window and gasp before I groan. “Dammit, CJ!”
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CHAPTER NINE
CJ


I slam Rayne against the courtyard wall, the stone cracking under the impact. My hand is around his throat, squeezing tight enough to make his eyeballs bulge. Students bay, placing bets on the winner. Anyone who backs Rayne will get what’s coming to them. I smash my fist into his face, breaking his nose and giving him two black eyes, that don’t heal immediately. That’s when you know you’ve been hit by CJ Aquila.

“Let me make something crystal fucking clear,” I growl, my voice low enough that only he can hear. “Isolde Morvoren is off-limits.”

Rayne tries to laugh, but it comes out as a choked gurgle. “Since when do you give a shit about fresh blood, Constantine?” He manages to spit out my full name, which just annoys me further. Constantine is my dad.

I tighten my grip, lifting him higher until his feet dangle. My dragon side stirs beneath the vampire, clashing wildly and making me beyond unpredictable. It heats my blood to dangerous levels.

“Since now,” I hiss. “You look at her again, I’ll tear your eyes out. You speak to her, I’ll rip your tongue out. You touch her...” I lean in closer, letting him see the change in my eyes as they shift to something more sinister than he’s ever seen, “I’ll remove your hands and feed them to you. Are we clear?”

He nods frantically, genuine fear replacing his earlier arrogance. Good. Fear is an excellent teacher.

I release him suddenly, letting him crumple to the ground. He gasps, rubbing his throat, looking up at me with hatred and but a new wariness that I find acceptable.

“Spread the word,” I announce louder, turning to address the gathered crowd as currency exchanges hands. “Touch her and you die.” I scan the faces, memorising those who look particularly disappointed by this declaration. Future problems, possibly. But none of them would dare cross me openly. Not after this display.

The crowd disperses, sensing the show is over. Isaac stands at the edge, arms folded, expression unreadable. He doesn’t look pleased, but he doesn’t look particularly upset either. Perhaps he understands that my methods, while extreme, are effective.

Rayne staggers to his feet, still massaging his throat. “You’ll regret this,” he rasps, but it’s a hollow threat. We both know it.

I smile, all fangs. “Try me.”

He slinks away, and I straighten my shirt cuffs, smoothing down the fabric with deliberate care. Several female students hover nearby, eyeing me up. I ignore them. There’s only one girl at SilverGate who interests me.

I glance up at the window where I sense her watching and catch a glimpse of her face before she steps back. Good. Let her see what happens to those who think they can have what’s mine.

Isaac approaches, his footsteps measured. “Was that necessary?”

“Extremely,” I reply, not bothering to look at him. “Problem?”

“You’re drawing attention to her.”

“She already has attention. I’m just making sure it’s the right kind.” I brush non-existent dust from my sleeve. “Besides, Rayne needed to be put in his place.”

Isaac studies me, those blue eyes—so like hers—narrowed in suspicion. “This isn’t just about Rayne.”

“No,” I admit, meeting his gaze directly. “It’s not.”

“She’s not like other girls, CJ.” His voice drops, a warning edged with something I can’t quite place. “She’s been sheltered.”

I let out a low laugh. “Sheltered? Is that what we’re calling it?”

He stiffens. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” I turn, gazing up at the window where Isolde had been standing moments before. “Just that there’s more to your sister than meets the eye. We both know it.”

“Stay away from her,” Isaac says, his voice hardening. “I mean it, CJ.”

I face him again, allowing a slow smile to spread across my face. “Or what, exactly?”

The air between us crackles with tension. Isaac might be powerful, but we both know who would win in a direct confrontation. Still, I value his friendship, strange as that might be. It’s not something I’ve experienced much in my life.

“Just be careful with her,” he finally says, his tone shifting from threat to something approaching a plea. “She’s not ready for someone like you.”

“Someone like me?” I raise an eyebrow, amused. “And what kind of someone am I, exactly?”

Isaac glares at me, not regretting his choice of words, one bit. “You’re intense. Obsessive. You take what you want and damn the consequences.”

“All true,” I concede with a careless shrug. “But you’re forgetting something important.”

“What’s that?”

I step closer, my voice dropping to ensure only he can hear. “I protect what’s mine with equal intensity. Nothing will harm her now.”

Isaac’s jaw works as he processes this. “She’s not a possession, CJ. She’s a person. My sister.”

“I’m well aware.” I glance up at her window again, feeling her presence even though she’s stepped away. “Perhaps you should be more concerned about what sent her here in the first place, rather than who she spends her time with now that she’s free.”

His eyes narrow. “Don’t get me started on that. My parents aren’t answering my calls.”

That switches the topic. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“It’s not. So they threw Issy here with no explanation to her or me, and we don’t even know why. Something isn’t right, CJ. I don’t want Issy getting hurt in whatever is going on here.”

“I won’t let her get hurt,” I say, meaning every word.

Isaac’s expression shifts, a flicker of genuine concern breaking through his usual asshole attitude. “You can’t promise that. Not at SilverGate.”

“Watch me.”

Before he can respond, the bell tolls, a deep, resonant sound that vibrates through the stone beneath our feet. It’s a warning sign for all violence to cease or Blackridge will be on our asses. Isaac gives me one last measured look before turning away, his shoulders tense.

I remain in the courtyard for a moment longer, my gaze drawn again to her window. The confrontation with Rayne was necessary. It’s a public declaration of intent. But it’s only the beginning. Something brought Isolde here, something that has her parents hiding and her searching for defensive spells in the library.

The pieces don’t quite fit yet, but I intend to solve this puzzle. Whatever is coming for Isolde will have to go through me first, and nothing will survive that encounter.

With a last glance at her window, I turn and head back to my room to do a spot of snooping via the mirror. I want to find out what she’s doing and if she’s doing it with someone else.
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CHAPTER TEN
CASSIEL


SilverGate Academy looms like a shadow-soaked fortress as I stand at my window, watching the crowds disperse after the fight in the courtyard. There are two creatures, one clearly dominant and one with a casual brutality that fascinates me. It’s the same creature from last night that watched me from the tree. He saw me fall, so he knows what I am, but I have no idea what he is. A creature with lethal beauty and a penchant for violence that he revels in because he is always the successor. He is strong, powerful, arrogant. I’m curious.

I can feel my wings shift beneath my skin, itching to unfurl as I watch him stalk away from the scene of his victory. There’s something about him. A darkness that calls to my own newly acquired shadows. The way he moved, precise and deadly, each blow calculated for maximum effect. Not just a show of strength, but a message.

He has much to teach me about this act of aggression.

Leaning my forehead against the window frame, I take in the sprawling academy grounds. My first day as a fallen angel, and already I’ve witnessed more raw emotion than my entire existence in heaven. Up there, everything was muted, controlled. Here? It’s all fire and ice and primal needs being met without apology.

A knock at my door interrupts my thoughts. I turn, still unused to the weight of being fallen on my bones. Heaven was lighter somehow, as if gravity had less hold on celestial beings. Now I feel tethered to the earth, bound by rules I don’t yet understand.

“Enter,” I call, curious who would seek me out.

The door swings open to reveal Professor Blackridge, his expression as unreadable as ever. “Mr Cassiel. I trust you’ve settled in?”

“As much as one can after being ejected from paradise,” I reply.

Blackridge’s lips quirk in what might be amusement. “Paradise is overrated. Too many rules, not enough opportunities.” He steps into the room, his gaze sweeping over my accommodations. “I’ve come to provide your class schedule and some basic supplies.”

“In person? No minion to do your bidding?”

“I have plenty of minions,” he replies with a sinister smile. “But you, Mr Cassiel, are intriguing to me.”

Why do I get the feeling that is not a good thing?

He hands me a sheet of paper. The schedule lists subjects I’ve never heard of: Dimensional Shift Theory, Defensive Combat Tactics, Offensive Combat Tactics, Dark Energy Manipulation.

“I don’t know the first thing about any of this,” I admit, scanning the unfamiliar terms.

“That’s rather the point of education, isn’t it?” Blackridge replies dryly. “But this is as much an education for us as it is for you. Fallen angels don’t drop out of heaven every day.”

“Have you ever had a fallen here before?” I ask, my innate curiosity roaring. This is precisely what got me kicked out in the first place. I think of my wings, now scorched black instead of pristine white. The price paid for having a mind of my own.

“Never,” he says. “You are unique.”

“Unique enough to warrant special attention from the Headmaster himself? I’m flattered.”

“Don’t be,” Blackridge says, his voice flat. “Uniqueness at SilverGate can be both a blessing and a curse. Some students would kill to possess something rare. Others would simply kill the rare thing.”

I laugh, a sound that feels strange in my throat. Laughter in heaven was frowned upon. “Are you warning me or threatening me?”

“Merely stating facts.” His dark eyes study me with clinical interest. “Your first class is Dimensional Shift Theory with Professor Tate. I suggest you don’t be late.” He turns to leave, then pauses.

“Is that all you have to tell me?” I challenge, stepping away from the window. “No tips on how to navigate this academy of monsters?”

Blackridge regards me with those fathomless eyes. “You survived a fall from heaven, Mr Cassiel. I daresay you’ll figure it out. Though I would advise caution regarding whom you reveal your true nature to. Some here would consider fallen angel wings quite the trophy.”

A chill runs through me at his casual mention of dismemberment. “Noted.”

With that disturbing statement, Blackridge slips out, leaving me alone with more questions than answers.

I glance at my schedule again. Dimensional Shift Theory starts in a few hours. I have no books, no knowledge base, and absolutely no idea what I’m doing. Perfect.

But I can take advantage of the dining hall in the meantime. I’ve never consumed food before, but the hunger pangs currently clenching my stomach are hard to ignore. I’ve borne witness to famine, disease, plight, war and all the good things too, growth, birth, nurturing, love. I know what food is, but I’ve never had the pleasure of tasting it. Angels don’t need sustenance—we exist on divine energy alone, or we did. Now my stomach growls with very un-celestial demands.

My wings twitch beneath my skin as I make my way through the winding corridors of SilverGate. The architecture is oppressive, stone and shadow, with occasional splashes of stained glass that cast coloured light across the floor. Students move through these halls like predators, their gazes lingering on me with undisguised curiosity.

I sense their power, their darkness.

Finding the dining hall, simply by following my nose, the delicious smells coming from it make my mouth water. It’s a cavernous space with high ceilings and long tables. The air is thick with the scent of food and something metallic.

I approach a buffet-style serving area, overwhelmed by the options. A tall, pale creature with pointed ears watches me with amusement.

“First time?” she asks, her voice like wind through dry leaves.

“That obvious?”

“You’re staring at the food like it might attack you.” She gestures to the spread.

“The pasta is safe. The blood pudding is questionable. And whatever you do, don’t touch the green stuff unless you can metabolise arsenic.”

I eye the spread with wariness. “Thanks for the warning.”

“New students are always entertaining,” she says with a sharp-toothed smile. “Especially the pretty ones.”

I load a plate with pasta and what I hope is normal bread, ignoring the green substance that bubbles ominously at the end of the buffet. My stomach growls louder.

“You smell different,” she continues, leaning closer. Her nostrils flare. “Like ozone and burnt feathers.”

I stiffen. Blackridge’s warning about keeping my nature secret echoes in my mind. “Hmm.”

“I’m Cordelia,” she offers, extending a hand with nails that look more like talons.

“Cassiel,” I reply, taking her hand briefly. Her skin is cool and dry.

“Welcome to the feeding frenzy.” She gestures to the crowded hall. “Try not to become someone’s dessert. There are plenty of monsters around that would like a taste of you.”

“Are you one of them?” I ask with a raised eyebrow. I’ve seen this dance between creatures. I know how it goes. I’ve never experienced it firsthand, so I’m intrigued.

Cordelia’s smile widens, revealing more of those unnervingly sharp teeth. “I might be. I haven’t decided yet.” She leans closer, her silvery eyes gleaming. “Though I suspect you’re more dangerous than you appear, Cassiel.”

I return her smile with one of my own. She seems nice enough. “Appearances can be deceiving.”

She laughs. “I think we’ll get along splendidly.” Her gaze shifts suddenly, focusing on something behind me. “Oh, look. The prince approaches.”

I turn to see the creature from the courtyard striding through the dining hall. Students part before him like water around a stone. Up close, he’s even more impressive—tall, with an elegant brutality to his movements and tattoos visible at his collar and wrists. His eyes scan the room with predatory focus, clearly looking for someone.

“Constantine Aquila Junior,” Cordelia murmurs. “CJ to his friends, of which there is precisely one. He’s practically royalty here, not that he cares.”

“The one who was fighting in the courtyard,” I observe, watching as he moves to a table where a dark-haired creature sits, looking annoyed.

“That wasn’t a fight,” Cordelia corrects.

“No? Looked like one to me.”

“Oh, you are cute and innocent, aren’t you? Well, Cassiel, let me get you up to speed on SilverGate politics. That, my friend, was a statement. Apparently, he’s claimed the new girl. Isolde Morvoren. Isaac’s younger sister. Made quite the spectacle of it, too. Anyone who touches her is going to find out just how dangerous CJ can be.”

I follow Cordelia’s gaze to where CJ sits with another creature who resonates the same energy. This must be his friend Isaac Morvoren, Isolde’s older brother. I find these connections compelling. They’re engaged in what appears to be a tense conversation, their heads bent close together.

“What makes him so special?” I ask, genuinely curious. His power is different from the other creatures I’ve encountered so far.

Cordelia gives me a sideways glance. “No one knows exactly. He transferred here a few months ago, and within an hour, he was top of the food chain. There are rumours, of course.”

“What kind of rumours?”

She leans closer, lowering her voice. “Some think he’s some kind of hybrid. Something that shouldn’t exist but does anyway. All anyone knows for sure is that you don’t cross him unless you’re tired of living.”

I watch as CJ’s gaze suddenly lifts, scanning the dining hall until it lands directly on me. There’s a moment of recognition. He remembers me from last night. Something passes between us, an acknowledgement, before his attention shifts back to Isaac.

“Great,” Cordelia mutters. “Now you’ve caught his attention.”

“Is that bad?”

“Depends on whether you want to mess with Isolde or not,” she barks out a laugh.

Isolde. The name is like a lullaby. I wonder who this creature is that is causing such a visceral reaction in a primal beast, such as CJ. She is either as violent as he is, or worse, or the exact opposite. Innocent incarnate. Both would appeal to his masculine arrogance, from what I have observed from on high.

I’m oddly intrigued by this volatile dynamic. In heaven, relationships were theoretical concepts we observed from afar, clinical and detached. Here, they’re raw, possessive, dangerous.

“I have no interest in this Isolde,” I say truthfully. “But I am interested in how power works in this place.”

Cordelia snorts. “Bluntly and brutally. The strong dominate, the weak submit or die.” She gestures toward my untouched plate. “You should eat before it gets cold.”

“Well, thanks for the intro. It’s been interesting.”

“Anytime, gorgeous,” she replies and waves before disappearing to a table nearby full of creatures similar to her.

I go in the opposite direction and find an empty table.

Sitting down, I prepare to take my first bite of pasta. The sensation is overwhelming, salt, herbs, richness, texture, all hitting my tongue at once. I close my eyes involuntarily, savouring the experience.

Opening my eyes again, I nearly groan with satisfaction. No wonder humans and other creatures are so obsessed with food. This is incredible.

I take another bite, letting the flavours dance across my tongue. Each sensation is new and vibrant. The bread is crusty outside and soft inside. The pasta has a slight bite and is coated in a rich sauce that makes me understand gluttony in a way lectures on sin never could.

As I eat, I observe the dynamics of the dining hall with interest. It’s a microcosm of power, territory, and desire. Students cluster in hierarchical groups, the stronger ones commanding prime positions while weaker creatures huddle at the edges. Some eat alone, either by choice or necessity.

I notice CJ watching me again, his gaze calculating.

My attention shifts as the dining hall doors open and a girl enters. The reaction is immediate and provocative. Conversations falter, heads turn. She’s beautiful in a wild, untamed way. Dark hair falls in waves past her shoulders, and her blue eyes scan the room warily. She’s wearing a black jacket that’s slightly too large for her frame.

This must be Isolde Morvoren. The cause of the courtyard spectacle.

She moves with a strange combination of confidence and uncertainty, as if she knows exactly who she is but has no idea how to navigate this space. It’s captivating.

She aims straight for the table with CJ and Isaac, her face turning dark when she approaches.

Her expression is a storm cloud, different to the wary uncertainty she displayed upon entering. As she reaches their table, she doesn’t sit but leans in. Her voice is too low for me to hear, but her body language speaks volumes. It’s an accusation, a demand. Isaac looks exasperated. CJ, however, leans back, a slow, predatory smile spreading across his face, the kind that acknowledges a challenge and relishes it. He says something that makes Isolde’s cheeks flush a vibrant crimson, and she glares at him, a fire in her blue eyes that matches his dark intensity.

This is far more entertaining than any celestial choir. The air around their table crackles with unspoken things, a volatile mix of anger, attraction, and something fiercely protective emanating from both males. CJ’s gaze, even when not directly on Isolde, seems tethered to her, a possessive claim that’s as obvious as a physical touch. He is a creature of base instincts, but it would appear that she is too, even if she is fighting it.

Isolde gestures sharply, then turns on her heel and stalks towards the blood dispenser, her back straight, her every movement radiating defiance. She’s magnificent. It’s a far cry from the serene, passionless existence I once knew. This is infinitely more interesting.

Isolde must feel my gaze on her as she turns slightly with a fierce frown. When she sees me, she hesitates.

I smile.

She returns it.

The hiss from across the room is unmistakable.

In an instant, CJ is at her side, glaring at me, fangs bared.

He moves with an unnatural speed, a blur of dark clothing and coiled fury. One moment, he’s at the table, the next, he’s a physical barrier between Isolde and me, a low growl rumbling in his chest. His eyes are almost entirely black with a primal rage.

“Problem?” I ask, my voice calm, a deliberate counterpoint to his overt aggression. I keep the smile on my face, a placid mask of angelic curiosity. Let him wonder what I’m thinking.

Isolde looks from CJ to me, her blue eyes wide, a flicker of alarm and annoyance crossing her face.

“Stay the fuck away from her,” he snarls, his voice a venomous whisper that carries across the sudden silence of the dining hall. Every eye is on us now. The air is thick with anticipation, the scent of potential violence. “Or didn’t you get the memo?”

“Memo?” I tilt my head, genuinely interested. This concept of ownership, of claims staked with such ferocity, is mesmerising.

“He means the arse-kicking he gave Rayne!” Cordelia calls out, giving me a thumbs-up signal.

CJ takes a step closer, and I rise swiftly.

He acknowledges the challenge with a cold smirk before crowding me. He’s the same height as me—six feet, two inches—broader, radiating a heat that’s almost suffocating.

“Is this how disputes are settled here?” I ask, my voice even, almost conversational. “With displays of territorial aggression?” I don’t flinch from his heat, from the undisguised threat in his eyes. It’s invigorating. The exact opposite of the polite, veiled power plays of heaven.

His eyes narrow. He clearly expected fear, or at least submission. My lack of either seems to infuriate him more. “You learn fast.”

“I’m a quick study,” I agree, meeting his gaze without wavering. I can feel the weight of every stare, the collective breath held. This is a test, not just from CJ, but from SilverGate itself.

Isolde makes a small, frustrated sound, her hands clenched at her sides. She looks like she wants to intervene, to tell CJ to back off, but something holds her back. Perhaps the sheer force of his possessiveness, or maybe she’s as curious as I am to see how this plays out.

“Last chance,” CJ growls, his body humming with barely leashed power. “Walk away.”

I consider his offer, not out of fear, but out of academic interest. What would happen if I did? What would happen if I didn’t? This world, with its raw, unfiltered emotions, is a far more compelling subject of study than any celestial tome.

His ultimatum hangs in the air, a challenge I find myself surprisingly unwilling to decline. “Walk away?” I echo, a faint smile touching my lips of genuine academic interest. “But why would I do that when the lesson is just becoming interesting?”

My gaze flicks to Isolde, who looks as though she’d rather the ground swallow her whole, then back to the incandescent fury that is CJ. “You see,” I continue, my voice maintaining a calm, almost conversational tone, “in my previous residence, such overt displays of possessiveness were frowned upon. Discouraged, even. Here, they seem to be a primary form of communication. It’s quite illuminating.”

CJ’s aura flares, a dark, amber-flecked inferno.

“Is that right?” he says, the flaming anger now pushed down under a blanket of ice. He has a shifting temperament.

“Yes,” I reply, undeterred by the still simmering violence in his eyes. “I’m curious. What exactly are the consequences of not adhering to such demands? I’m eager to understand the nuances of SilverGate’s social hierarchy.” This, I think, is what it means to truly learn. To push boundaries not just in thought, but in action. To feel the pulse of a world so unlike the one I knew, a world where even danger holds a certain allure.

CJ’s hand shoots out to grip the front of my tight black tee, yanking me forward until our faces are inches apart. The scent of ozone and something wild, like a storm about to break, fills my nostrils. His eyes are vortexes, pulling me into a rage so profound it’s almost beautiful.

“Nuances?” he snarls, his voice a low, guttural vibration that resonates in my chest. “Let me give you a practical demonstration.”

His grip tightens, lifting me slightly off my feet. For a moment, the dining hall, the staring students, even Isolde’s horrified gasp, fade. There’s only the primal power, a force that makes my fallen senses sing with exhilaration. This is it. This is the untamed energy I was denied, the primal dance I only ever observed from afar. And now I wonder what powers I have in this non-celestial realm.

“CJ, stop it!” Isolde’s voice cuts through, sharp and surprisingly commanding.

“Too late, my sweet. This isn’t about you anymore.”

He flings me across the room with a force that should shatter bones. My body slams into a stone pillar, the impact jarring through every part of me. For a moment, the world whites out, then refocuses with painful clarity. My wings instinctively flare out, black and widespread, causing gasps to resonate around the otherwise silent dining hall.

“There he is,” CJ says with a smile that chills my soul.

The taste of blood, metallic and strangely sweet, fills my mouth. Pain, real and visceral, is another new sensation. In heaven, discomfort was a theoretical concept. Here, it’s a sharp, undeniable reality.

Pushing myself up, I meet CJ’s gaze. The amusement there tells me all I need to know.

He didn’t expect me to stay down. He wants the fight. He knows I’ll give him one.

I smile, a genuine, blood-stained grin. “The practical application is potent.”

Isolde rushes to my side, her face pale, her blue eyes wide with concern. “Are you okay?” she asks, her voice trembling slightly.

“Never better,” I reply, wiping a trickle of blood from my lip with the back of my hand. This is what it means to be alive, isn’t it? To feel, to bleed, to face down a storm and still stand.

CJ stalks towards us, his expression unreadable. Isaac is beside him, looking torn between boredom and loyalty.

“Next time,” CJ says, his voice a low growl, “I’ll put you down and you’ll stay down.”

“Don’t be so sure,” I reply. “You see, up there…” I point upwards, and every single set of eyes in the room looks up before their gazes drop back to me. “… I had no powers. Down here, I’m learning that fallen angels have a whole bagful of tricks hidden in their wings, and I’m dying to find out what they are.”

“Dying would be the operative word there, oh fallen one. If you come across me again, move out of my way.”

I shrug, a gesture that feels surprisingly nonchalant given the circumstances. “Perhaps. Or perhaps I’ll find I enjoy the view from your path.” My black wings give a small, insolent flutter, a silent counterpoint to his aggression. I flick my gaze to Isolde. She has moved back a fraction, her hands shaking.

“Don’t count on it,” CJ counters. “I wouldn’t mind an eye gouging, and yours are looking at my woman again. I’d suggest that if you truly want to learn what it’s like to be in this realm, you will pay attention when I speak.”

“Noted,” I say, and then snap my wings back when Blackridge marches into the dining hall, his face a mask of fury as he takes in the stand-off.

Instantly, everyone goes back to doing whatever they were doing, trying to look innocent and pretending they didn’t see anything.

Everyone. Not a single creature snitches or points fingers.

And that right there is SilverGate’s core.

It’s perfectly, disturbingly remarkable.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
ISOLDE


Blackridge’s presence sucks the air from the room. One minute, it’s a powder keg with CJ and the fallen angel as the lit fuses; the next, it’s as if nothing happened. Students scatter, conversations resume with forced normality, and the clatter of cutlery suddenly seems deafening. Only the cracked pillar, the faint scent of ozone, and spilt blood remain as evidence of the near brawl. But I’ve come to notice that these things aren’t exactly uncommon around here. Also, this building fixes itself with a swiftness that I find remarkable. Heavy, ancient magic, for sure.

With my heart hammering, I stare at Blackridge, whose gaze sweeps over CJ, then the angel, then me, lingering for a fraction of a second too long. His expression is unreadable, but the power radiating from him is a major force, a silent command for order that no one dares disobey.

Blackridge says nothing, just turns and glides out, the silence he leaves in his wake heavier than the one he entered. The unspoken message is clear: this will not happen again. Or if it does, there will be consequences.

He is a creature with no need for words. His ominous menace is enough.

I glance at CJ, who’s now watching me with an intensity that makes my skin prickle. Isaac looks like he wants to throttle both him and the fallen angel.

Fallen angel.

Forsaken?

My gaze drifts over the stone floor splattered with blood. Hmm.

But how would I get it?

“I’m Cassiel, by the way,” he says, but I’m not sure if he is talking to me or CJ.

I look up to see that he has his eyes on me. The same eyes that CJ threatened to gouge out.

“Isolde,” I murmur, and he smirks as CJ moves forward and clasps his hand around my wrist.

“Time to go,” he says.

I want to fight him, to tell him it’s not his decision whether I come or go, but I’m frozen on the spot by the look in his eyes.

It’s that look, the one that strips away all my bravado and leaves me feeling raw and exposed. The one that promises things I’m not sure I’m ready for, but a traitorous part of me desperately craves. His fingers are like iron bands around my wrist, not painful, but undeniably firm, a clear statement of ownership.

He pulls me away, and I stumble after him, my mind racing. Cassiel. A fallen angel. The very definition of forsaken, surely? His blood, spilt on the stone floor, is a beacon to my desperate need for that final ingredient.

“Wait,” I try, digging my heels in slightly, my gaze flicking back to where Cassiel still stands, watching us with an unnervingly calm expression despite the blood on his lip and the violence that just occurred. The dark splashes of his blood on the grey flagstones call to me.

CJ doesn’t stop, doesn’t even slow down. He just tugs harder, his grip tightening infinitesimally. “Not now, Isolde.” His voice is low, a silken command, and the casual use of my full name sends a shiver down my spine.

Isaac falls into step beside us, his expression thunderous, but he says nothing, just casts a dark look over his shoulder at Cassiel.

My chance is slipping away. The reveal spell, the unseen threat, all hinges on that blood.

How can I get to it? How can I get back there without CJ and Isaac knowing what I’m after, or worse, without him deciding Cassiel needs further discouragement for simply existing near me? My mind spins, searching for a plan, any plan, but CJ’s presence is overwhelming, his possessive energy a tangible force field around me.

“You don’t need this kind of trouble,” Isaac says as we leave the dining hall.

“Tell that to your best friend,’ I growl, trying to yank my arm back to no avail.

“He’s right, Issy. Cassiel is an unknown. He could be linked to all of this.”

“I doubt it,” I mutter, but it’s pointless.

CJ finally loosens his hold on me when we are outside my bedroom door, and he steps back. “Stay in your room,” he orders, his eyes still blazing with a residual fierceness.

“You don’t own me,” I retort, rubbing my wrist, though the sensation of his touch lingers.

A ghost of a smile touches his lips. “Don’t I?” he murmurs, his gaze dropping to my mouth before flicking back up to meet mine. “Be good, Isolde. For your own sake.”

With that, he and Isaac turn and walk away, their broad shoulders disappearing down the shadowy corridor.

The moment they’re gone, I press my back against the cool stone of the hallway, my breath coming in shaky gasps. My wrist still tingles where he held it. The audacity of him, the sheer possessiveness… it’s terrifying and, damn it all, utterly intoxicating.

But there’s no time for that now. Cassiel’s blood. I need it.

My mind races. How to get back to the dining hall unnoticed? How to collect the blood without drawing attention? The image of Blackridge’s silent fury is a potent deterrent.

But the threat on the window is worse. Pushing off from the wall, I head the other way to CJ and my brother and slip down the stairs. At the bottom, I pull up short.

“Why were you staring at my blood?” Cassiel asks.

I jump, my heart leaping into my throat. His appearance is less intimidating now, but the intensity in his gaze pins me to the spot.

“I...” I start, my mind racing for an explanation that won’t reveal too much.

His blue-eyed gaze intensifies, and my mind goes blank. I blink, trying to remember what we were talking about.

“My blood? Why are you so interested in it?”

“I’m a vampire,” I murmur.

He raises an eyebrow as if that is news to him. “Okay, fair enough,” he mutters. “You wanted to taste me?”

My mouth waters, and I drool a little. “Are you offering?” What am I doing? CJ will throw a shitfit that will bring this academy down around us. But CJ has no say in who I drink from, or see or talk to. So why am I bothered?

“Will your boyfriend get jealous?” Cassiel asks, moving a step closer.

“Yes,” I say and then shake my head. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

“Could’ve fooled me and everyone else. But I don’t think that’s the real reason, is it, Isolde?”

I frown and bite my lip. The urge to tell him is too great. “I need it for a spell,” I blurt out and then hiss. “How did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make me tell you!”

“I didn’t. I asked you a question, you answered.” He looks as perplexed as I do.

Then I remember what he said about his powers here in this realm. Maybe compulsion is one of them… okay, no maybe about it. He definitely made me tell him.

“What spell?”

“A reveal spell.” Dammit!

“To reveal what?”

“Unseen beings in my bedroom.”

He smiles, looking like he’s thoroughly enjoying this. “Are you sure you and CJ aren’t involved?”

“He’s my brother’s best friend. I think he’s hot. I don’t know what game he is playing with me.”

“A game,” Cassiel muses, the corner of his mouth twitching. “These unseen beings in your bedroom, are they part of CJ’s game, do you think? Or something else entirely?”

I hadn’t thought of that, but I dismiss it as unlikely. Why would CJ threaten to kill me and then overly protect me?

“A reveal spell requires specific components. Difficult ones, usually. Hence the interest in my spillage.”

I nod dumbly. “Blood of the forsaken,” I whisper, still feeling his subtle compulsion.

“Forsaken,” he repeats, tasting the word. “A rather apt description for a fallen angel, wouldn’t you agree?” He closes the small distance between us. His scent is different from CJ’s. It is not ozone and storm, but something cleaner and sharper, like frost and starlight. “You need my blood, Isolde Morvoren. And I, it seems, have an abundance of it at the moment.” He gestures vaguely back towards the dining hall. “Though I suspect it’s being mopped up by now. Unfortunate timing.”

My shoulders slump.

“However, being recently forsaken, I imagine fresh samples are better for your spell.” He holds out his hand, palm up. For a moment, I just stare at it, at the long, elegant fingers, the faint lines etched into his skin.

My breath catches. He’s offering. Just like that.

“The question is,” Cassiel says, his voice a soft murmur, his eyes fixed on mine, “what are you willing to offer in return for such a potent ingredient?”

“What do you want?” I murmur.

“You said you are a vampire. I’ve heard of these creatures. You feed on blood?”

I nod,

“I want to know what that feels like.”

I stare at him, dumbfounded. “What?”

“I want to be fed from,” he clarifies, a spark of that almost childlike curiosity lighting his blue eyes. “You drink blood to sustain yourself. I’ve read about it in celestial archives, observed it from afar. But to experience it… that’s different. Knowledge versus sensation. You require my ‘forsaken’ blood for your spell. I require a new experience. A trade. Simple, isn’t it?”

Simple? Nothing about this feels simple. Despite the fact that he is a celestial being, what in all the hells would CJ do if he found out? The thought of his fury is a cold dread in my veins, but Cassiel’s direct, almost innocent request is disarming.

“You want me to bite you?” I stammer.

“Precisely. You get your ingredient, I get enlightenment.”

I stare at Cassiel, weighing his offer. His fallen angel blood is exactly what I need for my spell, and he’s offering it freely. But feeding from him? The idea sends a confusing swirl of hunger and hesitation through me.

“Here?” I ask, glancing around the empty stairwell. “Now?”

Cassiel’s lips curl into a smile that’s almost innocent despite the circumstances. “Unless you have a more private location in mind? Your room, perhaps?”

The thought of bringing him to my room sends a bolt of alarm through me. “Absolutely not. CJ would⁠—”

“Ah, yes, the not-boyfriend who acts very much like a boyfriend.” His eyes dance with amusement. “A complication, isn’t he?”

I sigh. “You have no idea. I fear for your safety if he finds you with me.”

Cassiel studies me for a moment, then nods toward a shadowy alcove off the main corridor. “There, then. Quick and discreet. You get your ingredient, I get my education.”

The way he says ‘education’ sends a small shiver down my spine. There’s something unnervingly pure about his curiosity, as if he’s cataloguing every experience with an intensity that borders on scientific.

I follow him to the alcove, my heart pounding. The space is small, barely concealed from the main hallway by a heavy velvet curtain, the colour of dried blood. The irony isn’t lost on me.

“Have you ever fed from someone before?” Cassiel asks, his head tilted slightly as he studies me.

I hesitate, then shake my head. “Only blood from dispensers. Controlled, sterile.” The admission makes me feel even more sheltered, more naïve than I already am.

“Then we’re both venturing into new territory.” He sounds pleased by this, as if our shared inexperience creates some kind of bond.

He rolls up his sleeve, exposing a forearm that’s lean muscle and pale skin. “Will this do? Or do you prefer the neck?” The question is practical, without a hint of innuendo.

“The wrist is more impersonal,” I murmur, suddenly very aware of how intimate this act will be regardless.

“But less effective for your needs, I imagine.” Cassiel loosens the collar of his tight black t-shirt, exposing the smooth column of his neck. “The spell requires potent blood, doesn’t it? The carotid artery would provide the strongest sample.”

I swallow hard, my fangs already descending in anticipation.

Cassiel leans closer to examine my fangs with undisguised interest. “They emerge automatically with hunger?”

“Yes.” His interest is actually quite sweet.

I pull the small vial from my pocket, ready to collect what I need. “This won’t hurt... much,” I murmur, more to reassure myself than him.

“Pain is merely another sensation to experience,” Cassiel replies with that same curious detachment. “Besides, I’ve already been thrown across a dining hall today. I imagine this will be comparatively pleasant.”

Despite everything, I laugh softly. “You’re very strange.”

“But interesting, yes?”

Well, I can’t deny that.

Before I can reconsider, I lean forward, placing one hand on his shoulder to steady myself. His skin is surprisingly warm beneath my palm. I bring my mouth to his neck, inhaling his scent automatically.

“Ready?” I whisper against his skin.

I feel rather than see his nod, the slight movement of his jaw above me. Taking a deep breath, I sink my fangs into his neck.

The moment his blood touches my tongue, a shock races through me. It’s rich and complex, with notes of power that human blood could never contain. It’s intoxicating, a warmth that spreads through my limbs and makes my head spin.

Cassiel makes a slight, surprised sound, his hand coming up to grip the back of my head. Not pushing me away, but anchoring himself as the new sensation washes over him.

I should stop. But the taste is addictive, and I take another swallow, then another.

“Isolde,” Cassiel’s voice breaks through the haze, tight with pleasure.

My name tumbling from his lips in such a way is enough for me to pull back. I grip the vial, capturing some of Cassiel’s blood. It glows faintly in the shadows, shimmering with an energy that makes my fingertips tingle.

Cassiel watches me, his eyes slightly dilated, a fresh intensity in his gaze. “That was…” He breathes heavily. “Nice.”

“Nice?” I can’t help the nervous giggle that escapes me, nor can I stop my gaze from dropping to the bulge in his pants.

I cap the vial with trembling fingers, suddenly aware of how close we’re standing, how intimate the moment was. “Thank you,” I manage, stepping back to put some distance between us. “This will help me see what I need to.”

He touches the puncture marks on his neck, which have already mostly healed. “If you need any further assistance with your supernatural problems, you need only ask. Knowledge for knowledge. Experience for experience.”

The offer is tempting. Cassiel, for all his strangeness, seems genuinely interested in helping. More importantly, he has no stake in the politics of SilverGate, no ties to the mysteries of my past.

“I should go,” I say, glancing toward the corridor. “My first class starts soon, and I need to finish the spell.”

Cassiel nods, stepping aside to let me pass. “Until next time, Isolde Morvoren.”

There’s something in the way he says it. A certainty that our paths are destined to cross again, regardless of CJ’s possessiveness or my brother’s protectiveness.

As I slip away, the taste of his blood still lingers on my tongue, a reminder of power and possibility. My heart races with anticipation. Tonight, I’ll finally see what haunts my room, what wrote those chilling words. Tonight, I’ll face whatever threat has followed me from my tower prison to this gothic academy of monsters and the forsaken.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
WILLIAM


A hundred years of haunting SilverGate Academy has taught me patience, but watching Isolde Morvoren fumble with spell components is testing the limits of my ghostly tolerance. She’s beautiful when she’s concentrating—brow furrowed, lips pressed into a determined line, dark hair falling across her face as she concentrates.

I hover near the ceiling, observing her from above. She can’t see me yet, of course. No one can. Except at random times that I have no control over. Even then, it’s merely a fleeting, terrifying glimpse that sends most creatures scurrying away in fear. But she’ll see me soon if this spell works, and the anticipation makes my spectral form flicker with nervousness. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for. I’m not sure if this is fate or just my lucky day, but this vampire has not only seen my attempt to contact her, but now she is trying to contact me. I can’t hold on to the hope that it will work. I’ve waited too long for this.

“Blood of the forsaken,” she murmurs, carefully uncorking the vial containing the fallen angel’s blood. The irony isn’t lost on me. She fears I’m threatening her life, when all I’ve been trying to do is solve the mystery surrounding my death.

WILL DIED.

That’s what I was attempting to write on her window before my energy dissipated. My name and fate. Not WILL DIE. I never intended to frighten her, but communication is damnably difficult in my state.

I drift lower, circling her. Her defensive magic shimmers in the air around her. It’s a field of energy that’s remarkably potent for one so young. She’s special, this vampire. I knew it the moment she was assigned to this room. My room.

For a century, I’ve haunted these quarters, watching students come and go. Most stay for a term or two before requesting transfers, unnerved by the cold spots, the whispers, the occasional book that flies across the room when my frustration gets the better of me. Not a single one of them thought to do a reveal spell or find out what was going on around them. So focused on their own little lives, that mine, dead as I am, meant nothing but an inconvenience or something to fear. But Isolde is different. There’s something about her that resonates with my spectral frequency, a connection I haven’t felt since... well, since I was alive.

“Please work,” she whispers.

I wish I could tell her she needn’t fear me. That I’m merely curious about her. The vampire who appeared so suddenly in my domain. That in a hundred years of watching the living, she’s the first to truly capture my attention.

Isolde peers at the book and centres herself to begin the incantation. The ancient language rolls off her tongue with surprising fluency.

The air in the room grows heavy, loaded with magic. I feel it pass through my spectral form like static electricity. It’s not uncomfortable, but decidedly strange. The spell is working, reaching out, seeking the hidden, the concealed, the unseen.

Seeking me.

I move closer, hovering with an anticipation I try to shove down. She’s applied herself admirably to this spell, especially for one with no practical experience. Perhaps she truly is in danger, though not from me. SilverGate has always attracted darkness, drawn the malevolent and power-hungry. I’ve witnessed countless plots unfold within these walls over the decades.

The man who spies on her through the mirror, for instance. Although I doubt that is who she is afraid of. But I can see through his actions that his possessiveness of Isolde borders on obsession.

“By veils torn and shadows burned, reveal what eyes cannot discern,” Isolde chants in Latin, her voice almost a command now. “By blood forsaken, freely given, show what darkens where I’m living.”

The magic flares with brilliant light, momentarily blinding. When the glow subsides, Isolde lifts the mixture and daubs it on her eyelids.

I wait, my entire being focused on her face. Will it work? Will she see me? A hundred years is a long time to be unseen, unheard, except through cryptic messages and half-formed manifestations.

She blinks rapidly, her eyes adjusting to whatever changes the spell has wrought in her vision. Her gaze sweeps the room, passing over me once, twice...

Then she freezes.

Her eyes widen as they lock onto mine.

“Hello,” I say, the word strange on lips that haven’t formed proper speech in a century. “I see the spell worked.”

She screams, scrambling backwards until she hits the wall. Her hand flies to her mouth, stifling the sound, but her eyes remain fixed on me, wild with fear.

“Please don’t be alarmed,” I continue, maintaining my distance to avoid frightening her further. “I’m William. William Harrington. Former student, current resident ghost, and I assure you, not a threat.”

She lowers her hand slowly, her initial terror giving way to wary curiosity. “You... you threatened me on my window,” she hisses.

I shake my head, offering what I hope is a reassuring smile. “Not a threat, a cut-off message. I was trying to get you to understand that I was murdered. ‘WILL DIED.’ You will forgive my lack of effort. After a hundred years, I got complacent.”

“A hundred years?” she chokes out. “You weren’t threatening me?”

“If I’d wanted to harm you, I’ve had ample opportunity over the past day and night.” I gesture around the room. “This has been my haunt for a century. I’m rather protective of it, actually. I had some good times here before…” I make a slashing motion at my neck.

Her eyes widen further in horror. “Someone slit your throat?”

I blink. “Well, no. I was pushed from the Bell Tower. Forgive me. I was being dramatic.”

Isolde swallows hard, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “A ghost. So you’re a ghost.”

“That would seem to be the case.”

She almost smiles, which I count as progress. “Why are you haunting my room specifically?”

“It was mine, once,” I explain, drifting a bit closer now that she seems less likely to scream again. “When I was a student here. Before my unfortunate demise.”

“Someone pushed you from the Bell Tower?” she asks, looking through the window at the ominous structure that is positioned in full view. A vista that ironically haunts me.

“Quite.”

“And you don’t know who?”

“Nope.”

“Or why?”

I laugh. “I have my suspicions. Creatures here aren’t exactly innocent.”

“What were you? Before you became a ghost?”

“Now that would be telling.”

“Isn’t it important to the story, though?”

“Clever little squirrel, aren’t you?” I murmur. “This is definitely fate.”

“How so?”

“You are the first person in a hundred years to figure out how to see me.”

“Really?” She scrunches up her nose. “I find that hard to believe.”

“I’m a lot of things, Isolde, but a liar isn’t one of them.”

She gives me a sceptical look. “You think I’m here to help you solve your murder?”

“I have waited too long to think otherwise.”

“I—” she starts, then notices my form fading. “What’s happening?”

“It appears your spell isn’t strong enough to give you access to me full-time, squirrel. Work harder.”

“Wait!” she cries, reaching out as if to grab me, her hand passing through my increasingly insubstantial form. “You can’t just leave! I have questions!”

“Look in the eastern wall,” I manage as my visibility fades to almost nothing. “Third stone from the floor, fourth from the corner. There’s a loose⁠—”

And then I’m gone, at least to her perception. I’m still here, of course. Always here. Watching. Waiting. But once again invisible to the living, dragged back into the half-existence that has been my fate these hundred years.

I hover near her as she stares at the spot where I vanished, her expression frustrated. She moves towards the eastern wall, running her fingers along the stones, counting under her breath.

“Third from the floor, fourth from the corner,” she mutters, pressing against the indicated stone.

It gives slightly under her touch, and I smile as her eyes widen with surprise. One hundred years, and that loose stone has remained my most reliable hiding place.

As she works the stone free, revealing the small cavity behind it, I drift closer, watching over her shoulder. Inside lies a leather-bound journal, its pages yellowed with age but preserved by the spell I cast on it all those years ago.

My journal. My story. And perhaps, the beginning of her understanding.

She removes it carefully, running her fingers over the embossed initials on the cover: W.H.

“William Harrington,” she whispers, and hearing my name on her lips after a century of silence sends a strange thrill through my spectral form.

She opens the journal, and I watch her face as she reads the first page, my script still clear despite the passage of time:

Property of William Harrington, SilverGate Academy, 1925.

If you are reading this, then the past has come calling once more. And heaven help those caught in its wake.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
ISOLDE


I stare at the journal in my hands, the weight of a century-old mystery settling over me like a shroud. William Harrington, ghost of SilverGate Academy, has vanished before my eyes, leaving me with nothing but this leather-bound tome and more questions than answers.

“This is crazy,” I whisper to the empty room, though I now know it isn’t truly empty. William is still here somewhere, watching, waiting, just invisible to me again.

The realisation sends a chill down to my bones.

He’s seen me naked.

I gulp and look over my shoulder.

If I didn’t know better, I swear I hear chuckling coming from over by the bed.

Refocusing, I trace the embossed initials on the cover, feeling the indentations beneath my fingertips. A connection to the past, to a time before I was born. This William Harrington is a mystery that needs solving before I even contemplate trying to dig into the events that led to his death.

But there is no time to delve into century-old mysteries now. A glance at the ornate clock on the mantelpiece reminds me that my first class is due to start in less than an hour. Dusk approaches, bringing with it my debut as an actual student among other supernatural beings.

I tuck the journal into my bookbag, deciding to examine it later when I have more time and privacy. It feels almost like stealing, but William wanted me to read it. Besides, he is hardly in a position to take it from me.

Standing, I survey the remnants of my spell, the ingredients now spent, their magic infused into my system. The sight of a ghost had been alarming at first but compared to the threat I’d imagined lurking in my room; William Harrington seems positively benign. Sardonic, mysterious, and frustratingly cryptic, yes, but not threatening.

And now I need to figure out how to see him again without needing Cassiel’s blood. Now that I know he is a ghost, one assumes a standard variety, there has to be an easier spell for that.

I hope.

There is something about him that makes me want to see him again, talk to him again, and it’s not just because of his good looks, with his short brown hair and green eyes. Although that helps. If my resident ghost had been a creepy ancient being, I’d be hightailing it out of here to Blackridge’s office to request a new room.

I try to organise my thoughts, which dart between William’s revelations, Cassiel’s blood still warming my insides, and CJ’s possessive fury in the dining hall. Three men, three wildly different interactions, all in my first twenty-four hours of freedom.

For twenty-one years, my only male interaction has been with my father, Isaac, and, of course, CJ through the scrying mirror. Now I have a fallen angel willingly offering his blood, a possessive vampire declaring me as his, and the ghost of a man who desperately needs me to help him.

But my first priority is to attend class, blend in, and try not to draw any more attention than CJ’s public displays have already guaranteed.

I glance at his jacket, draped across my bed. Deciding against wearing it to class, I fold it carefully and place it on my pillow. It’s sending the entirely wrong signal to CJ, and that has to stop.

But why?

The annoying, horny bitch inside my head is pissed off. She wants to lose her virginity to the sexy, arrogant, scary vampire who is her twin brother’s best friend.

But she is me and I… I can’t go there.

The schedule on my desk indicates my first class is Defensive Combat Training in something called the Obsidian Arena. I have no idea where that is, and the thought of asking for directions makes my stomach clench. So much for blending in.

I grab my bookbag, check my appearance in the mirror one last time, and take a deep breath. “Right then,” I say to my reflection, and perhaps to the invisible William as well. “Into battle.”

The corridor outside my room is busier now, with students hurrying to their dusk classes. I slip into the flow, keeping my head down, trying to follow where others are heading. SilverGate’s labyrinthine layout is bewildering, with Gothic archways and identical-looking stone corridors that seem to double back on themselves.

After ten minutes of wandering, I’m hopelessly lost and glad I headed out early, so I don’t turn up late to a class that is going to kick my arse in more ways than one. The corridors twist and turn, each looking identical to the last. Students rush past, some giving me curious glances, others deliberately widening their path to avoid me. CJ’s warning has clearly spread. When I finally appear to have reached the Obsidian Arena, going off sight alone, I pause, taking a deep breath.

“Isolde, right?” A female voice comes from behind me.

I turn to find a girl, fae, I think, standing nearby dressed in an outfit that screams she is going to the same class as me. I look down and grimace. I am not dressed in hot pink yoga pants and a matching top and running shoes.

“Yes. And I appear to be woefully overdressed for Defensive Combat Training.”

She giggles and snaps her fingers.

I look down to discover I’m dressed in a similar outfit to hers, but all in black.

“I’m Cordelia. Magic clothes are a speciality, if I say so myself.”

“Well, thank fuck for you,” I say with a shy smile.

She beams and looks around, almost theatrically. “Just checking for ballistic boyfriends,” she says in a stage whisper, but I can tell from the gleam in her eye that she’s joking.

“Oh, don’t,” I groan. “He has serious issues.”

“Don’t complain. He is hot as fuck.”

He really is.

“Hot, but scary,” I mutter, following Cordelia into the arena.

The Obsidian Arena lives up to its name with polished black stone stretching from wall to wall, the ceiling soaring so high it disappears into shadow. Weapons of every imaginable type line the walls, from traditional swords and daggers to items I can’t even name.

“All the best ones are,” Cordelia says with a smirk. “Besides, scary is just SilverGate’s version of normal.”

Students filter in, their bodies already tensed for combat. I notice how they glance at me, then quickly look away.

“Scaredy-cats,” Cordelia snorts.

I giggle at her attitude. She is precisely the kind of woman I want to be. Confident, a little bit arrogant, powerful and doesn’t give a shit.

She dumps her books and bags in a corner, and I follow, sticking to her like glue. I hope she doesn’t mind, but I need a friendly face right now. My nerves are shot, and I’m on the verge of a panic attack.

Luckily, the class starts almost immediately, and the professor instructs us to pair up.

Cordelia grins at me, and we move over to give ourselves some room.

“Okay, listen up,” the professor bellows. “Today, we are focused on defensive holds and counters. Remember, in a real combat situation, your enemy won’t play fair, so neither should you.”

I glance at Cordelia nervously. “I’ve never done this before.”

“Seriously?” she whispers, her eyebrows shooting up. “Like, never-never?”

I shake my head, feeling my cheeks flush with embarrassment. “I was... homeschooled.”

“Well, shit.” She grins, showing those unnervingly sharp teeth. “This should be fun.”

The professor, a broad-shouldered man with steel-grey hair and eyes that seem to change colour depending on how the light hits them, walks between the pairs, demonstrating the first hold.

He stops at us, glaring down at me in particular. “Place your hands here and here,” he instructs, grabbing me around the throat and waist in a loose hold that still makes me nearly wet myself. “The key is to immobilise without expending unnecessary energy.” He lets me go and moves on.

I try to memorise the moves, but my stomach churns with anxiety.

Cordelia steps behind me. “Don’t worry,” she murmurs. “I’ll go easy on you.”

Her grip is firm but not painful as she demonstrates the hold. I try to follow the instructions for breaking free, but my movements are clumsy, unpractised.

“Twist your body weight, then use your opponent’s momentum against them,” the professor calls out, moving among the students.

I attempt the countermove, but Cordelia barely budges. Frustration builds in me as my inexperience becomes painfully obvious. All around us, other students are executing perfect defensive manoeuvres, some even adding flourishes that make my attempts look even more pathetic.

“Come on, vampire girl,” Cordelia coaxes. “You’ve got this. Use your strength.”

“I’m trying,” I mutter, attempting the countermove again. This time, I manage to loosen her grip slightly before she readjusts.

“Better,” she says encouragingly. “Now use your hips more. Pivot and⁠—”

The professor’s voice cuts through our conversation. “Miss Morvoren. Perhaps you’d benefit from a different partner.” He surveys the room. “Mr Benz, would you mind demonstrating?”

My heart plummets as a guy twice my size, quite good-looking in a brutish kind of way, walks over to us.

As he gets closer, I sense his werewolf power, but there is something else added to it that makes my insides wither slightly. His white eyes lock on mine, and he gives me a slow, almost threatening smile, and I gulp. I guess he is either not afraid of CJ or he hasn’t got the so-called memo.

Neither bodes well for him or me.

Cordelia shoots me a sympathetic look before stepping aside. “Good luck,” she whispers. “Try not to die.”

“Gee, thanks a fuckload,” I hiss.

She presses her lips together, trying not to laugh. Easy for her. Her new partner is the poor sod who just got saved from being pulverised by this Benz beast.

My defensive magic rears up automatically, instinctually, but if I use it, I’ll be reprimanded. This isn’t Defensive Spellwork class. It’s physical combat. But how in the hell am I supposed to defend against a seven-foot werewolf with extra special powers that I know nothing about, who looks like he wants to eat me?

And not in the good way.

Benz circles me like I’m prey, his movements fluid and predatory.

“Come on, little vampire,” he taunts, voice low enough that only I can hear. “Show me what you’ve got.”

“I’ve got nothing,” I mutter. “I’m new at this.”

His smile widens. “I know. That’s why this is going to be so fun.”

Before I can process his words, he lunges, his arms iron bands around me.

“What’s wrong?” he whispers against my ear. “Boyfriend not here to protect you?”

Anger flashes through me, hot and sudden. I’m so sick of being treated like I’m someone’s property, someone’s prey.

Something inside me shifts. My defensive magic surges, not outward as usual, but inward, reinforcing my muscles, sharpening my instincts. Without thinking, I drop my weight, twisting as the professor demonstrated. My elbow connects with Benz’s solar plexus, and he grunts in surprise.

His grip loosens just enough for me to slip free. I pivot, facing him, hands raised defensively.

“Lucky shot,” he snarls, eyes flashing dangerously. His hand darts out to grab me again, but I dance backwards, suddenly aware of the silence that’s fallen over the arena. Everyone is watching us now.

Even the professor is watching… and not interfering.

Benz smiles, a predatory baring of teeth.

He moves with supernatural speed, aiming for my throat. This time, my body reacts without conscious thought. I duck under his arm, using his momentum to send him stumbling past me. Before he can recover, I sweep my leg, connecting with his ankles. He staggers but doesn’t fall.

“Better,” the professor acknowledges. “But still too hesitant, Miss Morvoren. In a real fight, hesitation means death.”

Benz doesn’t wait for further instruction. He charges again, this time feinting left before grabbing my right arm and twisting it behind my back. Pain shoots up to my shoulder as he applies pressure.

“Tap out,” he whispers, his breath hot against my neck. “Or I’ll break it.”

Weirdly, this isn’t a decision I take lightly. If he breaks it, it will heal, and I’ll be fine after a few seconds of pain. If I surrender, I’ll be a target for every bully here who wants to teach me a lesson. I loosen my muscles, which eases the sharp bite of pain, and then a rush of air ruffles my hair and Benz’s hold on me is released with a snap of bones and a growl that infuriates me more than Benz’s unwarranted attack on me.

Spinning around, I see CJ has him in a chokehold, and I hiss.

“For fuck’s sake!” I explode, my voice echoing through the suddenly silent arena. “What is wrong with you?”

CJ’s grip on Benz tightens, the werewolf’s face turning an alarming shade of purple. The professor stands back, watching with clinical interest rather than intervening. This place is… there are no words for the level of violence that the staff seems to tolerate.

CJ’s eyes never leave Benz’s, even though he says to me, “He was hurting you.”

“It’s combat training,” I hiss through clenched teeth.

The entire class watches, frozen with fascination and horror. Cordelia catches my eye from across the room, her expression amused as she tries not to laugh.

“You’re not even in this class,” I continue, my voice dropping lower. “Are you following me now?”

“Consider this a practical demonstration from an Upper Classman,” CJ says, addressing the room at large. “On what happens when you touch what isn’t yours.”

Heat floods my cheeks. Embarrassment, anger, and something else I refuse to name. “When will you get it through your thick head that I am not yours?”

CJ’s eyes flash amber and black as he finally turns to look at me. “When hell freezes over, my sweet.”

His voice is soft, almost gentle, but the threat beneath it could cut diamonds. Benz makes a choking sound as CJ’s grip tightens.

“Let him go,” I demand, taking a step forward. “You’ve made your point.”

“Have I?” CJ tilts his head, studying me with that predatory intensity that makes my stomach flip despite my anger. “Because it seems to me that some lessons need repeating.”

The professor finally decides to intervene, though his expression suggests he’s more annoyed at the interruption than concerned about Benz’s well-being.

“Mr Aquila,” he drawls, “while your enthusiasm for Miss Morvoren’s safety is noted, perhaps you could continue your demonstration without actually killing Mr. Benz? Paperwork for student deaths is particularly tedious this term.”

“If he says sorry,” CJ says with a smile that makes my pussy damp.

Benz growls, causing CJ to flip him over and slam him to the ground as easily as if the seven-foot werewolf were simply a cotton cloth.

CJ crouches down, placing his hand on Benz’s chest. “Say sorry to Isolde for hurting her.”

Benz wheezes. It’s clear that CJ’s touch is like a ton of bricks on his chest.

“Sorry,” Benz rasps.

CJ lifts his hand and rises, looking mighty pleased with himself.

The message has been delivered, loud and clear. Again.

“Class dismissed,” the professor announces, and students scatter like startled birds, eager to be away from the epicentre of CJ’s wrath.

Cordelia gives me a wicked grin when she passes to collect her belongings. “Have fun,” she coos.

“Fuck off,” I growl, making her laugh.

When the arena is empty, I face off with CJ. He is looking altogether too smug, and I want to wipe it off his face, once and for all.

“Do not ever do that again. This is my life, my classes, my body. You do not have any say over anything I say or do. Are we fucking clear?”

“No.”

His simple syllable takes me aback. I don’t know what I expected, but I didn’t expect him to just say no in a tone that defies any comeback.

“What do you mean ‘no’?” I sputter, rage building inside me like a gathering storm. “You can’t just⁠—”

“I can,” CJ interrupts, his voice silky and dangerous. He steps closer, and I refuse to back away despite every instinct screaming at me to put distance between us. “And I will. Every. Single. Time.”

“You’re insane,” I whisper, shaking my head.

“You wouldn’t say that if you knew my dad,” he says with a slow smile that chills me, reaching out to brush a strand of hair from my face. He curls his finger around it, moving in even closer.

“I have to get to my next class,” I say, changing the subject abruptly. “So if you’re done with your caveman routine, I’d like to go.”

“Nowhere near done,” he murmurs and grasps my wrist. He pulls me closer, untangling his other hand from my hair to wrap around my throat. “Kiss me,” he says, staring at my lips. “You know you want to.”

My mind goes totally blank. The warmth of his hand on my throat sends electric currents down my spine, and I can feel my pulse hammering against his palm. Every logical thought evaporates like morning mist under a burning sun.

“I—” My voice fails me. His eyes are hypnotic, those amber flecks dancing in the obsidian depths.

“Say no and I’ll take what I want anyway, Isolde,” he challenges softly, his thumb tracing my jawline.

“And what is it that you want?” I gulp as his meaning sets in.

“Everything,” CJ whispers, his breath hot against my lips. “But I’ll start with your mouth.”

He moves in even closer, trailing his hand down from my throat over my breasts, over my stomach, before he slips it between my legs.

“Then I’ll take your pussy,” he whispers close to my ear, giving my pussy a squeeze before he removes it and runs his hand over my arse crack. “And then here. Every hole you have will belong to me, Isolde. Do you understand that?”

My entire body flushes with heat, desire flooding my knickers. I should be outraged, should slap him, should run. Instead, I’m rooted to the spot, my heart hammering like it’s trying to escape.

“You’re very sure of yourself,” I manage, my voice barely above a whisper.

His smile is slow, predatory. “I’m sure of what I want.”

“And what if I say no?” The question comes out laced with fear.

CJ’s hand slides back up to cup my face, his thumb tracing my lower lip. “Then I’ll take it anyway and make sure every other creature in this academy knows you’re mine, one way or the other.”

For a moment, I’m frozen in place, my body betraying me with a rush of desire even as my mind reels from the audacity of his threat. I’ve never been spoken to like this, never felt this combination of fear and arousal, never been so utterly consumed by someone’s presence.

“That’s not how consent works,” I finally manage, finding my voice despite the thundering of my pulse.

His eyes darken further. “Consent is complicated at SilverGate. But I’ll play your game.” He leans in, his lips brushing my ear. “For now.”

My mind is screaming at me to kiss him. His lips are practically touching mine. I want it. But part of me, the part that has never had a man, a relationship, is afraid of what he will do if I cross that line. I will then be telling him with my actions that I belong to him. That’s not how I want my first taste of freedom to be. One cage to another. I have absolutely no doubt in my mind that his possessiveness will be constricting, suffocating.

But isn’t it already?

Without conscious thought, I run my hand up his chest. He stiffens at my touch, his eyes going darker. He grips my wrist and pushes my hand the opposite way until it brushes over his cock, bulging against his pants.

“This is what you do to me, my sweet.”

I gasp, feeling the hard length of him beneath my palm. His grip tightens, guiding my hand in a slow stroke over his erection. The heat of him burns through the fabric, making my head swim.

“Feel that,” he whispers, his voice rough with desire. “That’s what happens every time I see you, every time I smell you, every time I think about you.”

My fingers tremble against him, and my inexperience makes me hesitant. I’ve never touched a man like this before, never felt the weight and heat of desire so tangibly. It’s terrifying, yet thrilling.

“CJ,” I breathe, not knowing if I’m warning him off or encouraging him.

With his other hand he unzips his pants and his cock springs free. My mouth floods with saliva as my gaze drops. I can’t help it. He is thick, long, and hard as iron when he closes my hand over his length.

“Touch me, Issy,” he murmurs. “Feel how much I want you.”

I tighten my grip a fraction, making him close his eyes and groan. “That’s it. Perfect.”

His hand covers mine, guiding my movements, showing me how to stroke him from base to tip, how to apply just the right pressure. Each pump of my hand draws a soft growl from his throat, the sound vibrating through me like a physical touch.

The sound of a scuffling by the door, makes me loosen my hold on his dick, but his grip on my hand makes it impossible to draw away.

Whispers and snickers reach my ears, cutting through the haze of lust.

Mortified, I wrench my hand away and glance over my shoulder to see several students peering in through the arena doors. Their eyes are wide, mouths twisted into smirks of approval at the live sex scene they’ve stumbled upon.

“Fuck,” I hiss, stepping back from CJ, who takes his sweet time stashing his dick away. The lusty gazes of some of the first-year females infuriate me to the point where I go a bit dizzy. Shooting my gaze back to his, his knowing smile hits me in the chest. “You bastard,” I seethe, my voice quivering with humiliation. “You knew they were there.”

“I knew someone would come eventually,” he admits. “It’s a public arena, after all.”

“So this was another display? Another way to mark your territory?” The realisation stings that this was a set-up. “You’re a complete arsehole.”

“I’m effective,” he corrects.

“And you will never have my hands on your cock again,” I say and seeing the damage that does to him, I give him a twisted smile.

He growls, his eyes dark. “Oh, but you will, my sweet. Or have you forgotten my promise already?”

My eyes flash dangerously. “Fuck you.”

“Remember how it felt to have your hand on me, because next time, it will be my fingers buried deep inside you, making you come all over my hand, Issy.”

A shiver runs through me at his words, but I force myself to walk away from him, collect my belongings and move past the gawking students who part like the Red Sea as I approach. Their eyes follow me, some curious, some envious, some outright hostile.

My knees tremble as I make my way to my next class, unable to get the image he planted out of my head.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CJ


I watch Isolde storm away, her shoulders stiff with righteous indignation, her body still trembling. The lingering warmth of her hand on my cock makes me want to grab her, drag her back, and finish what we started. But that would be too easy. Too simple. Isolde Morvoren deserves a more complex seduction.

The audience at the door disperses when I turn my gaze on them, a silent command that sends them scurrying. All except one. A first-year female vampire with more courage than sense lingers, her eyes hungry as they rake over me. Three days ago, I would’ve gone there. Now… now, not a single chance in hell.

“You’re still here,” I observe coldly.

She steps forward, emboldened by my acknowledgement. “I could help you finish what she started,” she offers, licking her lips.

I move so fast she doesn’t see me coming. One moment I’m across the room, the next I’m towering over her, boxing her against the wall.

“Let me be perfectly clear. Don’t try that again,” I whisper, watching fear replace desire in her eyes. “There is only one woman who interests me. You are not her.”

I step back and she lowers her gaze, cowed by a creature who could crush her to dust.

Message delivered, I straighten my cuffs and stride from the arena, my mind already plotting my next move with Isolde.

I pause in the hallway, inhaling deeply, catching Isolde’s scent lingering in the air like a trail of breadcrumbs. Sweet and spicy, with notes of arousal still clinging to it despite her anger. I follow it to ensure she makes it to her next class without incident.

The hallways of SilverGate pulse with activity. Students give me a wide berth, eyes lowered, conversations faltering as I pass. News travels fast here. The incident with Benz will already be spreading through the academy like wildfire, reinforcing the message I’ve been hammering home since Isolde arrived: She is mine. Untouchable. Protected.

Isolde’s hand wrapped around my dick won’t be far behind either. If anyone still wasn’t convinced, they will be after the end of tonight.

I track her scent to the Arcane Theory lecture hall, lingering outside just long enough to confirm she’s safely inside before continuing to my class. Dimensional Shift Theory with Professor Tate.

As I enter the classroom, I spot Cassiel sitting near the back. His expression is one of intense curiosity as he absorbs everything around him.

His eyes meet mine, and there’s no fear there, just that same infuriating intellectual interest. It is as if I’m a specimen to be studied rather than a predator to be feared. The fallen angel fascinates me despite my irritation. Most creatures cower or posture when faced with my power, but Cassiel simply observes, cataloguing each interaction with those unnervingly perceptive eyes.

I take a seat at the opposite end of the room. Professor Tate, a gaunt creature with skin like parchment and eyes that have seen too many dimensions, sweeps in moments later.

“Today,” he announces, his voice echoing strangely as if coming from multiple places at once, “we discuss the theory of parallel existences and their points of convergence.”

My attention sharpens. This is directly relevant to my situation. I lean forward, genuinely interested for once.

“Parallel dimensions exist alongside our own,” Tate continues, conjuring a complex three-dimensional model that hovers in the air before him. “Each subtly different, some dramatically so. The walls between them are not impermeable, but crossing requires immense power or very specific circumstances.”

Like being the son of an original vampire and a dragon Queen from another realm. I suppress a smirk.

“Sir,” a student near the front raises her hand, “do creatures from parallel dimensions possess abilities that don’t function the same way here?”

Tate’s ancient eyes glitter. “Indeed. Power signatures often undergo fascinating transformations when crossing dimensional boundaries,” Tate explains, his fingers manipulating the floating model. “The fundamental nature of the being remains, but how their abilities manifest can change dramatically.”

This is accurate information. My dragon traits are less predictable here, more volatile when they surface. The vampire side dominates, as always, but when the dragon stirs beneath my skin, the power surge is almost uncontrollable.

“Some abilities amplify,” Tate continues, “while others diminish or transform entirely. Think of it as translating a language. The meaning remains, but nuance shifts.”

My gaze shifts to Cassiel, wondering what celestial powers might manifest in a fallen angel who’s crossed from heaven to this dark realm. His wings are already transformed, scorched black from his fall. What else might change? Of all the places for him to land, this was probably one of the worst. Where I come from, we live amongst humans, our true identities hidden in a modern world with all the trappings of a luxurious life. Here, it is a completely supernatural realm that breeds chaos and magic.

“Identifying dimensional travellers can be challenging,” Tate says, his eyes sweeping the room and lingering on me for a fraction too long. “They often appear identical to native inhabitants, though certain irregularities may manifest.”

I maintain a neutral expression despite the professor’s scrutiny. My father warned me about drawing attention to my origins. Knowledge is power at SilverGate, and my true nature is a secret worth killing for.

Cassiel raises his hand, and Tate acknowledges him with a nod.

“What about intentional crossings?” the fallen angel asks. “Are there methods to deliberately travel between dimensions?”

Tate’s papery lips curve into what might be a smile. “Ambitious question, Mr Cassiel. There are indeed methods, though most require sacrifices few are willing to make. Blood rituals, soul anchors, cosmic alignments, sacrifices.” He pauses. “The academy library’s restricted section contains several theoretical texts on the subject.”

I watch Cassiel absorb this not-so-accurate information with that same insatiable curiosity. I have a natural ability, like my mother, to travel between realms. My father needs a very powerful dragon artefact called a timestone. No sacrifices were made in the making of the timestone.

That I’m aware of.

“There is also the matter of dimensional resonance,” Tate continues. “Beings from the same dimension naturally gravitate toward one another in foreign realms. Like calls to like, even across universal boundaries.”

That explains why I have found only one creature in this entire academy that I tolerate being around. Not that I think Isaac is from my dimension, but it makes sense we became friends as we are alike in many ways.

Tate’s lecture continues, delving into dimensional mathematics and energy transfer protocols that would make most students’ eyes glaze over. But I absorb every word, comparing his academic theories to my lived experience. Some are remarkably accurate; others are so wildly off-base they’re almost amusing.

Throughout the class, I feel Cassiel’s gaze occasionally flicking to me. Studying. Analysing. His celestial perception might be picking up on things others miss. I need to be more careful around him.

When class ends, Cassiel approaches Professor Tate with more questions. His thirst for knowledge is relentless. I wonder if that’s what got him cast out of heaven. Asking too many questions, pushing boundaries better left untouched.

As I turn to leave, I catch his eye. He excuses himself from Tate and approaches me with that same infuriating lack of fear.

“Interesting class,” he says, as if we’re casual acquaintances rather than creatures who nearly came to blows hours ago.

“Fascinating,” I reply dryly.

His lips quirk. “Just trying to understand this new reality I’ve fallen into. I heard you cheated on me with another being.”

“Excuse me?” I snap.

He gives me that infuriating smirk. “Benz, someone or another. Heard you threw him to the ground and stamped on his throat. I thought I was your only nemesis.”

I smile. I do love the embellishments. I make no attempt to put him straight. “Benz had it coming. So did you. I like to spread the violence around.”

Cassiel’s eyes gleam with that unnerving curiosity. “I’ve been observing the dynamics here. Your interest in Isolde seems to drive most of your actions.”

“My interest in Isolde is none of your business,” I say, my voice dropping to a dangerous pitch.

“On the contrary,” he replies, “everything in this realm is my concern now. I’m a student of existence, and you are providing quite the education.”

We stand in tense silence, other students giving us a wide berth in the hallway. The air between us crackles with unspoken challenge.

“You know,” Cassiel continues, his head tilting slightly, “in heaven, we observed human and supernatural connections from afar. Clinical, detached. But experiencing it firsthand—the possessiveness, the hunger—it’s enthralling.”

“I’m not your fucking science experiment,” I growl.

“Perhaps not intentionally.” His smile is infuriatingly serene.

“Perhaps not,” I concede, “but I am your worst nightmare if you continue this line of inquiry.”

Cassiel’s eyes flash with something that might be amusement. “Nightmares are new to me as well. I find I’m rather looking forward to experiencing one.”

The fallen angel’s lack of self-preservation is almost admirable.

“Word of advice,” I say, keeping my voice level. “Don’t mistake my restraint for weakness. The next time we clash, Blackridge won’t arrive in time to save you.”

“Is that what happened?” Cassiel asks, genuine curiosity in his tone. “I rather thought we were just getting started.”

I lean in closer and then freeze.

Isolde.

I can smell her all over him.

A low growl rumbles out of my throat. “You’ve been near her.”

Cassiel doesn’t flinch at my growl, his expression contemplative rather than fearful.

“You can smell her on me, can’t you?” he asks, studying my reaction with that same academic interest. “Your olfactory senses must be exceptionally acute.”

My vision narrows, the edges darkening as rage builds within me. “What did you do?” The question comes out as a hiss between clenched teeth.

“We had an exchange,” Cassiel says, infuriatingly vague. “She is quite remarkable.”

“An exchange of what?” I ask, deadly quiet.

Cassiel smiles and places his hand on my chest, pushing me backwards. It takes a bit of effort on his part, but he manages to create some distance between us. “You’d have to ask her.”

I look down at his hand and growl louder. The audacity of this fucking angel is pissing me off.

I grip his wrist and twist it, using the momentum to spin him around and shove him into the wall. “Do not test me,” I snarl.

Cassiel lets out a laugh that sounds almost joyful. He rears back and slams his head into my nose, busting it and spraying blood everywhere for about a second before it heals.

“You fucker.” I clench my fist and slam it into his face, returning the favour.

He grunts, but it doesn’t slow him down. He has got power. A lot of it. It’s not surprising, though. An angel falling from heaven into this realm… it was bound to happen. Cassiel’s wings pop out, and he launches himself at me, appearing to quite enjoy his first fight.

Well, two can play that game.

We crash through the corridor, sending students scattering. His wings give him unexpected leverage as we slam into the opposite wall, cracking the ancient stone. I feel my dragon traits stirring beneath my skin, amber heat flooding my veins as my control slips.

Cassiel smiles as I drive my fist into his ribs. “The violence is so visceral, so liberating.”

“Fucking shut up,” I growl, ducking as his wing sweeps toward my head like a blade.

His fighting style is untrained but powerful. He’s got raw celestial energy without finesse. Each blow lands with concussive force that would shatter a normal vampire’s bones. But I’m not normal.

Not even close.

I slam my palm into his chest, sending him crashing through a classroom door, splintering it to kindling. The students inside scream and rush to clear the area as he rolls to his feet. The rush of combat sings in my blood, a primal satisfaction at finally getting my hands on this infuriating creature.

“Stay away from her,” I snarl, driving my knee into his stomach.

He doubles over but recovers faster than I anticipated, launching upward to catch me under the chin. “Your possessiveness is remarkable,” he observes, as if we’re having a casual conversation rather than trying to tear each other apart. “Is it innate or learned behaviour?”

“Do you ever stop analysing?” I slam him against a pillar, cracking the stone.

“Not really,” he admits, twisting free with surprising agility and landing a solid punch to my jaw that sends a jolt down my spine. “This power... it’s so different from celestial grace. Raw, untamed.”

The air around me shimmers, and the stone beneath my feet groans. “You have no idea what you’re messing with,” I grit out, my voice deepening, taking on a guttural edge.

“Perhaps not,” Cassiel concedes, his eyes bright with exhilaration as he dodges another blow. “But I’m eager to learn.”

He’s fast, surprisingly strong, and utterly unconcerned with self-preservation. It’s like fighting a force of nature, one that’s just discovered it can make hurricanes.

I grab his wing, the scorched feathers surprisingly resilient, and use it to haul him off balance, slamming him into the floor. Students are screaming, some cheering, the raw energy of the fight feeding into the chaotic atmosphere of SilverGate.

“She gave you her blood, didn’t she?” I snarl, pinning him, my knee on his chest. The thought of Isolde willingly offering her fangs to this fallen creature, ignites a fresh wave of possessive fury.

Cassiel meets my gaze, a slow, bloodied smile spreading across his face. “Now, why would I tell you that?”

I flash my fangs at him but before I can clamp down and drain this fucker dry, the bell tolls and we both freeze.

Admittedly, that took longer than I expected. I give him a sinister smile. “Saved by the bell.”

I shove him back from me and wait, wiping the blood from the corner of my mouth that his last punch caused.

Blackridge appears like an apparition in the next second, his fury practically his entire being. “Mr Aquila, Mr Cassiel, to my office. Now.”

He spins, his long black coat sweeping majestically behind him. He has the air of my father, and it is a familiar kind of menace. It makes me wonder again what kind of creature he is under that pale skin. Definitely not a vampire, but definitely something more.

“After you, asshole,” I grit out at Cassiel.

He gives me a death stare, which is quite amusing coming from one who, not so long ago, was plucking on a harp.

But he turns his back on me, a move I wasn’t sure he would execute, and storms off after Blackridge, leaving me to follow sedately, contemplating what to tell my dad if it comes to it. Or worse… what to tell my mom.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CASSIEL


Blackridge’s office is a study in oppressive grandeur with dark wood, shadowed corners, and books that whisper ancient, forgotten secrets. He sits behind a massive desk carved from some black, petrified wood, his fingers steepled, his dark eyes fixed on us with an unnerving intensity.

CJ throws himself into a chair with a careless arrogance that I find both infuriating and insightful. He’s already composed, the fury of our fight banked, though I can still feel the residual heat of his power. I, on the other hand, am still buzzing with adrenaline, my newly acquired senses alight with the echoes of the fight. Pain, power, and the metallic tang of blood are sensations I’m still learning to categorise.

“Explain,” Blackridge says, his voice deceptively calm, yet carrying an undertone that could curdle blood.

CJ smirks. “He refuses to stay away from my girl, Sir.”

Blackridge looks like he is about to laugh but suppresses it quicker than a blink.

“This academy is not a playground for settling petty disputes, Mr Aquila.” Blackridge’s gaze shifts to me. “And you, Mr Cassiel. So eager to engage in base violence. Has your fall stripped away all semblance of celestial decorum?”

“Celestial decorum was rather stifling,” I reply, meeting his gaze without flinching and taking the second chair as casually as possible. “I find the directness of this realm refreshing.”

Blackridge’s eyes narrow, scrutinising me very carefully. He’s trying to unravel me, to understand what kind of creature has fallen into his domain.

“Your refreshing directness resulted in significant property damage and the disruption of several classes,” Blackridge states, his voice like the grinding of ancient stones. “SilverGate has rules, Mr Cassiel. Even for fallen angels.”

“And what are the consequences for breaking these rules?” I ask, genuinely curious. Punishment, like pain, is another new experience I’m eager to learn about.

CJ snorts beside me, a low sound of amusement.

Blackridge’s lips thin. “Consequences can be tailored to the individual.” He looks from me to CJ. “You two will learn to coexist. Or you will learn the limits of my patience. And by that, I mean if I see you two going at it again, you will be assigned as roommates in a new double room just for the two of you. Am I understood?”

The ancient power that comes off him is not to be taken lightly, and neither is his threat. This creature is more than just a Headmaster. He’s a force.

“Crystal,” CJ says, his earlier arrogance replaced by a grudging respect that tells me even he recognises the danger Blackridge represents.

I simply nod. Words seem insufficient.

“Good.” Blackridge waves a dismissive hand. “Now get out of my sight before I decide to be a little less lenient and a bit more forceful.”

As we leave the oppressive silence of his office, I can’t help but feel a strange sense of anticipation. SilverGate, with its monsters and its mysteries, is proving to be a far more compelling classroom than heaven ever was. And CJ Aquila, with his possessive fury and hidden depths, is perhaps the most interesting lesson of all.

“Why do you think he let us off so lightly?” I ask as we head back the way we came.

“Why are you talking to me? Do you want me to have another go at removing your head?”

I blink at him. “That’s an interesting threat.”

“Pretty much normal when you grow up in my house,” he says with a slow smile. “My dad does love a good beheading.”

CJ’s casual mention of familial beheadings sends a flicker of genuine surprise through me, quickly followed by a surge of analytical interest. “So, the proclivity for violence is a family trait, then? Nurture as well as nature.”

He shoots me a dark look. “Just fuck off and stay away from Isolde and you won’t have to find out firsthand.”

“Ah, yes, Isolde.” I can’t help the slight smile that touches my lips. “The catalyst for so much vigorous interaction. It seems your entire social framework revolves around her proximity.”

CJ stops, turning to face me fully, his eyes narrowed. “She’s not a framework. She’s mine.”

“A possession,” I clarify, my head tilted. “Is this a common sentiment among vampires? Or specific to your lineage?”

His jaw clenches. “You ask too many questions, angel.”

“It’s how I learn.”

CJ lets out a harsh breath, almost a laugh. “You’re going to get yourself killed, analysing everything to death.”

“Perhaps,” I concede. “But what a wonderfully instructive death it would be.”

CJ looms closer, clenching his fist in my face, but he doesn’t strike. The threat of cohabiting is a very real one. “If you see me coming, find another way to go or I might be forced to make a set of pillows out of your pretty wings, dickhead.”

I step back, eyes narrowed. “That’s too personal, areshole.” I try the insult and find I quite like how it rolls off my tongue.

CJ smiles, that icy curve of his lips. “Nothing is off the table when it comes to Isolde. Got it?” He stalks off, leaving me with the memory of Isolde’s fangs piercing my neck, and I let out a soft groan. The effect it had on my cock was something I’m eager to experience again. I know about mating, but, of course, have never had the privilege of encountering it first-hand.

The concept, so abstract from on high, now takes on a potent, almost tangible quality. CJ’s unadulterated possessiveness over Isolde is not merely territorial; it’s a primal staking of a claim that resonates with something deep and ancient. And Isolde… the memory of her fangs, the electric current of her touch, the unexpected surge of heat in my body as she fed. It wasn’t just sustenance she took; it was an awakening. A glimpse into a world of sensation I am woefully, delightfully unprepared for.

Mating is clearly more than a biological imperative. It’s a collision of power, desire, and a darkness that seems to amplify everything. CJ’s fury is a destructive force, yet Isolde draws him like a moth to an all-consuming flame, and she, in turn, flickers between fear and longing.

I always knew enlightenment wasn’t found in sterile celestial contemplation, but in the messy, exhilarating chaos of these connections. Isolde Morvoren holds a key to understanding these very un-celestial, very monstrous, and utterly captivating experiences. I’m increasingly drawn to the lesson she represents. The price of such knowledge, however, seems to involve navigating the incandescent rage of one Constantine Aquila Junior. A rather steep, yet undeniably intriguing, tuition fee, but one I’m willing to pay in order to be closer to her.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
WILLIAM


Watching Isolde return to her room, my room, is a study in contradictions. She slams the door, drops her bag, and immediately paces like a caged animal. Her face is flushed, her eyes bright with fury and something more primal. Something that makes my ghostly form tingle with a long-forgotten sensation.

“Arrogant, possessive bastard,” she mutters, yanking off her shoes and hurling them across the room. I duck as one flies towards my head, and I smile, amused by her fire.

She stops suddenly, hands on her hips, and glances at the spot where she last saw me. “William?” she calls out tentatively. “Are you here?”

I wish I could answer her. After a century of isolation, having someone acknowledge my existence, even briefly, is intoxicating. I drift closer, concentrating all my energy to make the slightest disturbance in the physical world. The pages of an open book on her desk flutter, and she whirls toward it.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” she says, her earlier anger softening into something more thoughtful. “I haven’t had time to read your journal yet. Tonight has been eventful.”

That’s an understatement. In just two days, I’ve watched her become the focal point of more drama than I’ve witnessed in decades. The possessive vampire, the fallen angel, the threats in the mist. My little squirrel has certainly stirred up SilverGate’s stagnant waters.

I drift closer to her, drawn to her in ways that I don’t understand. Reaching out, I place my hand near her cheek and mimic cupping her face. It’s a gesture that makes me long for physical touch in a forceful way that I haven’t felt since I woke up dead.

She blinks, her breath coming out in a puff in the cold air. “William,” she murmurs.

“I’m here.”

“I can feel you.” She holds her hand up, an act of covering mine if it were corporeal.

“Isolde.”

“William.”

“Can you hear me?” I wait for her reply on tenterhooks.

“Yes,” she murmurs. “Like a faint whisper. It must be my vampire hearing amplifying you.”

“Or you are my fate.”

“Fate,” she says, closing her eyes with a soft smile. “Maybe.”

We stay like that for a few moments before she opens her eyes and then gasps. “I can see you.”

My hand drops. “You can?”

“Yes,” she breathes, her blue eyes wide. “You’re faint, like a watercolour painting that has been rained on, but I can see you.”

My spectral form flickers with surprise. A hundred years of trying to be seen, and suddenly this vampire can without even a spell. “That’s...” I murmur but trail off as I have no words.

“Maybe it’s the fallen angel’s blood,” she murmurs, reaching out toward me. Her fingers pass through my chest, but I feel a whisper of connection, like static electricity through fog. “I drank from him earlier when I collected his blood for the spell.” She frowns and steps back before crossing over to the book lying open on her desk. The one she took the spell from.

“The forsaken blood,” she muses, “must be the major part of the spell. The rest is just buffer.”

“Clever squirrel,” I murmur, watching her with fascination.

“You’re looking at me like I’ve grown a second head,” she says, tilting her chin up with a hint of defiance. “Is it so strange that I might be clever?”

“Not strange,” I reply, drifting closer. “Refreshing. Most who’ve occupied this room over the decades barely noticed the draft, let alone worked out how to see me.”

She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, studying me with those piercing blue eyes. “So we’re communicating. Actually communicating.”

“It appears so.” I can’t keep the wonder from my voice. A century of silence broken by this remarkable creature who crashed into my existence like a comet. “Though I don’t know how long it will last. The blood may wear off.”

Isolde nods thoughtfully. “Cassiel will allow me to drink from him again. He enjoyed it.” She smirks softly and gets a faraway look in her eyes.

“So why are you here, Isolde?”

The question seems to catch her off guard, and her face closes off. “I don’t know. My parents sent me here unexpectedly. My brother was already a student here.”

“And you weren’t because?” Something seems off about this.

“I was…” She hesitates, picking at her sleeve. “Sheltered. Kept in a fortress. Never allowed outside.”

“For twenty years, give or take?” I drift closer, intrigued by this revelation. “That’s quite the overprotective parenting style.”

She gives a bitter laugh. “Tell me about it. I’ve never been around creatures in person until yesterday. Never been to a real school, never had friends besides my brother, never been on a date, never...” She trails off, her cheeks flushing.

“Never kissed anyone?”

Her blush deepens. “Never anything. Now I’m here, and everyone’s acting insane. It’s a lot.”

“SilverGate does have that effect,” I murmur. “It concentrates extremes. Makes everything more intense.”

Isolde sinks onto the edge of her bed, looking suddenly exhausted. “There was a red moon. The night they sent me away. My father said, ‘The Crimson Moon changes everything. They can find you now.’”

“A Crimson Moon? That’s unusual. We didn’t have that here.”

“No, exactly. It was only about our castle, I think. It was showing whoever came for me where I was.”

“Why you?”

“Why me, what?”

“Why are you being hunted?”

She purses her lips and stares at me. “I can’t say.”

“Who am I going to tell?” I ask with a wry smile.

She giggles but then looks sad. “I’m sorry. It’s not funny, but you’re right. You are the perfect secret-keeper.”

“I like to think I’m a man of many talents,” I say, spinning in a slow circle that makes my ghostly form shimmer. “Secret-keeping being the least interesting.”

Isolde smiles, and something in me warms at the sight. It’s been decades since I’ve made anyone smile.

“It’s just...” She hesitates, tucking her knees up to her chest, looking suddenly vulnerable. “I don’t know why I’m special. That’s the thing. I’ve been locked away, told I’m different, but never why. Just that I needed protection. I’m a… my brother is my twin.”

I drift closer as her words sink in. Even a hundred years ago, this was of significance. “You are a pureblood, female twin vampire,” I murmur.

She nods.

“They are exceedingly rare. I read about them in my studies here. Some ancient texts referred to them as ‘Vessels of Power.’”

Her head snaps up. “Vessels of Power? What does that mean?”

“I’m not entirely sure. The texts were fragmented, deliberately obscured in places. Redacted, if you will.”

“Which texts?” she demands, standing up.

“It’s been a while. I don’t remember,” I say, watching her face carefully. “But it’s in the restricted section of the library, heavily warded. No one could access it easily.”

“Except you, obviously. I need to see it. If there’s information about what I am, why I was hidden away⁠—”

“It’s not that simple,” I interrupt. “The restricted section requires special permission from Blackridge himself, or... alternative methods of entry.”

“Alternative methods?” Her eyes spark with interest.

“Let’s just say I had my ways, back when I was corporeal.” I drift closer to her. “SilverGate has many secrets, Isolde. Secret passages, hidden rooms. The founders built this place as much to conceal knowledge as to impart it.”

“Can you show me? Guide me through?”

I shake my head. “I can’t leave this room.”

She freezes. “Oh, William.”

“Don’t ‘oh, William’ me. I don’t need or want your pity,” I say bitterly. “It is what it is.”

“It wasn’t pity. I was⁠—”

“Doesn’t matter. You can’t get to the texts.” With that said, I float backwards into the wall so she can’t see me anymore.

“William, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Before I can answer, there is a loud knock on the door. Isolde hisses in frustration, but crosses over to open the door.

“What do you want?” she snaps.

Then she steps back with a gasp as the vampire who has staked his claim on her, wraps his hand around her neck and shoves her back into the room, kicking the door closed behind him.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
ISOLDE


The moment CJ’s hand touches my neck, I should be terrified. Instead, a treacherous heat floods through me. His eyes are furious, dark with something beyond anger, something primal and possessive that makes my knees weak and my pussy go damp.

His nostrils flare when he catches the scent, and a low growl rumbles from his chest.

“You drank from him,” he growls, backing me further into the room. “The fallen angel.”

My back hits the wall, and CJ crowds me, his body radiating a strange heat that sears through my clothes. His scent envelops me, and my mouth floods with saliva.

“So what if I did?” I challenge, finding my voice despite the fear coursing through me. For some reason, I’m getting off on it. I discover that I get off on making him jealous. Why? It’s probably the stupidest thing I have ever done. “You don’t own me.”

His laugh is low, dangerous. “Don’t I?” His grip on my throat tightens fractionally, not enough to hurt me, but enough to remind me of his strength. “Tell me why, Isolde. Tell me why you bit him.”

The ‘and not me’ hangs unspoken in the air. His thumb traces the pulse point at my neck, a gentle caress that contradicts the fierce possessiveness of his grip.

“Why?” he demands again.

“I needed his blood for a spell,” I admit, seeing no point in lying. “Blood of the forsaken. He had conditions.”

CJ’s eyes darken further, his jaw clenching so hard I can hear his teeth grinding. “Conditions,” he repeats, the word dripping with venom. “And you agreed to them.”

His possessive fury should make me cower, but it has the opposite effect. Some reckless part of me wants to push him further, to see just how far his control can stretch before it snaps entirely.

“It was just a bite,” I whisper. “I needed his blood for a reveal spell. Something was writing threats on my window.”

His expression shifts slightly, concern flickering beneath the rage. “Threats? What kind of threats?”

“’Will die’ written in the condensation.” I leave out the part about discovering it was just William trying to communicate.

“And you didn’t think to come to me?” His voice drops lower, more dangerous. “You went to him instead?”

“I didn’t go to him,” I protest. “We ran into each other, and he offered when he realised what I needed.”

“How convenient.” CJ’s hand slides from my throat to cup my face, his thumb brushing roughly across my lower lip. “And did you enjoy it, Issy? Taking his blood? Sinking your fangs into his neck?”

His face is so close now that I can feel his breath against my lips.

“It was just feeding,” I murmur, though we both know it was more than that. “He is a curious creature. He wanted to know what it feels like to be fed from.”

“He wanted to know what it felt like to have your fangs slicing into his flesh?” he says. “I want to know that too, Isolde.”

“Then ask me,” I practically pant at the look in his eyes. It’s changed from fury to longing. “You know you want to.”

I smile softly when I throw his words back at him.

His eyes flash dangerously. “I don’t ask,” he whispers, his lips brushing against mine as he speaks. “I take.”

Suddenly, his mouth claims mine with bruising intensity, swallowing my gasp. His kiss is nothing like I imagined, and I have imagined it countless times. It’s violent, possessive, demanding. His tongue invades my mouth, staking territory. I should push him away, should fight against this blatant claim, but my body betrays me. My hands fist in his shirt, pulling him closer rather than pushing him away.

He tastes like darkness and desire, like everything I’ve been denied for my entire sheltered life. His hands grip my waist, lifting me against the wall so our bodies align perfectly, his cock pressing against me in a way that makes me whimper into his mouth.

“You’re mine, Isolde,” he growls against my lips. “Say it.”

“No,” I gasp, even as my body arches into his.

His laugh is dark, amused. “Your mouth says no, but your body...” He cups my pussy and squeezes roughly, making me moan. “Your body knows the truth.”

I turn my head, breaking the kiss, panting. “This doesn’t mean anything.”

“Oh, but it does.” His mouth trails down my neck, his fangs scraping against my pulse point. “I can smell your desire, hear your heart racing. You want this as much as I do.”

“Wanting isn’t the same as belonging,” I whisper, as his hands find their way under my shirt, skimming over my ribs to cup my breast through my bra.

“We’ll see about that,” he murmurs, his thumb brushing over my nipple, making it harden instantly. “I’ll make you admit it, Issy. I’ll make you beg for it.”

His confidence infuriates me, but it also sends a rush of heat straight to my core. I’ve never been touched like this, never felt this consuming need that threatens to override all rational thought.

“You’re so responsive,” he whispers, his voice thick with desire. “So perfect for me.”

His mouth crashes to mine again, gentler this time but no less possessive. I melt into him, allowing myself this moment of weakness, of surrender. His tongue tangles with mine, and I taste his hunger, his need. It mirrors mine, amplifies it until I’m dizzy with want.

When he pulls back, his eyes are almost entirely black, only the faintest ring of amber visible around his pupils. “Bite me, Isolde,” he commands, tilting his head to expose the strong column of his neck. “Let me feel what it’s like to be bitten by you.”

The offer stuns me. My fangs descend automatically at the sight of his exposed throat, my hunger rising to match my desire.

I’ve never been so aroused in my entire life, which, admittedly, doesn’t say much, but fuck. I want to pounce on him. I want to ravage him like a feral beast. I want to be a monster with him and see how far he will let me before he stops me.

I lean forward, hesitating just a breath away from his skin. The moment feels monumental, charged with significance beyond the physical act. This isn’t just feeding, it’s acceptance of something deeper, something binding.

My fangs pierce his skin, and the world explodes into sensation. His blood floods my mouth, rich and intoxicating, nothing like the dispensers or even Cassiel’s celestial essence. CJ’s blood tastes like power incarnate. Dark, complex, with undertones of something ancient and wild.

He groans, his body pressing harder against mine. I wrap my legs around him and he hikes me higher. His fingers tangle in my hair, holding me to him as I drink. Each pull of my mouth draws another sound from his throat, a mixture of pleasure and surrender that makes my head spin.

He presses me to the wall and flicks open the button on my pants. I let out a soft mewl when he slips his hand inside and past the barrier of my knickers.

“Fuck,” he hisses, sliding his fingers over my clit. “I knew it would be like this.”

I should stop. I know I should. But his blood is addictive, singing through my veins like liquid fire. I tremble as he brings me to an orgasm faster than either of us expected. My clit thumps under his fingers, my blood rushing through my body as I drink, deeper, faster.

I can’t stop. I don’t want to stop. I claw at him, practically crawling up his body to get a better grip on him. He breathes heavily as we stumble backwards, my fangs still latched into his skin.

“Issy,” he groans. “Fuck.”

He slips a finger inside me and then freezes before he removes it and breathes in deeply. “Stop.”

I don’t pay any attention to him. I keep drinking.

“Isolde, if you don’t stop, I won’t be able to stop the inevitable, and I doubt you want your virginity ripped away without proper preparation.”

Those words pierce through my bloodlust haze. I wrench my mouth away from his neck, my fangs retracting as I stare at him wide-eyed, his blood still on my lips.

CJ’s face is a storm of emotions. Desire, hunger, and something that looks almost like reverence. He brushes his thumb across my bottom lip, collecting his blood before bringing it to his mouth. The gesture is so intimate, it makes me shiver.

His eyes search mine, dark and serious. “I won’t take that from you against a wall in a feeding frenzy, Isolde.”

I’m trembling, still wrapped around him, his hand still intimately pressed against me. The puncture wounds on his neck have already healed, but the evidence of my feeding stains the collar of his once pristine white shirt.

“Why not?” I challenge, my voice breathy. “Isn’t that what monsters do? What you do? Take what you want?”

His lips curve into a dangerous smile. “Oh, I’ll take it, Issy.” He presses his forehead against mine. “But when I do, it will be deliberate. Calculated. I want you trembling, begging, knowing exactly what you’re giving me.”

My heartbeat thunders in my ears as his words sink in. “You’re so sure I’ll beg,” I whisper, unable to keep the tremor from my voice.

“I am.” He sets me down gently, his hands lingering on my waist as if reluctant to break contact.

I step back, needing distance to clear my head. His blood hums through my system, a potent reminder of what just happened between us.

“This doesn’t mean I’m yours,” I say.

CJ watches the gesture with hooded eyes. His hand darts out to grasp my wrist. He brings it to his mouth, his eyes never leaving mine as his fangs drop straight into my flesh.

I gasp in shock at the bold act.

The sharp, erotic pain shoots up my arm as CJ’s fangs sink deep into my wrist. My blood flows into his mouth, and I watch, mesmerised, as his throat works with each swallow. It’s the first time I’ve ever been bitten, and every single part of me is glad that it is CJ.

“What are you doing?” I whisper, not pulling away despite the voice in my head screaming that I should.

He smiles against my skin and snaps his fangs back before he has removed them from my wrist, causing me to hiss in pain. “Tell me again that you’re not mine.”

“I’m not.” I cradle my wrist to my chest when he releases me, but I’m not so sure now. I’ve given him carte blanche over my body, to touch me, to feed from me, to take my soul and darken it with his own. I’m not sure not being his is even an option now.

He gives me space and glances around the room, his gaze lingering on certain spots as if sensing something. “So, what did your reveal spell show you? What was writing threats on your window?”

The abrupt change of subject throws me off balance. That is a talent he learned from somewhere. “A ghost. His name is William. He died here a hundred years ago, pushed from the Bell Tower.”

CJ’s eyebrows lift fractionally. “And you trust this ghost?”

“More than I trust you,” I retort, though we both know it’s a lie.

He smirks, moving toward the full-length mirror and peering into it. He moves the angle slightly before adjusting his hair and then his cuffs. He is absolutely the sexiest creature alive, and he has me. He has all of me. I’m just not sure I want him to know it yet.

“Is this ghost here now?” he asks with a wicked smile, catching my gaze in the mirror.

I shake my head, but I know William is still hovering in the walls. I can sense him. Cold and watchful. I feel a prickle of unease at the thought of him witnessing what just happened between CJ and me.

“Hmm,” CJ murmurs, turning from the mirror to face me. “And what else did this William tell you?”

I hesitate, unsure how much to reveal. The journal hidden in my bookbag feels like a weight, a secret I’m not ready to share. “Not much. He was a student here. He’s been haunting this room for a century.”

“And someone murdered him?”

“Apparently.”

“Intriguing little mystery you have. What does he want?”

“He wants to know who killed him.”

“A hundred years ago?”

I nod.

“And he expects you to help him with this?”

“He has no one else.”

“Does he know you belong to me?”

“I don’t belong to you,” I say automatically, but this time, there is a definite lack of conviction that even I can hear.

“Part of me wishes I had claimed your virginity earlier. Then he would be under no misconceptions that you are mine.”

“I don’t think William is interested in me that way,” I mutter, though the cold presence in the room has intensified at CJ’s words.

CJ laughs, the sound low and knowing. “Ghost men are still men, Isolde. Dead or not, they want what they can’t have.”

I feel a sudden chill brush past me, and CJ’s eyes narrow, tracking the movement. His senses are sharper than I realised.

“Interesting,” he murmurs. “Your ghost friend doesn’t like me much.”

“Can you blame him?” I challenge, crossing my arms. “You barge in here, manhandle me, and then claim ownership like I’m a piece of furniture.”

CJ moves toward me with that fluid, predatory grace that makes my breath catch. “Is that what you think this is?” His voice drops to a dangerous whisper. “Some territorial pissing contest?”

“Isn’t it?” I hold my ground despite the urge to step back.

He stops inches from me, close enough that I can feel his heat. “This isn’t about territory, Issy. It’s about inevitability.”

“There’s nothing inevitable about us,” I protest, but my voice lacks conviction.

“No?” His fingers trace my jawline, feather-light. “Then why does your body respond to mine like it was made for me? Why does your blood sing in my veins like it belongs there? How do I know that my cock will fit inside you perfectly? Why does feeding from you feel like it’s something that I’ve been missing my whole life, and didn’t even know it?”

“Don’t,” I whisper, shaking my head.

“Why?”

“My life is complicated.”

“So is mine.”

I scoff. “I doubt it. Look at you. You have a charmed life. You have everything and anything you want.”

“Not everything,” he growls.

Tension simmers between us, and for a moment, I want to forget about everything and kiss him again. But I can’t. “I have class.”

“So do I.”

“This isn’t your first day.”

He searches my eyes. “Fine. Go to class. We’ll continue this later.” His fingers brush my cheek once more before he steps back, creating space between us that feels both necessary and painful.

I exhale slowly. “Later,” I agree, though I’m not sure what I’m agreeing to. The promise hangs in the air, electric and inevitable.

CJ moves toward the door, his movements languid and confident, as if he has all the time in the world. At the threshold, he pauses, glancing back over his shoulder.

“One more thing, Isolde.” His eyes darken. “Don’t let the ghost see you naked. Some things should be for my eyes only.”

The door closes behind him with a soft click, and I collapse onto my bed, my legs finally giving out. My hand trembles as I touch my lips, still swollen from his kiss.

“Are you there?” I ask immediately, but there is no reply.

Sighing, I pick up my stuff and head out to class, hoping this will be uneventful, but I doubt it at this point.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CASSIEL


I lean against the wall outside Isolde’s Blood Magic class, watching other students file in. The corridor is thick with magical signatures, some bright like solar flares, others dark and muted like shadows at midnight. Every creature has a distinct energy, but none captivate my fallen senses quite like hers.

The feel of her at my neck still lingers, an echo of pleasure that makes me respond in ways that continue to enchant me. Heaven’s lessons never prepared me for the sheer intensity of physical sensation. The way her fangs broke my skin, the pull as she drank, the heat that spiralled through my body... these are experiences no celestial observation could possibly capture.

I straighten as she rounds the corner, her face flushed, her hair slightly dishevelled. Something’s changed. Her energy has shifted, become more complex, intertwined with another’s. CJ’s. The realisation sends a jolt of academic interest in this new development.

I step back around the corner so she doesn’t see me. I’m more interested in observation rather than interaction. I’m due in my own class shortly, but I needed to see her. It’s an impatience I have to lay eyes on her. It’s new and thought-provoking.

As the last students file in, I slip away toward my own class, mulling over these new observations. The dynamics between supernatural beings are far more complex than the clinical assessments we made from above.

Professor Lachlan’s Celestial Theory class awaits me, ironically. I find it amusing that I’m expected to study what I once was. The professor, a gaunt creature with eyes that have clearly seen beyond this realm, pauses mid-sentence when I enter.

“Mr Cassiel,” he intones, his voice like stones grinding together. “How convenient that our fallen specimen arrives just as we discuss the hierarchies of the heavenly host.”

Students turn to stare, their expressions ranging from fascination to wariness. I take a seat at the back, offering the professor a slight nod. “Apologies for being late. I’m still getting used to this academic setting.”

He nods graciously at my apology. “Perhaps you’d care to correct my understanding of seraphim organisation?” he challenges, a glint in his ancient eyes.

“Gladly,” I reply, settling into my seat. “Though I should warn you, I was never privy to the highest echelons. My fall wasn’t entirely accidental.”

This draws murmurs from the class. The professor’s eyebrows lift with genuine interest.

“Do elaborate, Mr Cassiel.”

“Questions were discouraged,” I explain, feeling everyone’s gaze on me. “Curiosity was considered dangerously close to doubt. I simply asked too many questions about why we observed but never interfered. Why knowledge without application was considered superior.”

Professor Lachlan strokes his chin thoughtfully. “The celestial bureaucracy values order above progress, then?”

“They value conformity above all,” I correct. “The seraphim aren’t organised by power but by adherence to divine will. The closer you align, the higher you rise.”

“And you failed to align,” he concludes.

“Spectacularly,” I confirm with a small smile.

The class laughs nervously, and I feel a strange satisfaction in this connection, however tenuous. The professor returns to his lecture, occasionally glancing my way when discussing particularly controversial points of celestial doctrine.

As class progresses, my thoughts drift back to Isolde. Why is she new here when her brother has been here for a few years? Why now? What happened? Who is she? All these questions swirl around my head, but I have no answers for them. Only talking to the source will provide these answers. But for that, I will have to wait until she is alone. CJ won’t take kindly to me moving into what he thinks is his territory.

When the lecture concludes, I leave the classroom, the stares of my classmates like pinpricks on my skin. Their curiosity is a pale imitation of my own. I need more than celestial theories; I need empirical data. Isolde Morvoren is rapidly becoming the most compelling variable in this chaotic equation.

The scent of her is a beacon I’m drawn to.

Navigating the corridors, I let my heightened senses guide me. The air still hums with the residual energy of countless supernatural beings, a cacophony compared to the serene, ordered vibrations of heaven. Here, every interaction, every emotion, is amplified, unrestrained.

She is outside Blood Magic class, a textbook clutched to her chest, when I see her again. She looks preoccupied, a frown creasing her brow.

She looks up when she senses my gaze on her, and she smiles tentatively. “Hi.”

The simple word has an effect on my body that I’ve never experienced before. I search her eyes, before my gaze drops lower, taking in every inch of her as my cock grows harder.

“What?” she asks, shyly.

“Nothing, just observing.”

Isolde tilts her head, a slight smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Observing what, exactly?” There’s a hint of a challenge in her voice, a subtle defiance that intrigues me.

“You,” I reply simply. “The way your energy has shifted since we last spoke. It’s intertwined with another’s now.” I step closer, drawn to her like a magnet. “CJ’s, I presume?”

A blush colours her cheeks, and she glances away briefly before meeting my gaze again. “That’s none of your business.”

“Perhaps not,” I concede, “But the way supernatural connections manifest, the intensity of the bonds is unlike anything I witnessed from above. You’re a mystery, and I find myself increasingly compelled to unravel you.”

Her breath catches, and for a moment, we simply stare at each other, the air between us charged with something unspoken. The scent of her, the memory of her fangs in my flesh, the heat that coils in my core is all so new, so visceral.

“I have to get to class,” she says abruptly, breaking the spell.

I step aside, allowing her to pass, but the urge to follow her is strong. “Of course,” I murmur. “But Isolde, if you ever need assistance, with your ghost or any other mystery, you know where to find me.”

She pauses, glancing back at me over her shoulder. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

As she walks away, I watch the sway of her hips, the fall of her dark hair against her back. Every movement is a study in elegance and barely contained power.

Turning away, I head towards my next class, my mind whirling with questions.

I slip into my seat just as the professor begins her lecture on the history of daemon summoning. The subject matter is a welcome distraction from the strange sensations coursing through my body, the phantom feel of Isolde’s presence lingering like a caress.

As I listen to the professor drone on about summoning circles and binding rituals, I can’t help but draw parallels to my own situation. Wasn’t I, in a sense, summoned to this realm? Cast out of heaven, I could’ve landed anywhere. Yet here I am in the middle of this complicated situation between Isolde and CJ.

Was it chance or design that brought me to SilverGate, to Isolde? The thought nags at me even as I take meticulous notes on the proper sigil placement for daemon containment.

When class ends, I gather my things slowly, my mind still turning over these questions. As I exit the lecture hall, I head straight for my bedroom. This place of solitude and privacy is something I didn’t have before. I strip off my clothes and stare at my body in the full-length mirror. I release my wings and stare at the black feathers, once so pure, now so tainted. I run my hand over my chiselled chest, grazing the markings that cover my left shoulder and arm. They are new. I didn’t have these in heaven. Did I get them as I was falling or after? My hand drops lower and wraps around my cock. It’s semi-hard, the lingering sensation of Isolde drinking my blood has kept it in this state. I run my hand over it, feeling a certain pleasure in the act.

The sensation of my own touch is novel, exploratory. In heaven, physical needs were non-existent, but here, desires are undeniable. The memory of Isolde’s mouth on my neck, her fangs piercing my skin, sends a surge of heat coursing through my veins. My cock hardens fully under my grasp, the sensation intense and pleasing.

I stroke myself experimentally, observing the responses of my body with academic detachment even as pleasure coils tighter in my core. The friction is exhilarating, each movement sending sparks of excitement through me. I can see why creatures become so enthralled by this act; it’s a primal need, a physical expression of desire that transcends rational thought.

My wings flutter slightly, the feathers rustling with the motion as I quicken my pace. The image of Isolde—her eyes, her scent, the feel of her presence—dominates my thoughts. There’s an undeniable connection between us. She’s a catalyst for these new experiences, a doorway into a world of hedonism I never knew existed.

The building pressure reaches a climax, and I release with a grunt, watching it splatter over the mirror, the intensity of it sending waves of pleasure through every fibre of my being. It’s a revelation, an uninhibited and visceral understanding of what drives these creatures around me. For a moment, I simply stand there, breathing heavily. I crave more of this new sensation. This experience has opened a door to a realm of carnal understanding that I can’t wait to explore further. My intrigue with Isolde goes beyond mere academic curiosity. She’s the key to unlocking these primal desires, the catalyst for my awakening.

I turn from the mess splashed across the mirror and dress quickly. I need to see Isolde again, to talk to her, to understand more about her and the effect she has on me. But I also know that CJ will be a formidable obstacle. His possessiveness is a tangible force, a barrier I’ll have to navigate carefully. But nothing, and I mean nothing, will stop me from seeing how this act differs when it is Isolde’s hand wrapped around me.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER NINETEEN
ISOLDE


Somehow, I manage to make it through the rest of my classes without further incident. The taste of his blood still tingles on my tongue, a potent reminder of the connection we shared. It’s a distraction I can’t afford, not with the looming threat of whatever hunts me and the increasingly tangled web of alliances and enemies at SilverGate.

After classes, I head straight for the dining hall, my stomach rumbling with a hunger that gnaws at my insides. The vast room is already buzzing with activity, the air thick with the scent of blood, food and the undercurrent of supernatural power. I scan the crowd warily and receive a multitude of envious, hostile or lewd looks back. I guess the news of me with my hand wrapped around CJ’s cock has spread.

What a surprise. It’s not like it was a private moment.

“New girl,” a smooth voice says from behind me. “Heard you’re looking for a good time?”

I spin around to face off with a vampire who, under other circumstances, I would say is good-looking with his blonde hair and green eyes. Right now, his gaze is raking me up and down and lingering in all the wrong places.

“You heard wrong.”

“Did I? Rumour has it, you and CJ Aquila had it off in the arena for everyone to see.” He leans in closer. “Only little sluts engage in live sex shows, hmm.”

“Call me that again, and I will flatten you,” I growl, even though my heart is thumping wildly at this confrontation. My breath comes heavier, and my palms sweat. I’m lightheaded, and when he moves in even closer, I step back.

He knows he has me right where he wants me now. I’ve shown weakness.

His eyes flash with triumph as he advances, backing me towards the wall. The noise of the dining hall fades, the chatter turning into distant background noise as my focus narrows to the threat in front of me.

“You think you can take me?” he taunts, his voice low enough that only I can hear. “You’re just a little girl playing in the big leagues, Isolde.”

My back hits the stone wall, and I press my hands flat against it, grounding myself. I take a deep breath, trying to coil my defensive magic, but it’s sluggish, responding to my fear rather than my command. His hand shoots out, grasping my wrist painfully, his fingers digging into my skin.

“Let go of me,” I demand, my voice steady despite the panic rising within me. I won’t let him see my fear, won’t give him that satisfaction.

He leans in, his breath hot on my face. “Make me.”

His other hand moves to grip my waist when suddenly he’s ripped away from me.

But it’s not CJ who has him in a chokehold.

In fact, it’s no one.

The invisible rope around his neck, tightens as my eyes widen. I lift my hand as it tingles, a fiery burn and that’s when it slams home.

I’m doing this.

I’ve developed a power I never had, or possibly I always had but didn’t know about.

The vampire struggles against the invisible bind choking him, his eyes bulging in panic. The air around me crackles with magic, and I can feel the raw power coursing through my veins. It’s exhilarating. It’s liberating. It’s utterly terrifying.

Students nearby notice the commotion, their conversations faltering as they turn to stare. But this is just another fight. Same shit, different day.

The vampire’s struggles grow weaker, his face turning an alarming shade of purple. I loosen my grip slightly, just enough to let him breathe but not enough to free him.

I hold his gaze for a moment longer before releasing him completely. He staggers back, rubbing his throat, his expression one of shock. “What the fuck?” he croaks.

“I told you, I’d flatten you. Lay your hands on me again, and you won’t walk away with a head. Are we clear?” I don’t know where this monstrous side to me has come from, but I quite like it. It turns out, I have the powers to back up the attitude I’m throwing around, and everyone in the dining hall can see it.

He stumbles away, and I glare at everyone who is staring. No one says anything, they simply go back to their conversations and food like nothing happened.

Good. I could do without the attention.

Striding over to the blood dispenser, the crowd of vampires queuing parts for me, letting me cut in. Feeling bad, I grab a cup and quickly fill it to the brim, and then slink off, hoping to have this in relative peace.

No such luck.

Isaac and CJ are not far away, watching me, looking mad as two snakes who have been stamped on. I lift my chin higher and turn around, going back the other way and out of the dining hall. I don’t need them to hover and interfere. I’ve got my own way to make here, and I will.

For whatever reason, I ended up here, something I will find out, whoever is hunting me had better beware, for I am Isolde Morvoren, the vampire bitch who⁠—

“Dammit!” I cry as I trip over my own feet and tumble down the stairs, splashing blood everywhere, making it look like a scene from a very gruesome murder, that half the academy has witnessed and ruined any street cred I might’ve gained a few minutes ago.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
ISOLDE


I land in a graceless heap at the bottom of the stairs, my white top now stained crimson. Laughter erupts around me, and my face burns with humiliation. So much for my dramatic exit.

“Smooth move, vampire girl,” a woman calls out.

I glare at her and her friends, laughing openly. Did they trip me somehow?

Scrambling to my feet, I slip slightly on the blood-slicked stones and brush ineffectually at my ruined clothes.

Isaac and CJ race over to me, but CJ hovers back as Isaac helps steady me. “What the fuck? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I grit out. “I think the cackling witches tripped me up.”

CJ’s head snaps to the side, fangs bared, hissing at them, and they shut up, lifting their chins defiantly and stalking off.

Yeah, they definitely had something to do with it. Bitches.

“Stop fighting my battles for me,” I say wearily. “The more you do, the more I seem to get picked on.”

“I’m not standing by while you get hurt, Issy,” Isaac says, taking my wrist and pulling me away from the mess.

CJ holds out his hand and a cloud of reddy-black smoke drifts out of his palm, cleaning up the mess of the stairs and me instantly.

The power is dark, filled with a signature I can’t quite place, but definitely isn’t vampire. What other secrets is he hiding?

“Listen, Issy. You need to try to call Mum and Dad on the scrying mirror. They aren’t answering me, and this is getting worrying. Why were you sent here? What does the red moon mean? Who were these creatures that came for you, and why?” He lowers his voice for the last question, but CJ still hears him.

“I want to know as much as you do, but part of me is scared,” I admit. “I don’t want to know.”

“Maybe not. But you have to think of your safety. And why did they send you here? And why did Blackridge act like it wasn’t a surprise when you landed here?”

Okay, so he’s asking some damn good questions I don’t have the answers to. But I doubt our parents would tell me anyway. Even if I could get hold of them… “Wait, you can’t get hold of them?”

He shakes his head.

“What if the creatures who came for me got them?” I whisper.

“That’s why you need to call them,” Isaac says. “We need to start figuring this shit out.”

I nod. He’s right. I’ve been so preoccupied with CJ and being here and fending off creeps and ghosts, I’ve lost sight of the big picture. My existence at this academy in the first fucking place.

Before either of us can say another word, there is a commotion coming from outside, and a warlock rushes out of the dining hall. “The angel is fighting Benz. Taking bets. Who’s in?”

My heart drops to my stomach. Cassiel and Benz? What the hell is happening now?

Isaac grabs my arm as I turn toward the commotion. “Isolde, don’t get involved. We’ve got other stuff to deal with.”

Shaking my head, I yank free of his grip and sprint through the crowd, following the excited chatter and whoops of the other students.

The courtyard is packed with spectators forming a ring around the combatants. I push my way through, ignoring the grumbles and threats, until I reach the front. The sight makes me gasp.

Cassiel hovers several feet above the ground, his magnificent black wings spread wide, creating gusts of wind that whip hair and clothing. Below him, Benz circles, his body half-transformed. He’s not fully wolf, but not human either. A lycan. His claws gleam in the dim light, his teeth elongated into vicious fangs.

“Come down and fight me properly, bird boy,” Benz snarls, his voice distorted by his partial transformation.

Cassiel laughs, the sound oddly musical despite the tension. “Why would I give up my advantage? I may be new to fighting, but I’m not stupid.”

The crowd roars with approval, and I notice money changing hands rapidly as the odds shift.

“What happened?” I ask Cordelia, who pushes her way to my side from further around the circle.

“Benz was saying nasty things about you,” she replies without taking her eyes off the spectacle. “Angel Delight took offence on your behalf.”

I grimace and open my mouth to yell at him that I can fight Benz myself—stupid, yes, but fucking hell—when Cassiel raises his hand and a bolt of gold lightning etched with black shoots out of his palm and slams into the ground at Benz’s feet, cracking stone and sending the dirt underneath flying everywhere. Benz stumbles backwards, crashing into none other than CJ.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I groan.

“A hundred on the prince of darkness!” Cordelia yells and then throws me an apologetic look when the bookies scramble to add CJ to the odds list and take her bet.

“I’d take that bet,” I mutter, watching CJ’s dangerous smile spread as he steadies Benz with mock-helpfulness before shoving him forward into the fight circle.

“Three-way death match!” someone shouts, and the crowd goes wild.

CJ strides into the circle with predatory grace, ignoring Benz completely, his focus entirely on Cassiel, who has now descended slightly, his wings creating a downdraft that stirs the dust at their feet.

“Wasn’t our last lesson sufficient?” CJ calls up to him, rolling his shoulders as if preparing for a light workout rather than supernatural combat.

Cassiel’s smile is radiant, almost innocent despite the circumstances. “I’m a fast learner, but some concepts require repetition.” His gaze flicks to me briefly. “Besides, I was defending a lady’s honour.”

“How chivalrous,” CJ drawls. “But unnecessary. She’s quite capable of defending herself.”

I clench my jaw so hard that my teeth crack. Fucking arsehole.

“So I’ve heard.” Cassiel’s wings fold slightly as he drops lower. “I just wanted to participate in the local customs. Violence seems to be the primary form of communication here.”

Apparently tired of being ignored, Benz lunges at CJ with a snarl.

Isaac steps into the circle, his face a mask of cold fury as he grips Benz by the throat and hauls him away from CJ.

My jaw drops. “What are you⁠—”

Isaac snaps, his eyes never leaving Benz. I’ve never seen my twin so furious before. “This ends now,” he snarls.

The crowd’s excitement ratchets up another notch. The bookies are frantically adjusting odds, taking more bets. I catch snippets of their frantic calculations.

Cassiel lands gracefully, folding his wings behind him but keeping them visible. “I don’t recall inviting assistance,” he says, his voice carrying a hint of amusement despite the tension.

“I don’t recall asking for your opinion,” Isaac retorts, his grip on Benz’s throat tightening. “This academy has enough problems without you three idiots destroying the courtyard.”

CJ gives him a superior stare. “I was merely an innocent bystander.”

“Bullshit,” I mutter, loud enough for everyone to hear. “You are never innocent.”

The crowd laughs, and CJ’s eyes find mine, dark with promise. “Something to add, Isolde?”

“Yes. You’re all acting like children fighting over a toy.” I step into the circle, ignoring Isaac’s warning look. “And I am not a toy.”

Cassiel’s wings flutter slightly, catching the light. “I was merely defending your reputation.”

“I can defend my own reputation,” I snap, turning to face him fully. “I don’t need celestial intervention or vampire protection or—” I wave vaguely at Benz, “—whatever the hell his problem is.”

Benz struggles against Isaac’s grip. “You think you’re so special because these two want you? You’re nothing but a⁠—”

Isaac slams him into the ground before he can finish, the impact cracking the stone beneath them. “Choose your next words carefully,” he warns, his voice deadly quiet.

The crowd falls silent, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife.

“Actually, let him finish,” Cassiel says, striding over. “I want to test these powers.”

“Stop it!” I exclaim, but I might as well be shouting into the void.

“Slut!” Benz hisses, his gaze on me, “A little slut who enjoys jerking guys off with an audience.”

Isaac’s furious gaze lasers into mine, and I gulp. But my brother is the least of my worries, right now. Cassiel beats CJ to it, lunging towards Benz, hauling him away from Issac, and throwing him across the courtyard.

The crowd scatters as Benz’s massive form crashes through the air. He lands with a sickening crunch against the far wall, stone dust billowing around him. But he’s up in seconds, and his lycan healing is already mending whatever damage he sustained.

“That all you got, feathers?” Benz taunts, blood dripping from his muzzle.

Cassiel’s expression shifts from curiosity to something darker.

CJ moves with deadly speed. “I believe this is my fight, angel.”

Cassiel turns to him, wings still extended. “Is it? Or are we sharing the honours?”

A strange moment passes between them before CJ nods slightly. “Ladies first.”

The crowd gasps at this unexpected development, and the bookies scramble to keep up with the changing odds.

Benz looks less confident now, his eyes darting between his two opponents. “This isn’t fair,” he growls.

“Fair?” CJ laughs, the sound echoing off the stone walls. “Did you consider fairness when you insulted her?”

Cassiel moves with startling speed, appearing behind Benz before anyone can blink. “In heaven, we observed the concept of justice,” he says conversationally, as if discussing the weather. “It was theoretical, distant. But now—” he grips Benz by the sides of his head and twists his neck sharply.

The crack is sickening, and I cry out in horror as Benz slumps to the ground.

CJ growls, his face furious as he spins quickly to find my gaze. I stumble back, shaking my head, and I turn, only to slam straight into Blackridge.

“Miss Morvoren,” he says in that silky, scary voice. “My office. Now.”

“But—”

His glare is enough to shut me up. He turns and sweeps away, the crowds dispersing to almost nothing immediately. No one wants to be caught up in this shitshow. But why me? I didn’t do anything.

I cast a glance back over my shoulder at Benz, dead on the ground, Cassiel looming over him, staring down at his first kill with a look on his face that has no description. CJ strides across the courtyard, but I shake my head and look at Blackridge’s back as he leads me away from this nightmare.

Feeling a gaze on me from up above, I look up and see William standing in the window of my bedroom. He places his finger to his lips and then vanishes.

What does he want me to keep quiet about?

My stomach churns as I follow Blackridge’s imposing figure through the winding corridors. The image of Benz’s neck snapping replays in my mind, making me shudder. I’ve never seen someone die before. The casual violence of it, the way Cassiel did it with such academic detachment… because of me.

Blackridge doesn’t speak as we walk, and his silence is more terrifying than any lecture could be. Students press themselves against walls as we pass, trying to appear invisible from the storm that is Blackridge.

When we reach his office, he opens the heavy oak door with a wave of his hand and gestures for me to enter.

“Sit,” he commands, and I sink into a chair across from his massive desk.

He remains standing, studying me with those fathomless eyes that seem to see straight through to my soul. “Two days,” he says finally. “You’ve been at SilverGate for two days, and already you’re at the centre of multiple incidents of violence.”

“It’s not my fault,” I protest, my voice smaller than I’d like.

“And yet, here we are.” He moves to the window, his back to me.

“I understand the severity of this, sir, but I was trying to stop it.”

“Were you?” Blackridge asks, turning back to face me, his eyes glinting with something I can’t quite identify. “From what I’ve observed, Miss Morvoren, you may not have started these conflicts, but you certainly haven’t discouraged them either.”

I open my mouth to protest, but he raises a hand, silencing me.

“A student is dead,” he continues, his voice eerily calm. “Granted, death at SilverGate is not uncommon, nor is it permanent in all cases.”

“What?” I whisper, my mind reeling. “Not permanent?”

“Benz comes from a family with considerable magical power. He will have protection spells, and whatnot, as do other students here who can ward against certain death.”

“Is that why you allow the violence?” I blurt out. “Because you know some creatures won’t die?” I struggle to process this information. SilverGate is even stranger than I thought, with rules and systems I can’t begin to comprehend.

“Of course. Violence is in the nature of the beast, Miss Morvoren, and in case you hadn’t noticed, you are surrounded by beasts.”

“Oh, I’ve noticed,” I mutter.

Blackridge’s lips twitch slightly. “I thought you might have.” He moves to sit behind his desk, the ancient wood creaking under his hands as he leans forward. “But what concerns me is not the violence itself, but your role in it.”

“My role?” I keep my voice steady despite the chill that runs through me. “I didn’t ask anyone to fight for me.”

“No, but you are the catalyst.” His eyes narrow, studying me with disturbing intensity. “You have garnered the attention of not one, but two very interesting creatures, Miss Morvoren. Forgetting your brother and his power for a moment, which is quite remarkable, I must say, it is unusual for a student to arrive and suddenly be the driving force behind not only an angel falling into our midst, but the protectiveness that these creatures wish to bestow on you.”

“Again, not my fault,” I grit out.

“Perhaps not intentionally. A word of advice? Try not to be the result of any more deaths while you are here, Miss Morvoren.”

That in itself sounds like a threat.

I nod and decide not to try to fight my case. This is a battle I can’t win. “Are you sure Benz will be okay?”

“He will be.”

“And Cassiel?”

He gives me a sinister smile that chills me to my soul. “Now that will be a fascinating case study.”

Case study.

“Dismissed,” he says as if he expected me to get up and go ages ago.

I rise and disappear as quickly from his sight as I can before he decides to blame me some more for all this shit.

The academy is like a mausoleum as I make my way back outside. Students and staff have made tracks, not wanting to be anywhere near Blackridge and probably me as well. I don’t blame them.

I force myself to walk back out to the courtyard, and I see Cassiel still staring down at Benz, who hasn’t been moved.

CJ is crouched over him, drawing deep on a cigarette before he exhales the smoke through his nose.

“Issy,” Isaac says when he looks up and sees me. “What happened?”

“Nothing much. I’m okay. Benz will be as well.”

“I killed him,” Cassiel says.

“Yeah, you did, but he will live. Powerful magic, blah, blah.”

CJ rises slowly. “Oh, really? Blackridge told you that? No wonder he has more balls than a billiards table. He has a way back.”

“Do you?” I ask, my gaze boring into his.

He raises an eyebrow at me in mild surprise. “I can’t say that it’s been tested, but I doubt my mother would allow me to stay dead for very long.”

Isaac’s gaze shoots to CJ, interested. I guess CJ doesn’t talk about his family much, even to his best friend.

“How much trouble am I in?” Cassiel asks, finally lifting his gaze from Benz.

“None, that I can see. You are a case study now for Blackridge to see how you handle this.”

He nods, seeming to accept that. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about this,” Cassiel murmurs, his wings folding against his back, the bloodstained feathers rustling softly. “Taking a life should have more weight to it.”

“Welcome to SilverGate,” CJ says dryly, flicking his cigarette away. “Where death is sometimes just an inconvenience.”

I wrap my arms around myself. “This place is insane.”

“No,” Isaac corrects, his eyes scanning the darkening sky. “This place is exactly what it’s supposed to be. A training ground for monsters to learn how to be even more monstrous.”

CJ’s gaze pins mine, and I see something there I didn’t expect—concern. “You should get some rest, Issy. It’s been a long night.”

“I need to call our parents,” I tell Isaac, ignoring CJ’s suggestion. “Tonight.”

Isaac nods, his expression grim. “Use the mirror in your room. I’ll try from mine at the same time. Maybe one of us will get through.”

Cassiel steps away from Benz’s body, moving closer to me. I half expect CJ to interfere, but he stands back, watching.

“I would do it again to protect you,” Cassiel says.

I bite the inside of my lip. “Don’t.”

He reaches out and cups my face. I feel an electric shock go through me, like liquid lightning. Ignoring CJ’s hiss of annoyance, I lean into it a bit.

“I will always protect you, Isolde,” he says. “I have this need… here.” He thumps his fist over his heart. “It’s staggering. It’s instinct.”

“Welcome to the club,’ CJ drawls.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Isaac snaps and storms off, not wanting to see his sister getting hit on. At least that means he trusts these two. I’m not sure if that’s wise.

I place my hand over his and squeeze, pulling it away before I let it go. “I need to go. Are you okay?”

“More than,” he says, sounding it. “I feel like I am actually alive now.”

Staff from the infirmary bustle into the courtyard and ignore us as they go about setting Benz on a stretcher to take him to resurrect or whatever it’s called.

Cassiel nods and steps back. “I will check on Benz later.”

“He will come for you,” CJ says. “He won’t let this go.”

“I don’t expect him to,” Cassiel says. “But I killed him once… how many times do you think he can resurrect before it affects him?”

My blood runs colder at that, and I watch him walk away.

I force myself to look at CJ. “I’ll see you later.”

“Are you okay, Issy?”

“I’m fine.”

“If you are anything like my mother, fine doesn’t mean fine.”

I snort, pressing my lips together. “Then I guess I am like your mother.”

“She will like you,” he says softly in a tone I have never heard from him. Wistful, I think.

“I’m sure I’ll like her too.” And with that, I turn on my heel and head back to my bedroom to call my parents and to see what William is up to and if he’s still miffed with me from earlier.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
WILLIAM


I float from one end of the room to the other, my spectral form flickering in and out of visibility. For a century, I’ve watched students come and go. Some stayed for weeks, others for years, but none have truly seen me. Not until Isolde. She’s different from the others who’ve lived within these walls, different in ways I’m not sure she fully understands yet.

The door creaks open, and Isolde slips inside, looking utterly exhausted. Her dark hair is a tangle of waves, her blue eyes haunted. The weight of the last couple of days hangs around her like a shroud. She leans against the closed door, taking a deep breath.

“William?” she calls softly, her gaze searching.

“I’m here, squirrel,” I reply, materialising near the window. The nickname slipped out earlier, and now it feels natural.

Her eyes widen when she spots me, her expression brightening despite her obvious fatigue. “I can see you,” she murmurs, crossing the room to place her bookbag on the desk. “I thought the spell might have worn off.”

“Apparently not.” I drift closer, studying her. “You look terrible.”

She laughs, a short, bitter sound. “Thanks. It’s been quite a day.”

“I saw what happened in the courtyard,” I admit. “The fallen angel has quite the temper.”

She collapses onto the edge of the bed, running her hands through her hair before pulling it up into a ponytail. “It was… I don’t really know. I wish everyone would stop trying to protect me and just let me live,” she spits out and then a blush crawls up her neck and face. “Sorry. That was unduly horrible of me.”

“No offence taken,” I reassure her. I’m past that. I know I will never feel, breathe or eat again.

Isolde smiles sadly. “I need to try to contact my parents. Isaac can’t reach them, and we’re worried.”

“The red moon,” I murmur, remembering her mention of it.

She retrieves her scrying mirror from her drawer, unwrapping it carefully from its protective cloth. “I’ve never seen one before. Neither had my parents, from their reaction.”

I watch as she positions herself on the bed, cross-legged, placing the mirror in front of her. “Scrying mirrors are fascinating magical artefacts,” I observe. “True connections across vast distances, not just reflections.”

“I’ve used this one since Isaac came here,” she says, running her finger around its ornate silver frame. “It was my only window to the outside world.”

My curiosity piques. Even in death, the thirst for knowledge remains my defining trait. “Your isolation truly was complete, then.”

“Almost.” She taps the mirror’s surface. “Mum? Dad?”

The mirror remains the same, reflecting only her worried face. She tries again, her voice tinged with growing anxiety. “Mum! Dad! Please answer.”

Nothing.

“They’re not answering Isaac either,” she says, frustration evident in her voice. She flings the mirror to the other side of the bed.

“Have you read my journal yet?”

She shakes her head. “I haven’t had the chance. I will. I’ll help you figure this out.”

I drift back toward the window, looking out at the Bell Tower where I met my end a century ago. Its dark silhouette looms against the perpetually dark sky, a constant reminder of my unfinished business. The bell tolls, and I turn away abruptly. “No rush. I’ve waited this long, and you seem to be having an eventful time.”

“Did you see me and CJ earlier?” she croaks, not looking at me.

“Yes,” I say with a wicked smile, watching her cheeks flush crimson. “I was still in the walls. I couldn’t exactly leave.”

“Oh god,” she groans, burying her face in her hands. “That’s mortifying. I’m so sorry.”

“If it helps, I’ve seen far worse in this room over the decades,” I say, trying to lighten her embarrassment. “The 1970s were particularly adventurous.”

She peeks through her fingers. “You’re not helping. Who were you, William? Before... this?” She gestures vaguely at my transparent form.

“I was a promising student, if I do say so myself. I specialised in Magical Theory and Dimensional Studies. I was fascinated by the boundaries between worlds, the thin membranes separating one reality from another. SilverGate sits at a nexus point, you know. A place where those boundaries are naturally thinner. I’ve seen glimpses of other worlds right here, but… not.”

Isolde’s eyes widen with interest. “Other worlds? You mean like parallel dimensions?”

“Precisely. SilverGate is built on a convergence point where realities brush against each other.” I drift closer, excitement making my form shimmer brighter. “I was close to a breakthrough when I died. I’d found patterns, correlations in the dimensional fluctuations. I was almost ready to pass through.”

“To another dimension?”

I nod.

“Is that why you were killed?” she asks, suddenly alert despite her exhaustion.

I pause, considering. “I’ve had a century to contemplate that question. It’s possible. Knowledge is dangerous at SilverGate, especially knowledge about what lies under this foreboding building.”

“Underneath.” Her eyes narrow.

“The journal will explain more about my research. But be careful where you read it. Some secrets are better kept hidden from prying eyes.”

Isolde nods, glancing at her bookbag where the journal waits. “I’ll read it tomorrow. Tonight I just need to⁠—”

A soft tapping at the window interrupts her. We both turn to see a small, dark bird perched on the sill, its eyes unnaturally bright in the darkness.

“Don’t open that,” I warn, drifting between her and the window. “It’s not a normal bird.”

Isolde freezes midway to the window, her hand outstretched. “What is it then?”

“A messenger,” I say, studying the creature’s gleaming eyes. “Or a spy. Hard to tell. They’re often one and the same at SilverGate.”

The bird taps again, more insistently this time, its small beak clicking against the glass. It rises up, flapping its wings to show a folded piece of paper is tied to its leg with a black ribbon.

“It has a message,” Isolde points out, moving closer despite my warning.

“Obviously,” I mutter, “but that doesn’t mean you should accept it.”

She pauses, uncertainty written across her face. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Death, dismemberment, possession, soul-binding… shall I continue?” I drift between her and the window again. “SilverGate has rules about unsolicited communications for a reason.”

The bird cocks its head, watching us with an intelligence that definitely is more than bird like curiosity. It taps again, deliberately, as if understanding our conversation.

“I need to know what it says,” Isolde decides, her jaw set in determination. “It could be about my parents.”

Before I can protest further, she steps around me and unlatches the window. The bird hops inside immediately, extending its leg toward her.

“Be careful,” I warn, hovering anxiously as she unties the ribbon. The bird stays perfectly still as her fingers work the knot, its unblinking gaze fixed on her face. The moment the paper is free, it flaps once and disappears into the darkness without a sound.

“That’s not concerning at all,” I mutter, drifting closer to peer over her shoulder.

Isolde unfolds the paper with trembling fingers. The message is written in elegant script that seems to shimmer slightly in the dim light:

The Crimson Moon rises again. What was hidden will be found.

“Fuck.”

“That is not good,” I agree.

“Who sent it?” She turns the paper over, but there’s no signature, no identifying mark.

“I don’t know,” I murmur, studying the shimmering ink. “But whoever it is knows about the Crimson Moon your parents mentioned.”

Isolde crumples the note in her fist and throws it into the fireplace. The fire jumps to life, and I wish for a moment I could feel the heat from it.

“This is getting ridiculous. I’ve been here two days, and I’ve got possessive vampires, ghosts, fallen angels killing people for me, and now cryptic messages from mystery birds.”

Isolde paces the room, her movements sharp and agitated. “I need answers. Not more questions, not more mysteries.”

“You could always leave,” I suggest, though the thought of her departure creates an unexpected hollow sensation in my spectral form.

She stops pacing, her expression incredulous. “And go where? My home is apparently under siege by whatever sent that bird, my parents are missing, and I’ve got nowhere else.” She collapses onto the bed, running her hands through her hair. “Besides, I promised to help you.”

“That’s hardly your biggest concern right now,” I point out.

“I’m sorry, William. This isn’t working out in your favour at all.”

I shrug. “As I said, no rush. I’m not worried about myself right now. I’ve been dead for a century. A few more days or weeks won’t matter.”

Isolde gives me a wan smile, her eyes heavy with exhaustion. “That’s surprisingly selfless of you.”

“Don’t get used to it. I can be quite petulant when the mood strikes.”

She laughs softly, the sound warming the cold room in a way the fire can’t. I’m drawn to her laughter, to the way it transforms her face from weary warrior to the young woman she actually is.

“You should rest,” I say, drifting toward the window to give her privacy. “Tomorrow will likely bring more chaos if the pattern holds.”

“I can’t argue with that.” She rises and moves to her wardrobe, pulling out a nightgown. “Um, would you mind...?”

“Of course.” I turn my back, floating to face the wall. “I was born in an age of gentlemen.”

“1904?”

“New Year’s Day.”

I hear the rustle of fabric as she changes, and I force myself to focus on the stone wall in front of me. Being a ghost has many disadvantages, but the most painful is this: the inability to truly connect. To touch. To feel warmth. Isolde’s presence in this room has awakened longings I thought had died with my body.

“You can turn around now,” she says.

I rotate slowly to find her draped in a silk nightgown that clings to her curves. “You are beautiful, Isolde,” I murmur. “If I were corporeal, you would be in trouble.”

“Not so gentlemanly after all,” she whispers.

I chuckle. “Not when it comes to rare things of beauty.”

“I need you to tell me more about the restricted section. How to get in it,” she says, crawling into bed and pulling the covers up high.

I drift closer to her bed, careful to maintain a respectful distance. “The restricted section isn’t just locked, Isolde. It’s warded against unauthorised access. Blackridge’s wards are legendary.”

“But you got in,” she points out, propping herself up on one elbow.

“I did,” I concede. “But that’s because I used to hold magic that could raze cities.”

“Oh?” she says with a raised eyebrow. “Impressive. Warlock?”

“Not quite.”

“Are you going to make me play 20 Questions?”

“No. I will tell you one day. There is a passage behind the third bookcase in the eastern corner of the main library. Behind a copy of ‘Transmutation of Ethereal Entities’.”

“A secret passage? Why didn’t you say so before?”

I hover near the foot of her bed. “The passage leads down, beneath the library. You’ll need to be careful of the third step; it’s a trigger for an alarm spell. Step over it, not on it.”

She nods, committing this to memory. “And once I’m down there?”

“You’ll find yourself in a circular chamber with five doors. Take the second door on the right. The restricted section is above, but there’s another safeguard. A guardian.”

“What kind of guardian?” Her voice drops to a whisper.

“A construct of some sort. It changes form based on who approaches. It manifests as your greatest fear, or sometimes, your greatest desire. Both can be equally dangerous.”

Isolde shivers, pulling the covers tighter. “How do I get past it?”

“That’s something I can’t tell you. It may be more dangerous than trying to break Blackridge’s wards.”

“And how do I do that?”

“With my magic.”

“Which I don’t have.”

“And neither do I.”

“So underground it is then.”

“You are desperate to get your hands on this book.”

“Wouldn’t you be? Knowing all your life that you are something rare, prized, too vulnerable to be out in the world, when all of a sudden, here you are, in the middle of probably the most dangerous place of all?”

“Well, when you put it like that…”

Isolde sighs, sinking deeper into the pillows. “I’ll figure it out. We both will.”

“I believe you,” I say, and I’m surprised to realise I mean it. In just two days, she’s shown more determination and resilience than most creatures I’ve observed over decades.

The fire crackles in the hearth, casting dancing shadows across the room. Isolde’s eyelids grow heavy, her breathing slowing as exhaustion finally claims her. I watch her drift into sleep, her face peaceful in a way it hasn’t been since she arrived.

I drift toward the window, gazing out at the academy grounds. The courtyard where Cassiel killed Benz is empty now, scrubbed clean of any evidence. SilverGate erases its violence efficiently, leaving no trace of the chaos that unfolds within its walls.

Turning back, I see a distortion in the mirror. A figure stands motionless in the shadows. Even through the haze, I recognise CJ’s distinctive silhouette, see the cloud of cigarette smoke that he puffs above his head. He’s looking up at Isolde through the mirror again. His stillness is unnerving, predatory. The possessiveness radiating from him is almost tangible, a dark energy that pulses in the night.

As if sensing my observation, his head tilts slightly. For a moment, I wonder if he can somehow see me, but that’s impossible. Only Isolde can see me, thanks to the fallen angel’s blood.

But then he sticks his middle finger up at me with a smirk, and I blink.

I return the gesture, and he laughs.

He can see me.

How? Why now?

The connection flickers, and he shuts it down, but I know he will be back.

I just hope he will come to Isolde’s room alone, so we can have a chat about who he is, and why he can see me.

It’s relevant, I know it is. But why?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
ISOLDE


A soft knock on my bedroom door rouses me from a half-slumber. I’m finding it difficult to relax knowing William is still in the room with me, and that creepy warning from the mystery bird.

“Who is it?” I call out.

“Cassiel.” Then after a second. “The fallen angel.”

Snorting, I climb out of bed and open the door. “I know who you are, doofus.”

He smiles. “Doofus. This is an interesting word.”

I step aside to let him in, looking around to see if I can see William anywhere. I can’t, so I try to act normal and close the door behind him. “What’s up?”

He blinks. “Benz has resurrected. He is well, but mad as a bear who sat on a beehive.”

“I can imagine. Has he threatened you?”

“Multiple times. Until Blackridge threatened him.”

“Blackridge is protecting you.”

“I wonder why.” The arrogance behind his statement isn’t altogether misplaced. I’m sure a fallen angel is of far more value than a lycan, magically powerful family or not.

He looks around the room before his gaze falls on me. He searches my eyes, and then his gaze drops, skimming over my curves. My nipples peak against the soft blue silk of the nightgown, and he notices immediately.

“Can I ask you something?” he says, moving in closer.

“Of course.” I lick my lips nervously.

“I require an experiment.”

“With what?”

He pauses for a moment before he unzips his pants and pulls his cock out. It’s impressive. Long, thick, and rock hard.

My mouth waters, and I chew my bottom lip as I stare at it.

“I want to know what it feels like to have your hand on me,” he says, almost matter of factly.

“Excuse me?” I murmur, forcing myself to look up into his eyes.

He moves closer and reaches for my hand. He places it on his cock and closes his over mine so I’m gripping his length.

“Cassiel, this is…”

“Enjoyable,” he interrupts me, clearly not getting how inappropriate this is.

He moves my hand over his shaft, and I gulp.

When he removes his hand from mine, I’m a second away from yanking my hand back, but the soft groan that escapes his lips, the way he closes his eyes and throws his head back, makes me grip him tighter.

My breath hitches as I watch his pleasure, knowing that I’m the cause of it. His cock is hot and hard in my hand, pulsing slightly as I stroke him. He lets out another low groan, a sound that makes my pussy throb. I should stop this, but the look on his face, the sheer ecstasy in his eyes when he opens them and fixes his gaze on mine, keeps me going.

“Isolde,” he whispers, his voice rough with desire. “This feels extraordinary.”

I tighten my grip slightly, experimenting with different pressures and speeds. Every time I change my rhythm, Cassiel responds with a new sound of pleasure, his hips moving slightly to match my pace. It’s intoxicating, the power I have over him right now. He might be a fallen angel with immeasurable strength, but in this moment, he’s completely at my mercy.

His breath comes faster, his chest rising and falling rapidly. He reaches out to cup my face, his thumb brushing over my cheekbone as if I’m something precious. “You’re incredible,” he murmurs. “Everything about you is beyond anything I ever imagined.”

I lean into his touch, feeling a connection that goes beyond the physical. His eyes meet mine, and there’s an intensity there that makes my heart race. He’s not just experiencing pleasure; he’s exploring it, analysing it, and sharing it with me in a way that feels deeply intimate.

“Can I touch you?” he murmurs, brushing his thumb over my lower lip.

“Uhm,” I stammer. “I don’t think…”

“Let me watch you touch yourself then.”

“Cassiel,” I moan, rubbing my palm over the head of his cock, making him growl.

He grabs my wrist and pulls me even closer, his hand skating over my thigh, pulling my nightdress higher,

“Cass—”

“This experience is incomplete, Isolde,” he murmurs.

I gasp as his hand goes between my legs, his fingers brushing against the delicate lace of my knickers. His touch is tentative at first, exploratory, but it sends sparks of electricity shooting through my core. I press against him, seeking more friction as I continue to stroke him.

“Like this?” he whispers, his voice husky. His fingers slip beneath the fabric, gently cupping me, making me moan softly.

“Yes,” I breathe out, my head falling back slightly. My hand tightens around him.

“You are wet. Is this a normal response?”

“Yes,” I pant, needing him to do so much more to me. His touch is reverent in a way that only a celestial creature can be.

He strokes me gently, his fingers barely dipping into my folds, as if he’s exploring a sacred ground. Each brush against my clit sends jolts of pleasure coursing through me, intensifying the heat that’s already building in my core. His eyes never leave mine, watching every flicker of emotion, every gasp that escapes my lips.

His fingers probe deeper, sliding over my clit, making me whimper.

He pauses and moves his fingers back over my clit. I cry out when he presses down. “Here?” he murmurs. “This pleases you?”

“Fuck, yes,” I cry out.

He circles it slowly but with increased pressure, and my knees buckle. He holds me up with his other hand, exploring more furtively. His eyes widen when he finds my entrance and buries his fingers deep inside as I flood his hand with a climax that hits me out of nowhere.

“Cass,” I moan, tugging him harder.

He leans in closer, his forehead pressing against mine. “You feel incredible,” he whispers. “Every part of you is a revelation. This experience is beyond words.”

His wings flutter slightly behind him, creating a gentle breeze that cools me down somewhat.

I let go of him suddenly, to his disappointment and drop to my knees. I’ve never taken a cock in my mouth before, but I want to give him this pleasure. His eyes widen in surprise as I look up at him, my hands grasping his hips. His cock bobs slightly in front of my face. I lean forward, tentatively flicking my tongue over the tip, tasting the saltiness of his pre-cum. Cassiel shudders, his breath hitching in a way that sends a thrill through me. I part my lips and take him into my mouth, slowly at first, exploring this new sensation.

Cassiel’s hand tangles gently in my hair, a connection that feels profoundly intimate. “Isolde,” he murmurs, my name a reverent whisper on his lips. I look up, meeting his gaze as I take him deeper, swirling my tongue around his shaft. The look on his face is one of pure ecstasy mixed with awe, and it guides me in what I’m doing.

I move rhythmically, finding a pace that seems to send waves of pleasure through him. His hips move slightly, matching my rhythm, but he never pushes or forces, always letting me set the pace. The power dynamic is intoxicating; I am in control, giving him this gift of sensation he has never experienced before.

His breath comes faster, his chest rising and falling as he watches me intently. His cock throbs in my mouth, pulsing with his impending climax.

“Isolde,” he grunts, and I pull back seconds before he unloads on my face.

Cassiel’s wings unfurl fully, stretching across the room as he throws his head back with a groan that sounds almost pained in its intensity. The feathers shimmer with a strange, ethereal light that pulses in time with his climax.

“This sensation. Did you feel it too?” he asks, looking down at me and helping me to my feet.

“Yes,” I say with a smile before he pulls his tee off and wipes his cum off my face. “It’s not quite the same.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“Yes.”

“So did I. I want to do it again.”

“Right now?” I ask with a smile.

He stares down at his cock. “I think I can.”

I glance down at his erect dick, still jutting out proudly. “Yeah, you probably can,” I giggle. “But another time, okay?”

“Why not now?”

His question isn’t demanding, merely curious.

“I have never done that before,” I admit. “I have never been with a man before in that way.”

He frowns. “I was your first?”

“In a way, yes. I’ve been touched before, and I’ve touched, but never to this extent. I’ve never taken…”

“A cock in your mouth?” he finishes.

“Right,” I mutter, cheeks aflame.

Cassiel tucks himself away, zipping up his pants with a thoughtful expression. “The experience was markedly different from self-stimulation,” he observes, as if we’re discussing the weather. “More intense. More connected.”

I can’t help but laugh. “You’ve masturbated before?”

He nods. “Earlier. But until now, everything was theoretical. In heaven, we observed but never participated. Now I understand why male creatures are willing to kill for this, for their females.”

“Not everyone.”

“Perhaps not,” he concedes, his wings folding neatly against his back. “But I’ve learned something valuable about myself today. I am capable of great violence when it comes to you.”

“Why is that, do you think?”

“I crave your touch, your presence. I need to be near you.”

“What does this mean for us?” I ask tentatively.

“I’m not sure. Whatever it is, I’m sure CJ will have something to say about it.”

I sigh. “Yeah, I’m sure he fucking will.” But quite frankly, he can go mad if he wants to. He doesn’t own me, and if I want to give a blow job to a fallen angel after he made me orgasm, then so be it.

But I know it won’t be as easy as that.

In fact, mad doesn’t even cover what CJ will be when he discovers what I’ve done.

And he will find out.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CJ


I’m not entirely sure if I’m turned on like a fucking light switch or raging to the point where I’m going to stuff an entire continental quilt with that fucker for coming onto Isolde. Fucking mirrors. They always show the things you don’t want to see.

I stand stock-still in my room, my breathing ragged as I try to process what I just witnessed. The full-length mirror glows with residual magic. I want to smash it, to obliterate the image of Isolde on her knees before the fallen angel, but that would solve nothing.

The dragon in me stirs, heating my blood to dangerous levels. Steam rises from my skin, my control slipping with each passing second. I’ve marked her, tasted her blood, and she’s taken mine. The bond has begun, whether she acknowledges it or not. Now this celestial intruder has dared to touch what’s mine.

I slam my fist into the wall, cracking the ancient stone. The pain barely registers through the haze of fury. I know I need to calm down before I do something that even Blackridge can’t overlook. My father’s voice echoes in my mind. Control is everything, CJ. Without it, you’re just a mindless beast.

Closing my eyes, I force deep breaths into my lungs. The fallen angel has stumbled into a game whose rules he doesn’t understand, whose stakes are higher than he could possibly imagine.

“Fuck,” I mutter. Between him and that ghost haunting her room, I’m falling way behind in this race.

This fucking race, which should’ve been won already, by me and only me.

Opening my eyes again, I focus on the mirror. Isolde is back in bed, Cassiel has left, William is hovering around, not quite sure what to do with himself after being an unwitting voyeur to Isolde with not one creature but two.

I try to see this from Isolde’s perspective. She has been locked up for her entire life. She is a virgin who has never kissed anyone until me earlier. It pisses me off that this angel has taken her first blow job and her first feed. But I have to remain calm and consider. Isolde is free. For the first time in her life, she is in the real world. Of course she is going to experiment and want to experience everything she has missed out on, and to be quite honest, I am the last person to blame her for wanting more than one man. My mother has three husbands. At one point, she had seven lovers on the go all at the same time. I pull a face and wince. Damn those journals of hers that my oldest sister told me to read. I really wish she hadn’t. Although it did provide insight into my parents’ aeons-old, epic love that has spanned over a thousand years. Cassiel was not wrong when he said obsession runs in my family. My dad was truly insane over my mom. Some of the things he did went beyond possessiveness and obsession, but I get it. I would do those things for Isolde.

But can I do this for Isolde? Can I go to her and pretend that everything is great when underneath I want to beg her not to choose him?

The question rocks me to my core. Can I share her? My first instinct is a resounding no. Everything in me rebels against the idea. The vampire side, the dragon side, both scream for exclusive possession. But then I think of my mother, of her complex web of relationships that somehow work in their own chaotic way.

The mirror shows Isolde now curled on her side, her face peaceful in sleep, unaware of the turmoil she’s causing. The ghost hovers near the window, vigilant as ever. Something about his watchfulness irritates me further.

In a twisted way, I almost respect Cassiel for his boldness. He might be newly fallen, but he’s not lacking in courage, or cunning. I’ll admit, the way he watches her with that celestial objectivity is unsettling. Like she’s an experiment and a revelation. And I can’t deny that he would protect her. He killed for her. Something I was trying not to do, but realise now, I shouldn’t be holding back. Clearly, it doesn’t bother her.

With a final steadying breath, I make my decision. Storming over there now would only push her further away. Isolde values her freedom too much; the more I try to cage her, the harder she’ll fight.

A knock at my door interrupts my brooding. I smell Cassiel instantly, mingled with Isolde’s scent all over him.

I wrench the door open and glare at him. “You had better make it quick before I decide to ignore the side telling me not to kill you.”

“You know,” he states.

“Know? Know that you had your hands on my woman? That she sucked your cock and you came all over her face?”

He narrows his eyes. “She has told you this.”

“She didn’t need to. I watch over what’s mine,” I correct, my voice deadly calm despite the rage simmering beneath.

He studies me for a moment, his head tilting slightly in that analytical way that makes me want to rip his wings off. “You’re not as angry as I expected.”

“Don’t mistake my control for acceptance.”

“I came to discuss this situation,” he says, stepping forward as if to enter. I block his path, unwilling to let him contaminate my space with Isolde’s scent on him.

“There’s nothing to discuss. She’s mine.”

“And yet she was on her knees before me,” he points out, a hint of challenge in his voice. “Willingly.”

My control slips for just a moment. I slam him against the opposite wall. My forearm presses against his throat, but he doesn’t struggle, merely watches me with that infuriating celestial curiosity.

“I could kill you right now,” I growl.

“But you won’t,” he replies calmly. “Because you know it would only push her away.”

I release him abruptly, stepping back. “What do you want, angel? Come to gloat?”

Cassiel straightens his tee, his blue eyes never leaving mine. “I came to understand.”

“Understand what?” I snarl, my patience wearing thinner by the second.

“This arrangement.” He gestures between us. “In heaven, we observed many forms of supernatural mating rituals. Some creatures mate for life, exclusively. Others form complex hierarchies with multiple partners.”

I laugh bitterly. “You think you came here to negotiate some kind of sharing schedule?”

“Aren’t you?” His voice is maddeningly calm. “You’re furious, yet controlling it. That suggests you’re weighing options rather than simply eliminating a rival.”

“Maybe I just enjoy watching you dig your own grave. Isolde is big on consent, and you didn’t ask.”

Cassiel’s wings shift slightly behind him, betraying a hint of uncertainty beneath his academic façade. “Isolde is extraordinary. I believe you know this as well as I do. She draws us both in ways neither of us fully comprehends.”

“I comprehend it perfectly,” I correct him. “She’s mine. End of story.”

“And yet, she accepted my touch, enjoyed it, even and took it further. If she truly was against my experiment, I doubt she would have dropped to her knees.” He steps closer, his celestial scent mingling with Isolde’s in a way that makes my fangs itch. “She’s experiencing freedom for the first time. Exploration is natural.”

I clench my fists, forcing back the urge to rip his throat out. “You have no idea what you’re playing with, angel. This isn’t just about sex or experimentation. There are things about Isolde you don’t understand.”

“Then enlighten me,” he challenges, spreading his hands. “What makes her so special that both a fallen angel and whatever you truly are are drawn to her?”

The question hangs between us, dangerous in its directness. He’s more perceptive than I gave him credit for.

“What makes you think I’m anything other than what I appear to be?” I counter, carefully sidestepping his question.

“Your energy signature is complex. Layered. I may be newly fallen, but I retain certain perceptions.” His eyes narrow slightly. “You’re not just a vampire, are you?”

I laugh, the sound deliberately casual. “And you’re not just asking out of academic curiosity.”

“True,” he concedes. “I feel drawn to protect her. To be near her. It’s instinctual, almost primal. For a being who spent his life with detached observation, these impulses are overwhelming.”

Despite myself, I understand exactly what he means. I felt the same the moment I laid eyes on Isolde through the scrying mirror, watching her talk animatedly to her brother, telling him about her day. Something about her called to the deepest, most primal part of me.

“We’re not going to be friends,” I say flatly, crossing my arms. “But I’m not going to kill you either. Not yet.”

“Fair enough. So where does that leave us?”

“It leaves us with Isolde making her own choices.”

He nods.

“If you hurt her⁠—”

“I won’t,” he interrupts. “I am physically incapable of causing her harm. The very thought creates a disturbance in me.”

I study him, recognising the truth in his words. Whatever draws him to Isolde is as powerful as what draws me. The difference is, I understand what’s happening. He’s still fumbling in the dark, guided only by instinct.

I step back and slam the door in his face. I can’t stand to look at him any longer, knowing that he had Isolde’s mouth wrapped around his cock before I did.

One thing I can absolutely guarantee, though. He will not take her virginity. If he even attempts it, I will kill him. That honour is mine. All fucking mine.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
ISOLDE


Opening my eyes, I stare at the ceiling.

Day number three.

Three days of being out of the castle and into the frying pan that is SilverGate,

Three days of not knowing why.

Three days of pretending to be something I’m not.

Three days where I’ve hooked up with not one guy but two in front of a ghost.

Three days of being picked on and fought over.

Three days of irregular mealtimes that is pissing me off and making me hangry.

Three fucking days.

Heaving a savage sigh, I throw the enchanted covers back and slap my feet to the floor in a huff. Rising, I look around and see William hovering by the mirror. “Morning,” I snap.

He raises a ghostly eyebrow. “Bad night?”

“Fuck off. You know as well as I do what a shitshow this is.”

“That’s one way to put it. You are a very sought-after creature.”

“You say that like it doesn’t surprise you.”

“It doesn’t. Not after what you told me. These creatures must sense something about you.”

“Well, they can sense all they like. I need to know. I’m going to the restricted section today before classes. After some fucking blood.”

“Okay.”

“That’s it? Okay?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know. Something helpful and encouraging.”

“I’ve told you all I know. You are very angry this morning.”

“Wrong, I’m hungry.”

“Then go feed.” He narrows his eyes and purses his lips. “I would offer, but you know. Can’t.”

We stare at each other for a few long seconds. “I’m sorry I’m moody,” I say eventually. “All of this is getting to me.”

“I understand.”

“You are too kind to let me off so easily.”

“Not really. Kind was never something said about me.”

“So you were unkind?”

“I was at SilverGate for a reason, Isolde. Do you think kind, generous beings are welcome here?”

“So you were a badass, is that what you were saying?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say I killed anyone for a woman…”

“Don’t remind me,” I groan.

“I can talk you through it one more time, but honestly, it’s not going to help you.”

“Skip the third step, second door on the right, Guardian,” I check off on my fingers.

“Pretty much sums it up.”

“You don’t talk like you lived a hundred years ago.”

“I adapt. It’s a trait.”

“Oh-kay,” I say slowly. “I’m starting to learn things about you. Chameleon… not many creatures have that ability.”

He smiles slowly, and it’s kinda sexy.

Dammit! Why am I now drooling over a ghost?

“No?” I press. “You’re not going to tell me?”

“Not yet. You haven’t worked for the knowledge.”

“Right. I see that mean streak.”

“You appear to like a mean streak.”

I consider that for a moment. He’s not wrong. “I’m going to shower.”

He bows slightly and I stalk past him, wondering why I’m not more bothered about him being a voyeur to my recent sexcapades.

Closing the door behind me, I turn on the shower and slip the thin straps of the nightgown off my shoulders. It slithers to the floor, and my nipples pucker as the temperature drops in the room despite the steamy shower.

Turning my head slightly to the side, I murmur, “Like what you see?”

He doesn’t reply straight away, forcing me to turn around to make sure he is actually there.

He’s there, his ghostly form shimmering at the bathroom threshold, his eyes travelling over my naked body with undisguised hunger.

“I may be dead, but I’m not blind,” William finally says, his voice deeper than usual. “You’re magnificent, Isolde.”

I don’t cover myself, surprisingly comfortable under his spectral gaze. “You’re quite bold for someone who claims to be from a more gentlemanly era.”

“The early 1900s weren’t as prudish as history books would have you believe,” he replies with a wicked smile. “Besides, death tends to strip away pretence.”

Steam curls around me as I step into the shower, letting the hot water cascade over my skin. I close my eyes, trying to sort through the tangled mess of emotions and desires that have overtaken my life since arriving at SilverGate.

“You’re conflicted,” William observes.

“Wouldn’t you be?” I call back, working shampoo through my hair. “I’ve gone from total isolation to the centre of an insane love triangle in three days. And that’s not even counting whatever mysterious danger is supposedly hunting me.”

“Quadrangle, technically,” William corrects. “Unless you’re not counting me.”

I pause, my hands stilling in my hair as he floats into the shower with me. “Are you saying you’re interested in me that way, William?”

“I’m saying that if I were corporeal, I’d have you pressed up against these tiles, my hands exploring every inch of you until you were begging me to take you.”

His words send a shiver through me that has nothing to do with the water temperature. There’s an intensity in his transparent eyes that makes my pulse quicken.

“That’s quite forward of you,” I manage, rinsing the shampoo from my hair.

“Death brings clarity,” he says, his form shimmering as steam passes through him. “I spent a century watching life happen around me, unable to participate. I won’t waste words now that someone can finally hear me.”

I study him through the curtain of water, this beautiful, tragic man trapped between worlds. “What would you do?” I find myself asking. “If you could touch me?”

His expression darkens with desire. “I’d start with your neck,” he murmurs, hovering closer and reaching out. His ghostly touch is nothing more than a cool brush of air. “Trace the curve of it with my fingertips, feel your pulse beneath my lips. I’d follow the water droplets down your collarbone, between your breasts...”

My breath catches as his ghostly hand hovers over my skin, the air cooling wherever he almost touches. It’s maddening, this phantom caress that I can sense but not feel.

“Quite an image you present.”

He moves in even closer. I shiver from the cold as he brushes his lips over mine. “Sex is one of life’s most pleasurable pastimes. In death, it is torture.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I murmur. “About life.”

“So the vampire was correct in his assumption. You are a virgin, Isolde?”

I nod, not even a bit embarrassed.

“What a shame I can’t claim that, be the first. It would be an honour to take your innocence.”

“You are making it very difficult to be mad at you.”

“Why would you be mad at me?”

“You are intruding on my shower and seeing me naked when I didn’t say you could.”

“I think we are past that, Isolde. You are quite comfortable with making me watch your interactions with your men.”

“Not intentionally. You can’t leave this room.”

He smiles and reaches up to cup my face, only his touch isn’t there. “It’s the cruellest part of my existence,” he whispers, his form flickering slightly with emotion. “To see, to want, but never to touch.”

I close my eyes, imagining what his touch might feel like if he were alive. Warm or cool, gentle or possessive. When I open them again, his gaze is fixed on my face with an intensity that makes my heart race, but he has moved back as far as he can.

“I should let you finish your shower,” he says, but doesn’t move.

“You should,” I agree, reaching for the soap. “But you won’t, will you?”

His ghostly smile turns wicked. “Would you truly want me to?”

I consider his question as I lather my body, deliberately slow, watching his eyes follow my movements. “No,” I admit finally.

The flash of hunger in his eyes sends my arousal spiking. I drop my hand between my legs and slide my fingers over my clit.

“Don’t,” he croaks, his gaze fixed on my hand. “Please, Isolde.”

“I’m imagining your touch,” I murmur, knowing I should stop, but I can’t. I’m lost in this moment, in the heat in his eyes.

He darts up close to me again, his hands moving over the surface of my skin, chilling me. “You are playing with fire,” he growls.

“I wish you could touch me,” I murmur, pinching my clit and twisting it a little so I cry out.

“Are you thinking about me?” he murmurs, his voice soft again.

“Yes,” I pant, circling my clit as it goes slippery with need.

“Close your eyes.”

I do as he says, and again I feel the chilled air hovering over my skin.

My lips tingle. It feels like frost has descended on them. I open my eyes and gasp.

William’s lips are on mine.

“I can feel you. I can feel the pressure,” I mumble against his mouth.

He shoots back over to the other side of the shower, a look on his face that is a cross between desire and anger. “Don’t lie.”

“I’m not,” I stammer as the hot water runs cooler and then turns to blood. I squeal and duck out from under the spray of crimson liquid. “Are you doing that?”

He doesn’t answer.

When I look at him frantically, his face has gone dark, twisted, malevolent. “Don’t lie,” he hisses.

“I didn’t, William,” I say calmly. “I felt your lips on mine.”

“No!” he roars and then vanishes from my sight, taking the blood water with him.

It returns to normal and shaking, I step under it to wash off the blood, my stomach protesting with hunger.

Finishing up quickly and getting dressed in a black shirt, black pants and boots, I pull on CJ’s jacket and damn the consequences. “I’m going now,” I say to William, even though he is nowhere to be seen. “We can talk about this later when you calm down. I accept that lying is a trigger for you and that, under these circumstances, I can see why you are so angry. But I felt you, William Harrington, and I know you felt me too.”

No answer.

Leaving my bedroom, I make my way to the dining hall to grab two cups of blood before heading to the library.

Luckily, I don’t run into any of the guys, or my brother, or anyone who wants to hurt me. I simply march up to the blood dispenser, grab my cups, and head out, one in each hand. I gulp back the first cup hungrily and bin it, before taking my time with the second cup, savouring the taste.

The library is quiet this early. Finishing the second cup, discarding it, I stride purposefully toward the eastern corner, my eyes scanning for the third bookcase William mentioned. The massive shelves tower above me, each packed with ancient tomes whose spines bear titles in languages I can’t even identify.

I find the eastern corner and count the bookcases. One, two, three. The third bookcase stands slightly apart from the others, its dark wood polished to a dull gleam by centuries of hands. My fingers trail along the spines as I search for ‘Transmutation of Ethereal Entities.’

Spotting it, I look over my shoulder to see if there is anyone around. The thick volume is bound in midnight blue leather, the silver lettering slightly tarnished with age.

Reaching out, I jump a fucking mile when CJ says, “What are you doing, my sweet?”

“Looking for a book,” I snap, irritated to be disturbed. I turn around to see him and Cassiel standing side-by-side and narrow my eyes, “What are you two doing here? Looking all not about to kill each other.”

“We’ve come to a temporary truce,” CJ says, his eyes never leaving mine. “For your benefit, of course.”

“How thoughtful,” I drawl. “And what exactly does this truce entail?”

Cassiel’s gaze is innocent enough, but I know the beast that lurks under the surface. “We’ve agreed to let you make your own choices. Without interference.”

“Gee, how thoughtful of you.”

“Very,” CJ says seriously.

“Unbelievable,” I mutter. “Well, look, thanks and all that, but I’ve got homework to do.” I stare at them, expecting them to disperse. When they don’t, I sigh sharply. “Run along.”

CJ looks marginally surprised by my demand. “I think we’ll stay. Whatever you are up to, it’s not homework, and you are probably headed into a mountain of trouble.”

“What makes you say that?”

“It seems to follow you around,” Cassiel replies.

“Oh, how cute. You are now ganging up on me. Well, fuck you both.”

“Me first, then you can have him. I’m taking what’s mine, my sweet, whether you consent to it or not.”

“You keep threatening that, and yet I don’t see you acting on it.”

His eyes darken. “You want me to?”

“Why not? It’s not like it isn’t going to happen anyway.”

“Issy, this isn’t like you. What’s happened?” he asks, moving in closer.

“Nothing,” I snap. “And you don’t really know me, so how do you know this isn’t like me?”

“Isolde,” Cassiel says, his voice gentle but firm, “your energy is different. Disturbed.”

I glance between them, suddenly feeling cornered.

“Look, I’m fine. I need to find something in the library. It’s personal.”

“We can help you,” Cassiel offers.

“No need.”

“Issy,” CJ says in exasperation. “Stop being so stubborn.”

“Says you.”

He growls and moves in front of me in a flash, slamming his hand to the bookcase, making me flinch. “What is going on with you?”

“Nothing,” I say quietly. “I just don’t want to feel the need to explain myself to you. I’m free now. I want to be free.” His presence is stifling, and I feel my lungs closing.

He sees me struggling and moves back a fraction before cupping my face. “Let me help you,” he murmurs. “You don’t have to be alone anymore.”

The tenderness in his voice nearly undoes me. For a moment, I want to give in, to confess everything about what I am, about William, the restricted section, my desperate need to understand what I am and why I’m being hunted. But something holds me back.

“That’s just it,” I whisper, meeting his gaze. “I’ve been surrounded by people my entire life who claimed to be helping me, protecting me. Look where that got me.”

CJ’s thumb traces my cheekbone, his touch gentler than anyone would expect from such a predatory creature. “I’m not them.”

“No, you’re something else entirely,” I agree, glancing at Cassiel, who watches us with that unnerving focus. “You both are.”

I step away from CJ’s touch, needing space to think clearly. The book is right there, just inches from my fingertips. So close to answers.

“Whatever you’re looking for,” Cassiel says, his wings shifting slightly behind him, “we can find it together.”

“And why would you help me?” I challenge, crossing my arms. “What’s in it for you?”

CJ’s smile is slow and dangerous. “The pleasure of your company, of course.”

I scoff, but there’s no real heat in it.

“I am curious,” Cassiel admits, moving closer.

“What a surprise. Look, I can’t tell you. It’s a secret and one that my life depends on, okay.”

“What?” CJ snaps, suddenly back to the fierce protector. “What does that mean?”

“Exactly how it sounds. I can’t tell you.”

“Oh, no,” he says, shaking his head. “Now you will tell us, Isolde.”

“Can’t you just go away and leave me in peace?” I say desperately, knowing it’s futile.

“Not going to happen,” CJ states, planting his feet and crossing his arms. Cassiel matches his pose, and I roll my eyes.

“You two are so much alike, it’s infuriating,” I hiss and turn to yank the book out of its spot. The bookcase creaks and then swings inward, revealing a dark passageway behind it. The musty scent of ancient stone and forgotten magic billows out, making me sneeze.

“A secret passage,” CJ mutters, peering into the darkness. “Nice work, my sweet. You would do well at Ponte.”

“Where?” I ask.

He smirks. “My family castle.”

“A secret passage,” Cassiel observes, his face flushed slightly with excitement. “How fascinating.”

I glance between them and the passage, knowing my opportunity for a solo mission just vanished. “Fine. Since you’re both here and clearly not leaving, you might as well make yourselves useful.”

“Always happy to serve,” CJ drawls, his eyes gleaming with curiosity and something darker. “Where exactly are we going, my sweet?”

“The restricted section,” I admit, stepping into the passage. “William told me how to get there.”

“William?” Cassiel questions, following close behind me.

“The ghost in my room,” I explain, not looking back. “He died here a century ago and knows his way around.”

The bookcase closes behind us, plunging us into darkness. My vampire sight kicks in, and I look around at the gloomy tunnel. Cassiel’s eyes have changed colour, turning silver in the pitch black. “Pretty,” I murmur, reaching up to cup his face. “Your eyes have turned silver.”

He blinks. “Oh.”

“You trust this ghost?” CJ asks, his voice echoing slightly in the narrow passage.

“More than I trust either of you right now,” I retort, though it’s not entirely true. William’s strange behaviour in the shower has left me unsettled. He is clearly more of a malevolent force than he is letting on.

The passage slopes downward, the stone steps worn smooth by centuries of secret traffic. I count them silently, remembering William’s warning. One, two...

“Step over the third step,” I mutter. “It’s an alarm.”

“An alarm for who, exactly?” CJ asks.

“Blackridge, I assume,” I reply, carefully lifting my leg to step over the trap. “William wasn’t specific.”

Cassiel follows my lead. CJ comes last, his movements predatory and alert, eyes scanning every shadow as if expecting an ambush.

The air grows colder as we descend, heavy with the weight of centuries and forgotten magic. After what feels like an eternity of spiralling downward, the passage opens into a circular chamber exactly as William described.

Five identical doors line the curved wall, each made of dark wood bound with iron. Ancient symbols are carved into their surfaces, glowing faintly with dormant power.

“Second door on the right,” I murmur, moving toward it.

“Wait,” CJ says, his voice low and commanding. He steps in front of me, nostrils flaring as he scents the air. “Something’s not right.”

Cassiel moves to my other side, his wings extending slightly in a protective gesture. “He’s correct. There’s a presence here.”

I glance between them, frustrated by the delay but grateful for their caution. “William mentioned a guardian. Something that takes the form of your greatest fear or desire.”

“Ah,” CJ says with a grim smile. “Clever defence mechanism. Very old school.”

I study the five doors, each identical yet somehow distinct in the energy they emit. “How do we get past it?”

“We don’t engage,” Cassiel says, his wings shifting nervously. “Guardians that manifest fears or desires are designed to trap you in your own mind. The more you fight, the deeper you sink.”

CJ nods, surprising me with his agreement. “The angel’s right. The trick is to acknowledge what you see without giving it power over you.”

“Easier said than done,” I mutter, stepping toward the second door. The moment my fingertips brush the ancient wood, the air around us grows thick, syrupy with magic.

The chamber blurs, reality folding in on itself like wet paper. When it settles, I’m no longer in the circular room with CJ and Cassiel. I’m back in my family’s castle, in the locked tower room where I spent my whole life. The familiar stone walls close in, suffocating me.

“No,” I whisper, panic rising in my throat. “Not this again.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
ISOLDE


I spin around, looking for an exit, but there’s only the single window, barred with enchanted iron that has contained me all my life. The same tapestries hang on the walls, depicting ancient battles between vampires and their enemies. The same four-poster bed with its blood-red canopy. The same prison disguised as protection.

“It’s not real,” I tell myself, digging my nails into my palms. “The guardian is showing me my fear.”

But it feels real. The familiar scent of old stone and stale air, the distant sound of my mother’s voice, the chill that never quite leaves these ancient walls, no matter how many fires burn in the grate. I was forced out of this prison, but now I never want to go back. I want what I have at SilverGate, as scary and unknown as that is, it’s better than being locked away.

“Isolde,” my father’s voice comes from behind me. I turn to see him standing by the locked door, his imposing figure as intimidating as ever. “You can never leave this castle. It isn’t safe.”

“It’s not real,” I whisper again, backing away from the apparition of my father. His eyes are darker than I remember, and his pupils expand until they’ve swallowed the iris entirely.

“You belong here,” he says, his voice echoing strangely. “Where we can protect you.”

I shake my head. “No. I’ve tasted freedom now. I won’t go back to being a prisoner.”

He moves toward me with unnatural speed, his form flickering slightly at the edges. “Freedom is an illusion. You are too valuable to risk in the outside world.”

“Valuable for what?” I demand, finding my courage. “What am I?”

My father’s face contorts, stretching into something less human, more monstrous. “You are the vessel. The key. The sacrifice.”

A chill runs through me at his words. This is the guardian twisting my fears, but there’s a ring of truth that cuts deep.

“No,” I say more firmly. “I reject this. I reject your prison. I reject your secrets.”

The room shimmers around me as I focus my will against the illusion.

My father’s form solidifies again, more menacing now. “You cannot escape your destiny, Isolde. The Crimson Moon has marked you. They know where you are. They are coming for you.”

“Who is coming for me?” I demand, stepping forward despite my fear. “Tell me!”

His face twists further, features melting and reforming into something ancient and terrible. “The Collectors.”

The name is chilling, making my blood turn to ice. Collectors. What will they do with me once they’ve ‘collected’ me?

The walls of my prison crack, thin fissures spreading like spider webs across the stone.

“This isn’t real,” I say again, louder now. “You’re not my father. You’re the guardian, and I reject your illusion.”

The apparition snarls, its form shifting again. My father’s features melt away entirely, revealing something I can barely comprehend, a creature of shadow and ancient malice, its eyes burning like embers in the darkness.

“Reject the illusion, but you know what you are, a female twin. You know how valuable you are.”

“No! I don’t know anything! What will these Collectors do if they find me?”

“When they find you, they will make you wish for your prison.”

The guardian zaps out of existence, leaving me sweating and panting. I spin around to see CJ and Cassiel staring at me, seemingly unscathed by the guardian.

“Female twin,” CJ says, moving closer. “I knew there was something off about you and Isaac. It makes sense now. But not everything. Why are you so valuable?”

“What are you talking about?” I stammer, even though he has spelt it out. He and Cassiel heard everything the guardian said to me. It spilt my secret, and now what? Where do I run to?

“You’ll forgive my lack of knowledge in this area,” he says with that smirk, which I see now is meant to disarm me. “I’m not up to speed on this particular lore.”

“Lore?” I grit out. “And well, that makes two of us. I have no clue. Angel? You got anything? Save us having to break into the restricted section and possibly face the wrath of Blackridge?”

Cassiel shakes his head slowly. “I am unaware of this lore as well.”

“Well, great. Massive help you two are.”

“Whoa,” CJ says, holding his hand up, as the door swings open and we all turn to stare at it, none of us moving forward. “We are here to help you, Isolde. Whatever this is, clearly it is why your parents kept you locked away.”

“Well, I know that, for fuck’s sake. What I don’t know is why? Why is a female twin vampire so special?”

“Let’s pass through this gateway to find out,” Cassiel says and marches forward, disappearing into the dark.

“Cassiel, wait!” I cry, but with a noise of frustration, follow him with CJ on my heels, making the same noise at me.

We ascend some steps, which makes sense, seeing as we went down on the other side and appear suddenly in the restricted section of the library set behind wards so fierce, we can see them shimmering black in the low light.

“This suddenly seems like a bad idea,” I whisper.

“We are here now,” CJ says, looking around. “Do you have any idea what you are actually looking for?”

“William said he couldn’t remember,” I murmur and curse under my breath. It’s going to be like looking for a specific needle in a haystack made of needles.

“Great,” CJ mutters, running his hand through his dark hair. “A needle in a stack of needles that will probably bite us.”

I blink. How did he latch onto the same thought I did?

I scan the shelves, feeling the stifling presence of ancient magic. The restricted section is smaller than I expected but more densely packed, with books crammed into every available space. Some volumes are chained to the shelves, others sealed with locks or wrapped in protective bindings. A few emit soft hums or whispers, their contents literally alive.

“We should split up,” I suggest, moving toward the nearest shelf. “Look for anything about vampire twins or these Collectors, even.”

Cassiel nods. “I’ll take the far corner.”

CJ moves to the opposite wall, his movements graceful despite the cramped space. “These books are organised by danger level, not subject matter,” he observes, studying the shelving system. “The ones with red bindings are the most volatile.”

I follow his gaze to a section of crimson-bound books secured behind what appears to be a cage of silver energy. “How do you know that?”

He gives me that infuriating smirk. “It’s how my dad does it.”

I nod, filing that piece of information away.

I move across to a set of books that look less like they want to eat me and scan the titles. Nothing jumps out at me, literally or in the way of being informative, so I move on.

I watch Cassiel hold his hands up, and that goldy-black power he has that manifested as a lightning bolt, shimmers out of his palms. He closes his eyes and then homes in on a title. His eyes snap open, and he grabs it, pulling it from its place.

“I’ve found something,” Cassiel says, his voice unnaturally tight.

I move to his side, watching as he places an ancient leather-bound book on a small reading table. The cover is unmarked, but the leather itself seems wrong somehow.

“What is it?” I ask, fighting a strange reluctance to touch the volume.

“It responded to my angelic energy,” Cassiel explains, his wings shifting restlessly behind him. “Almost like it was reaching for me.”

CJ approaches cautiously, his nostrils flaring. “That book smells like blood and magic.”

Cassiel’s fingers hover over the cover. “It’s called ‘The Collector’s Compendium.’”

“The Collectors,” I murmur.

With visible unwillingness, he opens the book. The pages inside are a deep amber colour, inscribed with text that gives me the creeps. But what makes my breath catch is the way the book itself seems to respond to being opened. It’s a soft exhalation, as if the binding itself is breathing.

“What the hell?” CJ mutters.

Cassiel’s face has gone pale. “The Collectors are an ancient academic society—scholars of supernatural phenomena.” His fingers trace the text without touching it. “But their methods are unorthodox.”

“Unorthodox, how?” I press, fighting the urge to back away from the disturbing volume.

Cassiel’s eyes meet mine, filled with a terrible knowledge. “They transform rare supernatural beings into repositories of knowledge. Living grimoires.”

“Living what?”

CJ leans closer, his face hardening. “Grimoires. Magic books. But living?”

Cassiel nods grimly. “According to this, some creatures possess a unique ability. Their blood and tissue can absorb and permanently store magical knowledge.” He turns a page, and I swear I hear a whimper from the book itself. “The Collectors capture them and transform them into conscious grimoires.”

The horror of it hits me. “They turn creatures into books? While they’re still alive?”

“Conscious,” Cassiel clarifies, his voice tight with disgust. “The nervous system is preserved throughout the process. They remain aware but unable to move or speak except when the book is opened and read.”

My legs nearly give out. CJ steadies me with a hand at my elbow, his touch unusually gentle.

“That’s why they want you?” he asks quietly.

“Does it say anything about twin vampires?” I ask steadily, even though my insides are trying to crawl away.

Cassiel scans the text, flipping page after page with supernatural speed, almost as if his eyes are finding the information we want. They are still glowing silver, which has to mean something. “Here. Female vampire twins are especially valuable,” he says. “The sympathetic connection between twins amplifies the absorption properties. They can store knowledge that would destroy normal repositories, such as forbidden spells, lost languages, even memories and experiences.”

My soul whimpers in response to that, imagining a fate worse than death. Flayed alive, bound into a book, eternally conscious while being read and studied by these academic monsters. My stomach heaves.

“The book you’re holding,” I whisper. “Is it...?”

Cassiel nods grimly. “A guide created by The Collectors, bound in the skin of one of their victims. A demonstration of their craft.”

“How many?” I ask, my voice cracking. “How many of us have they taken?”

Cassiel turns more pages, each movement eliciting a subtle reaction from the book itself. “According to this catalogue, they’ve created two living grimoires from female twin vampires over the millennia. Each one specialising in different magical knowledge.”

“That’s fucking rare and special,” CJ says.

I glare at him for pointing out the fucking obvious.

“And they’re still aware? After all this time?” CJ asks, his voice uncharacteristically subdued.

“Vampires don’t die easily,” Cassiel says. “These grimoires are centuries old, but still conscious. Still suffering.”

I back away, my heart pounding. “No wonder my parents kept me locked away. They were hiding me from this.”

“Or…” CJ stops, giving me a look that speaks volumes.

“Or what?” Cassiel asks, not reading the room in that way he has that is normally so enchanting.

“Or they knew and threw me to the wolves,” I say quietly.

“But if they came for you the night of the red moon, they would’ve just handed you over,” CJ says, trying to backtrack from the horror. “Why send you here?”

“It wasn’t for safety,” I mutter. “How could it be?”

“Wards? Ancient magic? Us?” he points out.

“You?”

“Well, maybe not us specifically in your parents’ mind, but creatures who would protect you.”

“I killed for you,” Cassiel reminds me.

“What is the significance of the red moon?” I ask.

“According to this, the moon acts as a beacon, revealing the location of rare and valuable creatures. The Collectors can track it directly to you.”

A cold question washes over me. “Isaac. Do The Collectors want him too?”

Cassiel shakes his head. “The text specifically mentions female twins. Something about the female vampire’s biological structure makes them ideal vessels for this process.”

“So my brother is safe, but I’m destined to become someone’s library book?” My voice rises with hysteria. “That’s just great.”

“Not if we stop them,” CJ says, his voice hardening with resolve.

“We need to get out of here,” I say suddenly, feeling the walls closing in. “If anyone catches us with this book⁠—”

“Too late for that, Miss Morvoren.”

The three of us whirl around to find Blackridge standing in the entrance to the restricted section, his dark eyes unreadable.

“Professor,” Cassiel acknowledges, subtly shifting to stand between Blackridge and me.

“Breaking into the restricted section,” Blackridge observes coolly. “Accessing forbidden texts. I’d expect such behaviour from Mr Aquila, but you two are disappointing additions to his troublemaking.”

CJ beams, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes at him.

“Sir, this isn’t what it looks like.”

CJ shoots me a gaze that screams ‘for fuck’s sake’.

“You want to know why The Collectors are hunting you?” Blackridge says. “Yes, I’m well aware of your situation, Miss Morvoren. More aware than you might think.”

My blood runs cold at his words. “You know about The Collectors?”

Blackridge’s thin lips curve into something that might be a smile, but probably isn’t. Of course he knows.

The room seems to spin around me as CJ and Cassiel move protectively closer to my sides.

“Are you one of them?” I whisper, my defensive magic coiling inside me, ready to strike.

Blackridge’s expression shifts to something almost like offence. “Certainly not. The Collectors are an abomination, perverting knowledge and magical study into something monstrous.” He steps further into the room. “The Collectors are coming, Miss Morvoren. We have perhaps days before they attempt to breach our defences.”

My heart hammers in my chest. “What do we do? Why did my parents send me here? Why did you accept me as a student?”

Blackridge’s eyes meet mine, deep and fathomless. “First, you return that grimoire to its shelf. It has suffered enough without being paraded around by curious students.”

Cassiel gently places the book back in its place, murmuring an apology.

“And then?” I press.

“The Collectors don’t relinquish their prizes easily, and you, Miss Morvoren, would be the crown jewel of their collection. What you stumbled upon is merely one thing they do with rare creatures.”

“What are the others?” I ask in abject terror.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Then answer my question. Why did you accept me here as a student?”

“You are a rare and valuable creature, Miss Morvoren. I happen to collect those myself.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CASSIEL


My wings flare instinctively at Blackridge’s words, expanding to their full span in the confined space. The energy crackling between my feathers responds to the threat, golden-black power humming just beneath the surface. Beside me, CJ shifts into a fighting stance, his body coiled with predatory tension.

“You ‘collect’ rare creatures?” Isolde repeats, her voice admirably steady despite the fear I can sense from her.

Blackridge raises an eyebrow at our defensive postures. “I do. You are all rare and special creatures, aren’t you?”

“What does that mean?” I demand. “You do the dirty work for The Collectors?”

Blackridge smiles. It is not a pleasant smile. It sends a chill down to my soul. “No, as I said, they are an abomination.”

“So what? You pretend to be a sanctuary, but instead we are all little dolls in your very own special dollhouse?” Isolde spits out.

“More like it,” Blackridge says. “But with one very important distinction.”

“Oh, and what is that?” I growl before CJ can.

Blackridge ignores me and moves over to the bookcase where CJ said the most dangerous texts were. I see them flinch when he passes, and I wonder again what kind of creature he is and what kind of power he wields. “Case studies. We research, we learn, we help those who have no idea of their true potential by placing them in situations that are outside of their comfort zones.”

“You’re testing us?”

“Sometimes. We need to see what you are capable of, and what you aren’t.”

“Like Benz,” I mutter. “You didn’t let that fight go ahead because of me, or not only me, but Benz as well. You wanted to see if his ward against dying worked.”

“And it did,” he says. “Imagine my delight.”

“This is sick!” Isolde cries. “You are treating us like property.”

“No, I am treating you like students. We are all here to learn, are we not?”

I understand his way of thinking. It makes sense. Learning is a never-ending constant. How are we to know things if we don’t learn, study, research?

“I get it,” I say, causing Isolde to hiss at me. CJ, on the other hand, looks like he gets it, too. “It is give and take. You give us experiences we need for the real world, to push our boundaries.”

“To let us do what we must to survive,” CJ adds, nodding almost in approval. “What I don’t get is why you accepted Isolde here, knowing she is a target? Are you going to protect her or throw her to the wolves when they inevitably circle?”

“Miss Morvoren will need to defend herself. That is why she is here, Mr Aquila. To learn, to adapt, to grow her power. I believe she is already showing signs of maturing.”

CJ and I stare at her.

She blushes, a very adorable trait she has when she is under the spotlight. “The incident in the dining hall,” she says.

“What incident?” I ask.

“My powers manifested in a way they haven’t before. It was almost like telekinesis as opposed to simply being defensive magic.”

“Ah, yes,” Blackridge’s voice carries a note of satisfaction. “Your defensive capabilities are evolving. Precisely as I anticipated.”

I study Isolde’s face, watching the play of emotions, fear, confusion, anger, all warring for dominance. Her power is growing, changing. It’s fascinating to witness, even as I worry about her safety.

“So what now?” CJ demands, his patience clearly wearing thin. “The Collectors are coming for her, and your grand plan is to let her figure it out?”

Blackridge’s dark eyes narrow. “Quite, Mr Aquila. SilverGate’s defences are formidable, but not infallible. The Collectors employ powerful magic and ancient rituals to acquire their prizes.”

“You have picked out classes that will broaden Isolde’s range,” I say, nodding thoughtfully. “Arcane Theory, Advanced Blood Magic, Defensive Spellcraft, History of Supernatural Warfare, Dimensional Theory, Defensive Combat Training.”

“Precisely. You, Miss Morvoren, have to decide your own fate.”

With that, he clicks his fingers, and we end up back in the library outside the bookcase with the lever book missing.

“Well, great,” Isolde snaps. “This was not how I expected this to go.”

“How did you expect it to go?” I ask.

She bares her fangs at me, and my cock goes hard. I reach for her without thinking, drawn to her. She’s magnificent in her anger, her eyes flashing, fangs gleaming. It’s a primal call I can barely resist.

CJ intercepts my hand before I can touch her, his grip tight but not painful. “Down, angel,” he murmurs, his voice laced with understanding rather than animosity. “Now’s not the time.”

He’s right, of course. Isolde is trembling with rage and fear, her arms wrapped around herself, trying to hold everything together.

“I need a plan,” she says finally, her voice steadier than I expected. “If these Collectors are coming for me, I need to be ready.”

“We’ll help you,” I say immediately, my wings settling against my back. “Whatever it takes.”

CJ nods, releasing my wrist. “For once, I agree with feathers. You’re not facing this alone.”

Isolde looks between us, suspicion clouding her features. “Why? Why would either of you risk yourselves for me?”

“You know why,” CJ says quietly.

I feel a strange resonance with his words. The pull I feel toward Isolde isn’t merely physical attraction or academic curiosity. It’s deeper, more primal, almost like a cosmic imperative. “I don’t fully understand it myself,” I admit, “but I’m not walking away from you.”

She swallows hard, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “I don’t know if I can trust anyone. My parents kept me locked away for twenty-one years without telling me why. Blackridge is using me as some kind of supernatural science experiment. For all I know, you two could be Collectors in disguise.”

“Now that’s just insulting,” CJ drawls, but there’s a hint of hurt beneath his bravado.

I step closer to her, careful not to crowd her. “Isolde, I fell from heaven. It wasn’t a metaphor. I physically fell through dimensions, through realities, and landed here. Do you really think that was a coincidence?”

She looks up at me, her blue eyes searching mine. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I believe I was meant to find you. To protect you.”

“That’s very poetic, angel,” CJ says, but his tone lacks its usual bite. “But what she needs right now is practical help. Training. Protection.”

“I need both,” Isolde says quietly. “And I need to talk to Isaac. He needs to know what’s happening.”

I nod, my wings settling against my back. “I’ll help you train. My celestial energy might be useful against these Collectors.”

“As will my… specialised skill set.” CJ smiles, it’s cold and wicked.

“Which is?” I ask with a raised eyebrow.

“For me to know and you to find out,” he says in that annoying way that riles me more than it should.

Isolde shakes her head. “I need to speak to Isaac. I’ll catch up with you two idiots later.”

“Idiot?” I ask, affronted, but she’s gone in a flash of vampire speed. I turn to CJ. “She thinks we’re idiots?”

“Well, you maybe,” he says with a frown.

My eyes roll up in a natural reaction to this infuriating creature. How I’m not going to kill him is going to be a test all on its own. Perhaps Blackridge knows and is watching. Waiting.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
ISOLDE


I find Isaac in the training arena, pummelling a practice dummy with such force that stuffing explodes from its seams with each blow. His movements are fluid, lethal, a dance of violence that speaks volumes about his emotional state. His offensive magic is burning at his fists, and not for the first time, I wish I had it. It’s so much more. But maybe with CJ and Cassiel’s help, I can beat the shit out of a practice dummy one day. Or beat the shit out of a Collector freak if he tries to lay his hands on me.

No fucking way.

You can stake me first.

“You’ve been holding out on me,” I say, approaching slowly.

He spins around, his eyes wild for a moment before recognition sets in. “Issy. What are you doing here?”

“I know why they locked me up. They knew this day would come.”

My brother’s expression shifts, wariness replacing exhaustion. “What day?”

“The day the Collectors came for me.”

“Collectors?” he asks carefully. “What the hell are they?”

I give him the rundown of what we found out, and his expression turns to one of revulsion. “No,” he states. “No fucking way will I allow that to happen to you.”

“Neither will we,” CJ says, appearing behind me with Cassiel. I knew they were there. I could sense them. Smell them even. My senses have sharpened. I’m not sure if that is because it’s part of my ‘maturing’ or because I desperately need to not be made into a book, or worse, so I’m more aware of my surroundings.

Isaac’s eyes narrow, flickering between CJ and Cassiel with undisguised suspicion. “What do you mean ‘we’? Since when are you two working together?”

“Since your sister became a target for psychotic magical academics who want to turn her into a living book,” CJ replies dryly.

“This isn’t a joke,” I snap, my patience fraying. “Isaac, I need to know if Mum and Dad ever mentioned anything about this to you. Anything at all.”

Isaac runs a hand through his hair, his expression troubled. “The song…”

“What song?” I jump on it like a maniac, surging forward and gripping his arm tightly. “What song?”

Isaac’s face pales slightly. “Don’t you remember? When we were kids, Dad used to sing that creepy old nursery rhyme?”

“I don’t remember,” I say, shaking my head. “What was it?”

Isaac closes his eyes, recalling the melody. When he speaks again, his voice takes on a sing-song quality that sends chills down my spine:

"Ink-stained fingers seek the rare,

Twin-born blood beyond compare.

When crimson moon hangs in the sky,

Look to silver, mirror-eye.

Knowledge sought becomes the chain,

But knowledge shared will break the pain.

The scholar fears what twins may know,

When powers joined begin to flow.

Should scholars come with binding thread,

Turn their pages in your head.

For what they seek, they cannot take,

If mind-to-mind, your bond won't break."

The silence that follows is absolute. I feel physically ill. It sounds vaguely familiar, but when I close my eyes, I know they never sang it to me. I used to hear it drifting out of Issac's room on the night air, chilling and terrifying. I never really knew the words, just the melody, and it scared me half to death some nights.

“He sang that to you when you were little?” Cassiel asks, sounding appalled.

Isaac nods grimly when I open my eyes. He looks at me with dawning horror. “They were preparing me. Teaching me the danger without explaining it directly.”

“That’s fucked up,” CJ mutters, but his expression is thoughtful. “But effective. Even without understanding the context, you’d remember the warning.”

I wrap my arms around myself, trying to stop shaking. “And now we know why I was hidden away. Why they were so paranoid about anyone discovering me.”

“The song mentions scholars,” Cassiel observes. “The academic element of The Collectors aligns with that description.”

“We need to find Mum and Dad,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel. “They knew this was coming. The question is, why did they send me here? Was it for safety or sacrifice?”

Issac gives me a grim look. He was thinking the exact same thing.

CJ steps closer to me, not touching but close enough that I can feel his heat. “SilverGate is warded. You’re safer here than anywhere else.”

“For now,” Cassiel qualifies, his wings shifting restlessly. “But The Collectors have ways of breaching even these defences.”

“We need information. We need to understand exactly what we’re up against,” I say. “We can’t fight what we don’t understand.”

“You should go to Blackridge,” Isaac says.

I shake my head. “He won’t help. We’ve already spoken to him. I’m on my own.”

“What?” Isaac spits out.

“It’s fine, it’s a thing….”

“It’s SilverGate,” Cassiel states.

“Fucking hell,” Isaac says.

“We’ve got this,” CJ says earnestly for once in his life. “We won’t let anything happen to your sister.”

“But you need to stay away from this,” I say, steadily.

“What? No, Issy, your fight is my fight.”

“No, this is my fight. You aren’t involved. If they come for me, if they get me, I need to make sure that you live so I will be remembered.”

“Isolde, don’t talk like that.”

“I don’t want to, but I need you to promise me you will stay back from this. I can handle it.”

“You haven’t been in the real world for long enough to handle anything,” he says.

His words hurt, but they are true. I can’t deny that. “Even more reason why I have to step up and do this myself.”

“What kind of brother would I be, what kind of twin would I be, if I let you deal with this yourself?”

“One who loves his sister and will do as I ask.”

Isaac stares at me with disbelief and frustration. “That’s emotional blackmail, Isolde.”

“It’s the truth,” I counter, my voice softening despite my resolve. “If these Collectors take me, someone needs to remember who I was.”

“And you think I can just stand back and do nothing?”

CJ clears his throat. “As touching as this sibling moment is, we need a plan.”

“CJ’s right,” Cassiel says. “Time is not our ally.”

Isaac’s jaw clenches, but he nods reluctantly. “You can’t ask me to do this.”

“I can and I am. We have time. Blackridge said the wards were formidable. Help train me or whatever, but when it comes to it, you are nowhere in sight. Promise me.”

“I can’t.”

“Promise me,” I state. “Or we are done as twins.”

“Issy,” he hisses.

I lift my chin higher.

“Fine,” he states. “Have it your way.”

He glares at CJ, and something passes between them. An unspoken communication that I’m not privy to, and is probably about Issac secretly helping.

Fine. Whatever. As long as he is nowhere near this fight when it comes, he can do whatever he wants.

I nod and turn on my heel, marching out of the training arena and back to my bedroom to speak to William and try to iron out whatever bee he has in his bonnet about our kiss earlier.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
WILLIAM


I drift through the room, my form flickering with turbulent emotions I can’t quite control. Rage, jealousy, desire, and something deeper that I dare not name. The memory of our kiss lingers like fire on my lips. For a brief, impossible moment, I felt her warmth against me. Or did I? I can’t even tell anymore. It shocked me, hurt me, and when I thought she lied about it, it hit something deep inside me I haven’t felt since I was alive.

My magic.

That inherent part of me that made me special, put me on SilverGate’s radar. The only Sanguinarch they had ever seen, heard of. SilverGate hunted me for my childhood years, begging me to be part of their institution. Even the oldest professors had only read about creatures like me in ancient, crumbling texts.

Blood was everything to me. Not in the crude, predatory way of vampires who merely consume it for sustenance. They drink blood; I communed with it. Where they saw food, I saw infinite possibilities, a universe of secrets and power in every crimson drop.

The vampires never quite understood. They’d watch me with those hungry eyes as I worked, transforming blood into forms of magic they couldn’t comprehend. How could I explain that perfect moment when blood reveals its memories to you? When it willingly surrenders the history of the creature it once flowed through? Not Blood Magic. Too common. Any third-rate supernatural can use it in spells. But for me, blood wasn’t just an ingredient or a power source. It was a symbiotic partner, a living essence that transformed within me, becoming something gloriously new and powerful.

I wonder if there will ever be another like me. In all my research, I found only whispers of other Sanguinarchs throughout history—perhaps one born every few centuries, often mistaken for vampires or blood warlocks before their true nature became apparent.

If only I could feel that connection again, to reach out and touch the living essence flowing through her veins. Even as a ghost, I can sense the echo of it, calling to the nature I thought was dead. Her blood is special, perhaps even more unique than mine.

Seeing her with the vampire and the fallen angel stirs something primal in me. They can touch her, taste her, feel her warmth. I can only watch, an impotent spectator to her existence. Yet that kiss... that impossible connection...

The door opens, and Isolde steps in, her face covering up a deep fear I can see in her eyes. She closes the door and leans against it, exhaling slowly.

“William,” she calls softly. “We need to talk.”

“I’m here.”

She straightens up and studies me, those blue eyes searching my translucent form hovering by the window. “Did you feel it?”

“Yes,” I croak. “It’s impossible. Ghosts can’t interact physically with the living.”

“And yet,” she says, crossing over and reaching out toward me. Her hand passes through my chest as expected, but there’s a whisper of sensation, like static electricity, where we intersect. “Something is happening between us.”

“It was a fluke,” I say, trying to brush it off so the crushing disappointment doesn’t continue to torture me. “Nothing more.”

“I disagree.”

“That’s your prerogative.”

She rolls her eyes, those pretty, pretty eyes that do things to me.

“What happened with the restricted section?” I ask, changing the subject before she can continue tormenting me with this inquisition.

She sighs, dropping onto the edge of her bed. “We found out why I was locked away my whole life.”

“And?” I press, floating closer.

“Have you ever heard of The Collectors?”

The name sends a ripple through my spectral form, causing me to flicker momentarily. “Yes. I’ve heard whispers. Even in my time, they were spoken of in hushed tones.”

“What do you know about them?”

“The Collectors are an academic society that studies supernatural phenomena through highly unethical means.”

“They turn rare creatures into living grimoires,” she says flatly. “And apparently, female twin vampires are their crown jewels.”

I drift closer, horror washing through me. “That’s what they want you for? To make you into a grimoire?”

“According to the book we found, yes. They’ve done it twice before to female twins like me. The victims remain conscious, eternally aware while being read and studied.” Her voice breaks slightly. “Can you imagine a worse fate?”

“No,” I admit, remembering my death with sudden gratitude. That fall from the Bell Tower, where I landed on a magical death spike, seems quite pleasant compared. At least my suffering had an endpoint, no pun intended. “This explains everything. Your isolation, your brother’s freedom to attend SilverGate while you remained hidden.”

“Blackridge knows,” she continues, rubbing her temples. “He basically admitted that SilverGate collects rare creatures too, just not in the same grotesque way. He’s using us as case studies.”

This isn’t new information for me. “Hmm, quite. Blackridge has always been an opportunist. Even in my time, he was collecting unique beings under the guise of education.”

“For fuck’s sake. Why do all you males seem to think it’s okay?”

“Because we are all learning, Isolde, just in different⁠—”

“Don’t,” she interrupts me, putting her hand up. “You sound like Blackridge.”

“Well, he was a mentor, and he is correct about this institution. Most who come here are aware. It’s why they are here.”

“Yeah? Well, I didn’t know fuck all until I was shoved through a portal and landed on the courtyard soaking wet!”

I move closer, wanting to comfort her, but unable to touch. “Isolde, I understand your anger. Being thrust into this without preparation⁠—”

“You don’t understand anything!” she snaps, shooting to her feet. “I was kept in the dark my entire life, and now I’m expected to just accept that I’m some valuable commodity to be fought over, protected, or transformed into a fucking book!”

Her power flares visibly, a shimmer of defensive magic crackling around her like static electricity. The stone walls crack slightly, responding to her distress.

“I do understand what it means to be hunted for what you are.”

She looks at me, her anger momentarily replaced by curiosity. “What were you, William? What made you so special?”

I hesitate, wondering if I should reveal this truth. But she deserves honesty from someone, at least. “I was a Sanguinarch.”

“A what?”

“A blood architect. Not a vampire, not a warlock, something different. I could communicate with blood, shape it, learn from it. Blood revealed its memories to me, showed me the lives it once sustained.”

Her eyes widen. “A blood architect? Is that why SilverGate wanted you?”

“Yes. I was the first Sanguinarch they’d encountered in centuries. My abilities made me a prize student.” I drift closer, my form wavering with the intensity of the memory. “Blood isn’t just sustenance, Isolde. It’s a living archive of experience, of power. In my hands, it became something transcendent.”

“Like what?” she asks, sitting back down on the bed, her anger momentarily forgotten.

“I could extract memories from blood, reshape its properties, even create temporary constructs from it. With enough blood, I could build doorways between places, manifest creatures from nightmares, heal wounds that would kill others.” I pause, watching her expression. “The professors here saw me as the missing piece in their understanding of Blood Magic.”

“That’s why you were researching dimensional boundaries. You were trying to use blood to create pathways between worlds.”

I nod, impressed by her quick understanding. “Precisely. Blood carries the essence of its donor’s reality. I theorised that with the right combination, I could create stable passages between dimensions.”

“And someone killed you for that knowledge,” Isolde says softly.

“Yes. I was close to a breakthrough when I was pushed from the Bell Tower.” My form flickers with the memory of falling, the rush of air, the sickening impact. “Someone didn’t want me to succeed.”

“So you’re not a vampire, not a warlock, not immortal?”

“I wouldn’t say I was immortal, no,” I say dryly, and she giggles. “But I wasn’t exactly easy to kill, either. The thing that got me was the spike.”

“Spike?” she asks, her eyes widening.

“I fell on a spike and bled out. It was a gruesome death. I still see the eyes of the student who found me the next morning.”

Isolde pales, her hand rising to her throat. “William, that’s terrible. And you’ve been trapped in this room ever since.”

“This room was my sanctuary. My laboratory. I conducted my experiments here, away from prying eyes.” I hover near her desk, remembering the equipment that once filled this space. “When I died, my spirit anchored to where I felt most alive.”

Isolde stands and walks to the window, looking out at the Bell Tower silhouetted against the dark sky. “We have something in common, then,” she says quietly. “Both hunted for what makes us special.”

“The difference being you still have a chance to escape your fate,” I point out.

She turns to face me, determination hardening her features. “I’m not going to become anyone’s grimoire. And I’m going to help you find out who killed you.”

“Bold promises from someone who has The Collectors hunting her.”

“I can multitask,” she retorts with a flash of that defiance I’m growing to admire. “Besides, solving your murder might help me understand SilverGate better. Knowledge is power, right?”

“Indeed.” I drift closer, studying her.

“Did you ever ward this place?” she asks suddenly with a frown.

“Why?” I ask curiously.

“Maybe the wards are stopping you from leaving.”

“How do you figure?”

“If you set them with your blood to recognise you, it doesn’t recognise you. But since you are in here, you are trapped by them. Does that make sense? I’m thinking out loud.”

“An interesting theory. I never considered that my confinement might be deliberate rather than a natural consequence of my death.” I stare at her with wonder. She has a remarkable brain. It works in ways most don’t. “My wards were intricate. Traps almost,” I admit, circling her thoughtfully. “I used my blood to create a sanctuary where my experiments couldn’t be detected. A bubble of secrecy within SilverGate’s walls.”

“And now they’re your prison,” she murmurs, those brilliant blue eyes tracking my movements. “Could we break them somehow?”

I pause, considering. “I don’t know. All wards break on the death of the creature who set them up. So they shouldn’t exist.”

“Except you are still here, and your magic knows it, it just doesn’t know-know it.”

“In which case, I am fucked because I have no blood to undo them.”

“Blood Magic can be undone by blood of similar potency.”

“Says who?” I ask with narrowed eyes.

“I may have been a shadow student taught behind enchanted walls, but I’m not dumb. All I had time to do was read, study, learn. There was this one book. Mastery of Blood Magic. It was my grandfather’s. I read it once. It was a bit complicated and boring, all theory, no practice. But it said that any Blood Magic could be undone with the right intent and the right blood power.”

“Wait.”

She drops her fangs and slices her wrist over the tip, ignoring me. “I want to try,” she says firmly. “If I’m going to face The Collectors, I need all the allies I can get, and you’re trapped in here, unable to help me beyond these walls.”

The scent of her blood is tangible. Even as a ghost, I can sense its power—rich and complex, alive with possibilities that make my non-existent heart race.

“If I’m so special, and these are blood wards, then my blood should speak to them.”

“You will need to find the sigils,” I say, not wanting to hope, but this creature, this powerful vampire, has ways of dredging up the emotion I thought was as dead as my magic. “Four of them, east to north.”

She nods, moving to the eastern wall first. Her fingers trail over the ancient stone, seeking what only her blood might reveal. I watch, transfixed, as she presses her bleeding wrist against the cold surface.

“Here,” she murmurs, and I see a faint glow where her blood touches the wall, illuminating a sigil that’s been invisible for a century. The symbol pulses, responding to her, ancient magic recognising something kindred in her essence.

“It’s working,” I whisper, hardly daring to believe it.

Isolde moves methodically around the room, finding each hidden sigil with uncanny precision. South wall, west wall, and finally north, each time her blood reveals what’s been hidden, each symbol flaring to life before absorbing her offering.

When the fourth sigil accepts her blood, a ripple passes through the room. I feel it like a wave washing over my spectral form, a loosening of chains I’d grown so accustomed to, I’d forgotten they existed.

“William?” Isolde watches me, her eyes wide. “Did it work?”

Tentatively, I drift toward the door. For a century, this threshold has been an impassable barrier, the limit of my eternal prison. I brace myself for the familiar resistance, the painful repulsion that always forced me back.

It doesn’t come.

I pass through the doorway into the corridor beyond, a surge of exhilaration flooding through me. “I’m free.” The words hang in the air, vibrant with emotion I haven’t felt in a century. I drift further into the corridor, marvelling at the sensation of space opening before me. “Isolde, you’ve done it.”

She follows me out, her face alight with wonder. “I can’t believe that actually worked. Go, Gramps.”

I spin in a slow circle, drinking in the familiar yet changed hallway. The portraits on the walls are different, the sconces modernised, but the bones of SilverGate remain unchanged. “After all this time,” I murmur, “I’d forgotten what it feels like to move freely.”

“Where will you go first?” she asks, her eyes tracking my ghostly form as I float higher, testing the boundaries of my freedom.

“The Bell Tower,” I reply without hesitation. “I need to see where I died. Perhaps there are clues, echoes of that moment, that might reveal who killed me.”

Isolde nods, understanding immediately. “I’ll come with you.”

“No,” I say firmly. “You have enough problems without adding mine to the list.”

“That can wait,” she says. “Besides, I’m safer moving around than sitting in my room like a target.”

I can’t argue with her logic, and selfishly, I want her company. “Thank you, Isolde, for what you’ve done for me.”

“It’s the least I could do,” she interrupts with a small smile. “Besides, I need all the supernatural allies I can get right now. Even dead ones.”

We move through the corridors together, her solid form and my spectral one making an odd pair. Students passing by shiver as they walk through me, some sensing my presence without seeing me, others completely oblivious. Isolde watches their reactions with fascination.

“They can feel you,” she observes. “Some of them, at least.”

“The more sensitive ones,” I agree. “Those with an affinity for death magic or spiritual energy. To the rest, I’m just a cold spot.”

The academy is bustling, the evening hours bringing the stone hallways alive. Moonlight filters through the occasional window, casting long shadows that seem to reach for us as we pass. The Bell Tower looms ahead, its silhouette stark against the night sky.

“It’s taller than I remember,” I murmur as we approach. The massive structure rises into the darkness, its upper reaches lost in shadow and mist.

Isolde pauses at the entrance, her hand on the ancient wooden door. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“I’ve been waiting a century,” I reply, my voice steadier than I feel. “I need to know.”

She pushes open the door, revealing a spiral staircase that winds upward into darkness. The stone steps are worn in the middle, hollowed by countless feet over the centuries. Cobwebs hang in the corners, and the air is thick with dust and the metallic tang of old blood.

She moves up the spiral staircase with that vampire ease as I float beside her.

“Did you come up here often?” she asks, her voice hushed in the enclosed space.

“Only occasionally. The tower was used primarily for astronomical observations and certain rituals that required elevation.” I pause, memories flooding back. “The night I died, I came here to test a theory about dimensional barriers being thinner at higher altitudes.”

“Were they?” Isolde asks, glancing at me as we continue our ascent.

“I never found out. Someone made sure of that.”

As we climb higher, the air grows colder, and the stone walls are slick with condensation. Isolde’s breath forms small clouds in front of her face.

“Did you feel that?” she whispers suddenly, stopping on a landing.

“What?”

“A shift in the air. Like we’re being watched,” she says, her gaze scanning the darkness above us.

I focus my spectral senses, reaching out to feel what she’s detecting. There’s a presence, subtle but unmistakable. “You’re right. We’re not alone.”

She tenses, her defensive magic coiling visibly around her fingertips. “Collector?”

“No,” I murmur, drifting slightly ahead. “It feels familiar. Like an echo.”

We continue upward, the spiral staircase narrowing as we climb. Isolde’s footsteps are nearly silent, her vampire nature allowing her to move like a predator. The air grows thinner, colder, heavy with memories that press against my consciousness.

“We’re close,” I whisper as we approach the final landing. “This is where it happened.”

The bell chamber opens before us, a circular room with massive open arches on all sides. The great bell hangs silent in the centre, its bronze surface shining with magic. Moonlight spills through the arches, creating pools of silvery light on the stone floor.

I drift to the eastern window, the place where I was pushed. “Here,” I say. “I was standing here, looking out at the academy grounds, when someone came up behind me.”

Isolde approaches cautiously, her eyes scanning the chamber. “Is anything jumping out at you as a reminder? A scent? Did they say anything?”

“They whispered something,” I murmur, the memory flickering at the edges of my consciousness. “A phrase in an ancient language, and then—” I break off, the sensation of falling suddenly overwhelming. My spectral form flickers violently.

“William!” Isolde reaches for me instinctively, her hand passing through my destabilising form.

“I’m okay,” I manage, forcing myself to solidify. “The memory is stronger here than I expected.”

Isolde moves to the window, looking down at the dizzying drop to the courtyard below. “You mentioned a spike?”

“Yes. An iron spike infused with death magic.” I drift closer to her, fighting the vertigo that threatens to disperse my form again. “Someone placed it deliberately.”

“Premeditated,” she whispers. Her fingers trace the windowsill, and she suddenly freezes. “William, look at this.”

I follow her gaze to a small symbol carved into the stone, nearly invisible unless you’re looking for it. A circle bisected by a jagged line, with three dots arranged in a triangle above it.

“What does this mean?”

“I don’t know, but we can find out.”

“Restricted section?” she asks with a sigh.

I beam at her. “Of course.”

“Great,” she mutters. “Just fucking great. We got caught earlier, you know. Blackridge has probably reinforced the security.”

“I do love a challenge,” I murmur, feeling my old fire spark up. I might not be back completely, but I’ve escaped that fucking room and now… now it’s time for payback.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
ISOLDE


Unsurprisingly, we run into CJ at the bottom of the Bell Tower steps.

“Well, my sweet. Want to explain what you are doing with this ghost in a notorious sex hotspot?”

I gape at him, my cheeks flushing. “I didn’t know it was…” I glare at William, who just shrugs.

“Yeah, you,” CJ says, pointing his finger at William, to my shock. “You act fucking innocent all you like, but I know all about you, Harrington. You stay away from my woman.”

“Not this again!” I snap. “For the love of all things unholy, would you stop!”

“Never,” he growls, taking a step forward. “I will banish your ass back to wherever it came from.”

“Unlikely,” William states. “I was always here. Left my body there…” He points to the spot where he presumably died, “… and ghosted right into my bedroom where I’ve been for over a hundred years.”

“Then I will banish you to the Netherworld, and you can rot there for eternity. How does that sound?”

“Quite unpleasant,” William hisses, and I see now that yeah, not so placid. Vicious comes to mind when I see his eyes turn red, and an ominous sensation drips icily down my spine.

“Enough!” I step between them, my patience completely evaporated. “You can see him? How long have you been able to see William?”

CJ’s eyes remain fixed on William, his jaw clenched tight. “Since the beginning. He’s not exactly subtle with his hovering.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this?” I demand, incredulous.

“It wasn’t relevant,” CJ shrugs, finally looking at me. “Until he started getting ideas.”

William drifts closer, his spectral form pulsing with the same malevolent energy from the shower scene. “Ideas? You mean like being forced to stand by and watch Isolde while you manhandle her?”

“Stop it, both of you!” I hiss, my magic sparks at my fingertips and flies out to bounce off the Bell Tower wall, making CJ duck out of the way with a snarl. “This is ridiculous. You cannot go around threatening everyone who speaks to me!”

“Pretty much can and do,” he states.

“And you’re one to talk anyway,” William says. “Spying in the mirror.”

CJ growls, low, menacing, and fixes a death glare on William. “Shut up about shit you know nothing about.”

“Spying?” I ask. “You’ve been spying on me?” My rage is volatile, sending sparks of not-so-defensive magic pinging around the Bell Tower.

“Protecting you,” he spits out, as angry as I’ve ever seen him, and that’s saying something. Usually, he has a calm control when he’s dishing out threats and throwing people around. This… this is totally different. His eyes flash dangerously. Amber now becomes the dominant part, and they glow, in a way I’ve never seen a vampire’s do. Admittedly, my experience is limited, but still.

“What are you?” I blurt out, my anger over the spying forgotten for a second under this transformation.

“A vampire,” he grits out, using every ounce of his exceptional strength to pull back whatever is trying to take him over.

“Try again, arsehole,” William says.

“Stay out of this,” I mutter as I watch CJ nearly have an aneurysm, hanging onto whatever is keeping him tethered to this moment. “CJ, breathe,” I say, my voice softening despite my anger. Something is clearly threatening him from the inside, and antagonising him further isn’t helping.

His eyes flicker from amber to dark and back again, and his breathing is ragged. The stone beneath his feet cracks slightly, and tendrils of heat radiate outward. For just a moment, I swear I see scales ripple beneath his skin before vanishing.

William drifts closer to me, his ghostly form protective. “He’s hiding something, Isolde. Something dangerous.”

“Makes two of us, then, doesn’t it?” CJ snarls, finally getting himself under control. “Get away from her.”

“Not unless she wants me to,” William says.

“I don’t want you to,” I state. “We are trying to do something. Get out of the way.”

“No.” CJ’s hand shoots out and clamps down on my arm. “I’m not leaving you alone with him.”

“He’s been in my room all this time, and now you want to protect me from him?”

“When he was in your room, he was contained. He needed you. You don’t want to know who he is, Isolde.”

“I know who he is!” I spin to look at William. He is no help. He just floats there with a serene look on his face.

“No, you really don’t,” CJ says. “He is dangerous.”

“So is everyone else here,” I point out. “You are extremely dangerous, for example.”

He looks quite pleased by that assessment, the fucking jerk.

“It’s not a badge of honour.”

“Oh, but it is.”

“This is getting us nowhere,” I say, tugging my arm free from CJ’s grip. “We found something in the Bell Tower, a symbol that might explain who killed William. I’m going to investigate it, whether or not you approve.”

CJ’s eyes narrow, flashing amber again before settling back to their usual dark hue. “Fine. But I’m coming with you.”

“Actually,” William interrupts, drifting closer, “we were heading to the restricted section again.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” CJ mutters. “Did getting caught once today not satisfy your death wish?”

I cross my arms. “We’ll be more careful this time.”

“We?” CJ’s eyebrow arches. “Since when are you and the ghost a ‘we’?”

“Since I was the one who freed him from my room,” I reply, watching CJ’s expression darken. “The blood wards were keeping him trapped. I broke them.”

“You did what?” CJ hisses, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? What you’ve unleashed on this academy?”

William laughs, the sound echoing unnaturally in the tower’s base. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Aquila. I’m hardly going on a rampage.”

“Yet,” CJ growls.

“William and I are involved, and you can take it or leave it.”

“Involved?” CJ chokes on the word. “How?”

His question sends a tremor of fear rippling through me, and this badass vampire girl I’m trying to be to save myself falters, and I’m back to the quivering mess that landed here only three days ago.

“Answer me, Isolde. How are you involved with him?”

“We are friends.”

“We kissed in the shower. It was quite the experience,” William pipes up.

I hiss at him as CJ goes apoplectic, the amber in his eyes igniting into flames. “You what?” The words are a low snarl, ripped from his throat. He moves so fast I barely register it, his hand going up to slam William in the chest. To my shock, and William’s, it connects, sending William shooting back into the stone wall. The impact reverberates through the tower, and a deep crack spreads across the ancient stone. Dust and chips of rock rain down.

“CJ, stop!” I shout, stepping in front of William, my magic flaring in response to the raw power radiating from him.

“He touched you?” CJ’s voice is a guttural roar that promises violence.

“It’s complicated. He’s a ghost. Or was…” I trail off with a frown. “How did you touch him, then?”

“Good fucking question,” William snaps. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Someone you don’t want to cross, Harrington.”

I look at William, whose eyes have narrowed, and his temper is back under control.

“I may be dead, Aquila,” William says, his voice now laced with an icy authority I haven’t heard before, “but I am not powerless, and you will not lay hands on me again.”

“Watch me.”

With a roar that cracks stone, I unleash a wave of my magic that CJ braces himself against and which dissipates William’s form for a moment. They both look at me with more caution now. “We have bigger problems than your ridiculous jealousy. The Collectors. William’s murder. Can we please focus on something that actually matters?”

“Ever stop to think he was murdered for a reason?” CJ growls.

“Of course he was. He was getting close to something someone didn’t want him to. We need to find out who.”

“We need to find out more about The Collectors,” CJ says.

“Precisely. Focus. Let’s go.”

CJ scoffs, but the dangerous edge in his eyes softens fractionally. “Fine. But if he steps out of line, I’m taking him out.”

“Just try it,” William snaps.

“Shut it,” I say, marching off and leaving them to catch up.

CJ falls into step beside me, wary but clearly intrigued by the mystery as William settles on my other side. “Another trip to Blackridge’s forbidden playground. You two really know how to have a good time.”

“Where is Cassiel?” I ask, instead of responding to his remark.

CJ shrugs. “Off learning some shit, probably.”

“He should be here.”

CJ nods but doesn’t say anything as we make our way back into the academy to find firstly the fallen angel and secondly, hopefully, some information.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
CJ


I keep my eyes on that ghost fucker as we approach Cassiel’s room. I have no idea how Isolde knows where it is, but she’s aiming for it like it’s a homing beacon.

The closer we get to Cassiel’s room, the more I want to slam the ghost into another wall. He keeps flickering at me with that smug, dead-man smile, like he’s won something. I’ve been restraining the dragon inside me for days, but the thought of him kissing Isolde, even as a ghost, makes my control slip.

Dragon scales ripple beneath my skin, and I force them back down with a hiss of pain. Isolde glances at me, her eyes narrowing with suspicion, but she says nothing. The ghost notices too, his translucent form shimmering with what might be amusement.

“Something wrong, Aquila?” he asks.

“Fuck you,” I mutter, clenching my fists to keep the transformation at bay. My mother warned me that powerful emotions would make control harder in this realm. She wasn’t wrong. But I’m here for a reason, and while, as far as I’m concerned, that reason isn’t really a reason. Try arguing with my parents.

Yeah, you won’t win.

Isolde knocks on Cassiel’s door without hesitation.

The door swings open, revealing Cassiel in all his naked, feathered glory. His wings are fully extended behind him, and his cock is impressive, even I can admit that. His eyes light up when he sees Isolde, then narrow when they land on me.

“This looks serious.”

“Put some clothes on, asshole. We’ve got a mission.”

“What kind of mission?”

“One that involves a ghost, a murder, and more information on The Collectors, if possible,” Isolde says.

“Ghost?” Cassiel murmurs.

“You can’t see him?” I ask,

He shakes his head.

“Lucky you.”

Isolde shoots me a look, but I ignore it.

“He’s floating behind Isolde.”

Cassiel squints, his eyes scanning the space behind Isolde. “I sense a disturbance in the spiritual plane, but I can’t see him.”

“His name is William,” Isolde explains. “He is a ghost from my room. I broke the blood wards keeping him trapped, and now he’s free to roam SilverGate.”

“Hmm,” Cassiel murmurs, making no move to cover himself. His wings flex slightly, sending a small breeze through the doorway. “A sentient spectral entity liberated through Blood Magic.”

“Put some fucking clothes on,” I growl, my patience evaporating. “Now.”

Cassiel blinks, as if just realising his nakedness. “Of course.” He turns and walks back into his room, wings folding against his back. “Please, come in while I dress.”

Isolde follows him without hesitation, and I clench my jaw so hard I’m surprised my teeth don’t crack. The ghost drifts after her, shooting me that smug look again. I swear, if he had a physical form, I’d rip his head off and use it as a paperweight. Although I did touch him before. That surprised the fucker. I guess being from an alternate dimension means I don’t play by the rules for ghosts either. It’s good to know.

Cassiel’s room is as luxurious as anyone else’s at the academy, but he hasn’t filled it with anything personal. There again, he didn’t exactly bring a bag full of items with him when he fell from heaven.

He retrieves a pair of loose black pants and pulls them on, seemingly unconcerned about his audience. His wings vanish as he dresses.

“So, what’s this about a murder?” he asks, leaving his chest bare as he turns to face us.

“William was murdered a century ago,” Isolde explains, perching on the edge of Cassiel’s bed without invitation. “Pushed from the Bell Tower and, um, spiked. We found a symbol carved into the stone where he fell.”

I keep my distance from both the ghost and the angel. The dragon inside me is still too close to the surface, and proximity to either of them might trigger something I can’t easily explain away.

Dragons don’t exist here. They are an anomaly that I really don’t want to get into. No one here is supposed to know I’m from a different realm in case they find me. I clench my jaw. Fucking hunters.

“A symbol?” Cassiel’s interest is immediately piqued, drawing my attention away from my predicament. His eyes gleam with that academic curiosity that makes me want to punch him. “What kind of symbol?”

“A circle bisected by a jagged line, with three dots arranged in a triangle above it,” Isolde describes, tracing the shape in the air with her finger.

“Any ideas?” I spit out.

“No. So we are going to the restricted section to find this symbol?”

“You are handy with the searching,” she says with a shy smile. “That thing you do…” She holds her hands up, and I roll my eyes so hard, they nearly get stuck.

“I can speed read,” I point out. “So can you. I’m sure we can find this thing without him.”

“Yes, but his celestial energy has a way of drawing certain texts to him,” Isolde argues, her eyes still on Cassiel. “Like it did with The Collectors’ book.”

William drifts closer to Cassiel, studying him with unsettling intensity. “An angel who fell directly to SilverGate. How convenient.”

Cassiel, unable to see William, frowns. He can sense something.

“He says he didn’t choose his landing spot,” I say.

“Few do,” William replies cryptically.

“What?” Cassiel asks.

“Nothing,” I mutter. I’ve had enough of this spectral bullshit. “Are we going or not? Every minute we waste is another minute those Collector freaks are hunting down Isolde.”

That sobers everyone quickly. Isolde stands, her face hardening with resolve. “Let’s go. We need to be smarter this time. No getting caught.”

“I have an idea about that,” Cassiel says, pulling a shirt over his head. “When I was exploring the academy yesterday, I noticed fluctuations in the magical barriers around the library. They pulse at regular intervals, weakening slightly every seventeen minutes.”

“How could you possibly know that?” I demand.

He shrugs. “It appears I can see magical energies others can’t.”

“Convenient,” I mutter, but I can’t deny it’s useful information.

“So we time our entry between pulses,” Isolde says. “Get in, find what we need, get out before Blackridge notices.”

“Exactly,” Cassiel agrees, his gaze lingering on her with that unsettling intensity that makes my dragon want to burst free again. I had settled this with myself. I knew he was going to be inevitable. But right now, after this William kiss thing blindsided me, I’m feeling aggressive towards everyone and everything. I need to know more about the kiss, but if I push Isolde now, she will shut me out. She will choose him over me. I can see it, and it burns. His attitude towards her is the defining factor. He treats her with respect and admiration. I bulldoze my way in because that’s what it’s like to be me. I don’t wait around, I don’t cultivate.

I take.

But this time, it’s not working out quite the way I’d planned. She isn’t buying it, and I need to adjust the way I approach this and her.

William drifts between them, his spectral form creating a cold spot that makes Isolde shiver visibly. “The academy has changed since my time, but some things remain constant. The wards have always had vulnerabilities.”

“Let’s move,” I say, heading for the door. “Time’s wasting.”

The four of us make an odd procession through the academy corridors—vampire, fallen angel, ghost, and me, half vampire, half dragon, and something completely unique. Students press themselves against walls as we pass, sensing the power crackling between us.

“They’re staring,” Isolde mutters, her shoulders tensing.

“Let them,” I reply. “Fear keeps them at a distance.”

William laughs, a hollow sound that echoes strangely. “You haven’t changed at all, have you, SilverGate? Still running on darkness, fear and secrets.”

Part of me wonders if the academy can hear him. I study him as we head towards the library. I don’t know much about him, but I know who he is. William Harrington. A creature called a Sanguinarch. Brutal, savage, but in a calm, collected way that is probably more chilling. I believe they called him Billy Butcher back in the day. At least that’s what my rather pitiful research into him said. There isn’t much about him in the yearbooks or archives. It’s like he was scrubbed.

We reach the library just as most students are heading to the dining hall or to classes. The massive space is nearly empty, with only a few determined scholars hunched over ancient texts in distant corners.

Cassiel pauses at the entrance, his head tilted as he studies the invisible currents of magic flowing through the air. “Eleven minutes until the next pulse,” he murmurs.

“We’ll need to be quick,” Isolde says, her voice low. “In and out.”

William drifts ahead, his spectral form passing through the solid oak doors without resistance. “I’ll scout ahead,” he calls back, disappearing into the library.

I clench my jaw, hating the idea of that ghost having free rein. “Can we trust him?”

“I do,” Isolde says firmly, her blue eyes challenging me to argue.

Cassiel looks between us, clearly sensing the tension. “The ward fluctuation affects the entire library, including the restricted section. When it weakens, we’ll slip through undetected.”

We enter the library casually, spreading out to avoid drawing attention. I position myself near a bookshelf with a clear view of the eastern corner where the secret passage is located. Isolde pretends to browse nearby shelves, while Cassiel stands perfectly still, his eyes half-closed as he monitors the magical energies.

William reappears, drifting through a wall to reach Isolde. “The passage is clear, but there are wards I didn’t notice before. Something new.”

“What kind of wards?” Isolde whispers, pretending to examine a book.

“Blood wards, ironically,” William replies. “But they’re different from mine. More predatory.”

“Blackridge,” I hiss. “He reinforced them.”

“He must’ve,” Isolde mutters. “I can break them.”

“What? No, Issy. That is a bad idea. He will know.”

“So what do you suggest? That we go to Blackridge and ask him what the fuck this symbol means?”

“Well, yeah,” I say with a shrug. “Why not?”

“Err, because he won’t tell us,” she says incredulously.

“How do you know that? He seems forthcoming enough about The Collectors.”

“Yes, but not enough. We need more information on them.”

“Maybe it’s connected?” Cassiel says, coming closer. “We know The Collectors seek rare and valuable creatures. Perhaps they were after this ghost of yours. What is he?”

“A Sanguinarch,” I explain before Isolde can. “A blood architect. Extremely rare.”

“I thought they were extinct,” Cassiel murmurs, his eyes scanning the empty space where William hovers.

Isolde’s eyes widen. “You’ve heard of them?”

“In heaven, we observed all manner of supernatural beings,” Cassiel says, his voice dropping lower. “Sanguinarchs were particularly fascinating. They could communicate with blood, extract its memories, reshape its properties. Some could even create temporary constructs from it. Not usually pleasant creatures.”

William snorts.

“He’s got your measure,” I say with a sweet smile.

“Fuck off,” William growls. “I’m perfectly pleasant.”

“Is that right, Butcher?”

He narrows his eyes at me. “Someone has been doing their homework.”

“You are near my girl and won’t leave her alone. Of course I have.”

“Butcher?” Isolde says, shaking her head. “What does that mean?”

“It means he is rather fond of slicing and dicing,” I say, again with that innocent smile.

“Oh,” Isolde says, looking at William with her rose-tinted glasses slipping slightly.

He simply stares back at her.

“So, The Collectors might have been after William, too?” I say to cut the tension.

“It’s possible,” Cassiel nods. “If they hunt rare creatures, a Sanguinarch would be a valuable addition to their collection.”

“They wanted to make you into a grimoire, too,” Isolde murmurs. “It makes sense on some really gross, disgusting level.”

“Well, if that is the case, then we are up shit creek without a paddle,” William states.

“Why is that then?” I ask.

“Because whoever killed me was inside the academy wards. They were an insider.”

That gets my attention immediately. “Fuck,” I mutter staring at Isolde.

“You can say that again,” she mutters, looking over her shoulder.

“Fuck,” I say. “Fucking fuck.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
ISOLDE


Cassiel holds up his hand, eyes closed in concentration. “Now,” he whispers as the magical barriers pulse and momentarily weaken.

“Bad timing, fuckface,” CJ mutters, but I glare at him. “We have to move. We will circle back to all this shit later.”

“Noted,” he murmurs.

We move as one, slipping through the gap between bookshelves toward the secret entrance. My heart pounds against my ribs, blood rushing in my ears. William drifts ahead, his spectral form shimmering in the low light, while CJ brings up the rear, his presence a wall of protective heat at my back.

“Third bookcase from the eastern corner,” I murmur, counting shelves. My fingers trace along leather-bound spines until I find ‘Transmutation of Ethereal Entities’ exactly where it should be. Tugging it out, I wait for the mechanism to trigger, for the passage to open as it did before.

Nothing happens.

“What’s wrong?” CJ asks, his voice tense.

“It’s not working.” I replace the book and try again. Still nothing. “Blackridge must have changed the entrance.”

William drifts through the solid bookcase, disappearing momentarily before reappearing. “The passage is still there,” he confirms, “but the trigger mechanism has been altered.”

Cassiel moves forward, his eyes glowing silver again. His fingers hover over the bookshelf, not quite touching it. “There’s a new pattern,” he murmurs. “A sequence of books that must be activated in a specific order.”

“Can you tell which ones?” I ask, anxiety clawing at my throat.

“Give me a moment.” He frowns as his hand moves across the shelf. “This one first,” he says, pointing to a small red volume near the top.

CJ reaches up and pulls it partway out, then pushes it back.

“Now the blue one, third from the left, then the black tome with silver lettering, and finally, the original trigger book.”

We follow his instructions precisely, pulling and replacing each volume in sequence. The bookcase shudders, then swings inward with a soft groan of ancient hinges. The passage beyond is pitch black, darker than before.

“That was too easy,” I murmur, suspicion prickling along my spine. “Surely Blackridge is more inventive than that.”

“Agreed,” CJ says, his eyes scanning the darkness with predatory focus. “Blackridge wouldn’t make it that simple for us to return with a fallen angel at our side.”

William drifts into the passage, then immediately floats back out, his spectral form flickering with agitation. “The stairs are gone.”

“What?” I step forward cautiously, peering into the darkness. Where before there had been stone steps spiralling downward, there’s now only a smooth, vertical shaft plunging into blackness.

“He’s completely reconfigured the passage,” Cassiel observes, crouching to examine the edge. “This is a trap.”

“No shit,” CJ mutters, his eyes flashing amber momentarily. “We need another way in.”

I shake my head, determination hardening inside me. “No. We need to do this now. We need to know what that symbol means for William, and The Collectors could be coming for me any day. I need answers.”

“And how exactly do you propose we navigate a vertical shaft into the old gods knows what?” CJ demands, his protective instincts clearly warring with his curiosity.

In answer, I shrug off his jacket and hand it to him. “I’m going down.”

“Like hell you are,” he growls, but before he can stop me, I sit on the edge of the shaft and push off, sliding into darkness.

The walls of the shaft are smooth, polished stone, offering no purchase. I plummet at dizzying speed, my stomach lodging in my throat. For a terrifying moment, I’m in free fall, nothing below me but endless darkness. Then my vampire reflexes kick in. I spread my arms and legs, pressing against the walls to slow my descent, friction burning through my clothes.

I catch glimpses of runes carved into the stone walls, flashing past too quickly to read. The air grows colder, heavy with ancient magic that presses against my consciousness like a sodden blanket.

After a few seconds, I land hard on a stone floor, my knees buckling with the impact. Pain shoots up my legs, but I roll with it, coming up in a defensive crouch, ready for whatever awaits me, magic coiled at my fingertips.

I hear CJ’s voice, close and furious: “Isolde. There are better ways down, you know.”

I look up and see him standing next to me, holding out my jacket. “How did you do that?”

“I teleported,” he says, although he really sounds like he didn’t want to admit that.

“Teleported? As in one place, one second and another the next.”

“Precisely that.”

“You are more than just a vampire, aren’t you?” I say, rising and allowing him to put his jacket back on me.

“I’m at SilverGate, my sweet. What do you think?”

Through my vampire night sight, I see his face is tight with irritation. It’s something he doesn’t want to tell me, which makes me even more wildly curious about this vampire. This man, my fate seems so intricately intertwined with.

Looking around, the circular room is identical to the one we found before, with five doors arranged around its perimeter. But everything feels wrong. The air tastes metallic, and the doors ripple slightly.

William appears beside me, passing through the shaft with ease. “Blackridge has completely redesigned this space,” he murmurs, drifting around the perimeter. “These aren’t real doors. They’re illusions.”

Cassiel slides down the same way I did and lands with a bump on his arse. He looks up at me with a grin. “That was fun!”

“Fun?” I ask, shaking my head. “You have a warped sense of fun. How do we get to the restricted section?” I ask, turning my attention back to William.

“Very carefully,” William replies. “This is advanced Blood Magic. I can sense the patterns.”

Cassiel rises and stares at William. “I can see and hear you down here.”

“Well, that helps us a bit,” I say.

“These doors are more than illusions,” he says, confirming William’s assessment. “They’re thresholds to pocket dimensions. Choose the wrong one...”

“And what?” I press when he trails off.

“And you’ll be trapped in a dimensional bubble for eternity,” William finishes grimly. “Or until Blackridge decides to release you.”

“Well, shit,” I mutter, my earlier confidence wavering. “How do we know which is the right door?”

“We don’t,” CJ says flatly. “This was a mistake. We should turn back.”

I ignore him, studying the doors more carefully. They’re identical at first glance: heavy wood bound with iron, ancient symbols carved into their surfaces. But as I look closer, I notice subtle differences in the carvings.

“These symbols,” I murmur, tracing one with my fingertip. “They’re not random.”

“Don’t touch them,” William warns, moving closer. “Each symbol represents a different type of magic. Blood, fire, shadow, mind, death.”

“How convenient that we have a know-it-all with us,” CJ remarks dryly. “Which one represents blood, Butcher?”

William points to the door directly opposite us. “Stop calling me that, Aquila, or you will find out why it was given to me. That one. But it’s not that simple. These symbols are layered with complexity. The blood door could just as easily lead to a blood trap.”

“Or it could be the most obvious answer,” I argue. “The blood door leads to the blood section of the restricted library.”

Cassiel shakes his head. “Magic is rarely that straightforward, especially protective magic.”

“We’re running out of time,” I say, frustration building. “The next pulse in the wards will come soon, and Blackridge will know we’re here.”

“Then we make an educated guess,” CJ says, examining each door. “Process of elimination.”

I nod, thinking aloud. “Death magic is likely a trap. Shadow magic is too obvious for concealment. Mind magic could be a misdirection...”

“Which leaves fire and blood,” Cassiel concludes.

“Fire destroys,” William observes. “Blood preserves and transforms. If the goal is to protect books rather than destroy them...”

“Blood it is,” I decide, approaching the door William identified earlier. My hand hovers over the handle. “Stand back, just in case.”

“Isolde,” CJ starts, but I cut him off with a look.

“I need to do this.” I take a deep breath and grasp the handle.

The moment my skin makes contact, a jolt of magical energy surges up my arm. The door glows with a deep crimson light, the symbol for Blood Magic beating like a heart. Then, to my horror, the handle liquifies, transforming into actual blood that flows up my arm, wrapping around it like a living serpent.

I try to pull away, but the blood constricts, binding me to the door. “Shit!” I gasp, panic rising as the liquid sinks into my skin, burning like acid.

“Isolde!” CJ lunges forward, but Cassiel holds him back.

“Wait! Breaking the connection could make it worse.”

The blood continues to flow from the door into my arm, each drop bringing searing pain. But beneath the pain comes something else: knowledge. Images flash through my mind, too fast to process fully. Ancient rituals, forbidden spells, creatures that shouldn’t exist.

“It’s... testing me,” I manage through gritted teeth. “Reading my blood.”

William floats closer, his expression grave. “Blood recognises blood. It’s determining if you’re worthy to enter. Don’t fight it.”

Every instinct screams at me to pull away, to break this invasive connection, but I force myself to remain still. The blood reaches my shoulder, creeping toward my heart. If it reaches it, I’m not certain what will happen.

“Think about why you’re here,” William coaches, his voice oddly gentle. “Your purpose. Your need.”

I close my eyes, focusing on The Collectors, on the symbol in the Bell Tower, on my desperate need to understand what I am and why I’m being hunted. The blood responds, its burning sensation lessening slightly.

“It’s working,” Cassiel observes, his silver eyes tracking the flow of energy. “The door is accepting you.”

The burning intensifies one last time, then subsides completely. The blood that had been climbing my arm reverses direction, flowing back into the door, taking a small amount of my blood with it. The door’s surface ripples, the carved symbol flaring bright red before settling into a deep, beating glow.

With a click that seems unnaturally loud in the tense silence, the door swings open.

Beyond lies not the restricted section we saw before, but a smaller, darker chamber. The walls are lined with shelves of ancient texts, but unlike the relatively organised chaos of the main restricted section, these books are arranged meticulously. Each sits in its own alcove, surrounded by protective wards that shimmer faintly in the gloom.

“What is this place?” I whisper, stepping cautiously through the doorway.

“Blackridge’s private collection,” William answers, his spectral form brightening with excitement. “The true restricted section.”

“How do you know that?” I whisper.

He points to a crest of arms on the stone floor that clearly says ‘Blackridge’ on it.

“Oh,” I mutter.

CJ follows me in, his nostrils flaring as he scents the air. “Blood, death and old magic. These books are dangerous even by SilverGate standards.”

Cassiel enters last. “Each of these volumes contains knowledge that could destroy minds or corrupt souls. This is far beyond what students are permitted to access. I can feel the corruption, taste it.”

I move deeper into the chamber, drawn to a pedestal in the centre where a massive tome rests. Unlike the others, this book isn’t warded. Its cover is unmarked leather, but something about it calls to me.

“Look at this,” William says, drifting to hover over the pedestal to peer at the title. “The Codex Sanguinis. Blackridge’s personal grimoire of Blood Magic.”

“Will it have information on The Collectors?” I ask, my fingers hovering over the cover.

“If anything does, it would be this,” William confirms. “Blackridge has been collecting knowledge for centuries.”

I hesitate, remembering the blood trap at the door. “Is it safe to touch?”

“Relatively speaking,” William says, which isn’t particularly reassuring. “It will respond to your blood as the door did, but less aggressively. It’s designed to share knowledge, not test worthiness.”

Taking a deep breath, I place my palm flat on the cover. The leather is warm, almost alive beneath my touch. It pulses once, a soft shudder that travels up my arm, but there’s no pain this time, just a gentle tingle like static electricity.

“It’s accepting you,” Cassiel observes with fascination.

I carefully open the book, revealing pages of text written in blood. The script shifts and changes as I watch, rearranging itself from an ancient language I don’t recognise into modern English.

“It’s adapting to you,” William explains, hovering at my shoulder. “Reading your knowledge base and presenting information in a form you can understand.”

“Chameleon,” I mutter, staring at him before I look back at the pages.

I scan them, looking for any mention of The Collectors or the symbol from the Bell Tower. The text flows like water, sections expanding or contracting as my attention shifts, responding to my thoughts almost before I’ve formed them.

“There,” CJ says, pointing to a passage that’s expanding before my eyes. “The Collectors.”

The page settles, revealing a detailed history that makes my blood run cold. I read aloud.

“The Collegium Collectoris, known commonly as The Collectors, originated in the 13th century as a brotherhood of scholars dedicated to the preservation of supernatural knowledge. Their methods, initially benign, grew increasingly violent as their ambitions expanded. By the 16th century, they had perfected the art of creating living grimoires from rare supernatural beings, believing that knowledge bound in conscious flesh retained greater potency than that recorded in mere paper and ink.

Female twin vampires have been their most coveted acquisitions due to the unique sympathetic connection between twins, which allows for the preservation of knowledge that would destroy conventional repositories. The process of transformation is lengthy and excruciating, involving a ritual known as ‘The Flaying of the Vessel of Power’ that preserves consciousness while divorcing it from bodily control.

The Collectors operate through a network of agents positioned throughout the supernatural world. They are identified by their sigil: a circle bisected by a jagged line, with three dots arranged in a triangle above it, representing the three stages of their work: Acquisition, Transformation, and Preservation.”

I pause and look at William.

“The symbol,” I whisper, my voice shaking. “It’s them. They killed William.”

“But why?” CJ asks, frowning at the ghost. “What did you know that threatened them?”

William’s form flickers with emotion. “My research. I was developing a method to create gateways through dimension using blood.”

“Why would they want to stop that, though?” I ask carefully. “Why kill you before you completed your experiment?”

“It’s odd,” William agrees. “You would think they’d want access to other dimensions to get their hands on more creatures.”

I feel physically ill.

Taking a moment to breathe, I turn the page, looking for more information, but freeze when I see what comes next: a detailed illustration of the ritual used to create living grimoires. The images are so graphic, so horrifically detailed, that my stomach heaves. “Gods,” I choke out, unable to look away from the systematic dismemberment depicted with clinical precision.

CJ slams the book shut, his expression a mask of controlled fury. “We’ve seen enough.”

“No,” I push his hand away, reopening the tome. “We need to know how to stop them.”

The book responds to my determination, pages flipping rapidly before settling on a new section: “Vulnerabilities of The Collectors.”

“The Collegium operates under strict hierarchical principles governed by ancient magic. Each Collector is bound to their superiors through blood oaths that cannot be broken except through death. However, their ritualistic nature creates exploitable weaknesses:

• The sympathetic connection between twins, which makes female vampire twins so valuable, can be weaponised against them. If properly channelled, this connection can create a defensive barrier impenetrable to their magic.

• Each Collector bears their sigil somewhere on their person, typically concealed by glamour. Revealing and destroying this mark temporarily neutralises their powers.”

“This is it,” I breathe, hope flaring for the first time. “This is how we fight them.”

“Your defensive magic, which is connected somehow to Isaac’s offensive magic, is the key,” CJ murmurs, his eyes meeting mine.

“So I need Isaac after all?” I ask, dread welling up that I’m going to have to put him in danger.

“No,” CJ shakes his head. “I don’t think so. Isaac has nothing to do with this. This is all about you. As a vampire, you shouldn’t have access to this level of magic. You can access basic Blood Magic, moderate at best. Only a few can master Advanced. Without any other creature moulded into your DNA, you are simply a vampire. But you are not simply a vampire, Isolde. You are half of a whole. That magic should’ve gone to one vampire. Either you or Isaac. Instead, you split into two in the womb.”

“Eww,” I mutter, and he chuckles.

“So, who is the dominant force?” William asks. “Which one of you should’ve been the only one?”

“I don’t think it’s a case of that,” CJ says. “I think it’s rather that we have two vampires of equal power, but with different specialities.”

“Where is this coming from?” I ask curiously, although it makes sense.

“My mother is a gifted woman with the brainpower of several colleges’ worth of students. She made me read. A lot,” he says grimly. “It’s a standard magical failsafe.”

I frown at him. “Failsafe?”

“Yes,” he affirms, his expression deadly serious. “If one of you were killed before reaching your full potential, the other would absorb the remaining power, becoming a complete entity. It’s a way for magic to ensure its own survival and legacy. It’s quite common in ancient bloodlines where power is concentrated.”

My head reels. “So if Isaac died, I’d get his offensive magic? And if I died…”

“He’d get your defensive shield but amplified. He’d become a walking fortress,” CJ finishes, his gaze intense. “But you are both alive, and your magic is evolving because you are being challenged. It’s adapting, seeking its full potential within you, separate but connected.”

“The sympathetic connection,” Cassiel murmurs, his silver eyes alight with understanding. “If it can be weaponised...”

“Then I need to learn how to control it, how to channel it without Isaac,” I say. “I need to figure out how to get that full potential without Issac dying.”

“Piece of cake,” CJ mutters.

“So, where do I even start with this?”

“Exactly where Blackridge placed you. Your classes.”

Before I can answer, the chamber shudders violently. Dust rains down from the ceiling as the walls contract slightly, the shelves pressing inward.

“We’ve been discovered,” Cassiel says, his wings flaring defensively. “Blackridge knows we’re here.”

“Take what we need and go,” CJ orders, glancing toward the door we entered through. It’s still open, but the passage beyond has changed, shifting like a mirage.

“We need to leave now,” William says.

The chamber shudders again, more violently this time. Several books tumble from their shelves, their protective wards flaring as they hit the floor. The air grows thick with competing magic, making it difficult to breathe.

“Wait,” I say, picking up the book, intending to take it with me and replace it as soon as possible.

An unholy shriek fills the chamber, coming from the book. The pages bleed, blood flowing from the binding onto the ground.

“That was an incredibly bad idea,” William yells over the noise, his form wavering in the magical backlash.

The door we entered through slams shut, then vanishes completely, leaving us trapped in a rapidly contracting room. The walls are closing in, the ceiling descending, the floor rising. The chamber is collapsing in on itself.

“Options?” I shout to no one in particular, clutching the stolen book to my chest.

Cassiel’s eyes glow brighter as he studies the shifting walls. “Put the book down!”

Instantly, I shove it back in place, but the damage has already been done.

“There!” Cassiel points to a section of the wall that’s rippling differently from the rest. “That’s not part of the chamber. It’s a hidden exit.”

CJ doesn’t hesitate. He charges the wall, shoulder first, hitting it with enough force to crack stone. The wall shimmers but holds.

“Blood,” William calls out. “It requires blood to open, like the door did.”

I use my claws to rip open my palm and press it against the section Cassiel indicated. Blood wells up and seeps into the stone, which glows with the same crimson light as the entrance door.

“More,” William urges. “It needs more to recognise you.”

Gritting my teeth, I drag my claw across my palm again, deeper this time. Blood flows freely, soaking into the stone wall, which slowly dissolves, revealing a narrow passage beyond.

“Go!” CJ shouts, pushing me through the opening. “Now!”

I lunge forwards. The passage is barely wide enough for one person, the walls rough and jagged. I feel them scrape against my sides as I push through, tearing my clothing and scratching my skin.

Cassiel follows, his wings retracted to fit through the tight space. CJ comes before the opening seals itself behind him with a loud bang, trapping William inside.

“William!” I cry.

“He’s a ghost,” CJ reminds me. “He can find his own way out.”

The passage slopes upward, steep enough that we’re practically climbing rather than walking. The air grows marginally fresher as we ascend, though it’s still heavy with the taste of ancient magic and dust.

After what feels like an eternity of climbing in near darkness, we emerge into what appears to be a storage cupboard. Cassiel pushes aside mops and buckets, and we stumble out, dishevelled and bloody, to find ourselves face to face with an extremely startled first-year student.

The young vampire stares at us with wide eyes, his fangs dropping in shock. “I... I was just looking for a book...”

“You saw nothing,” CJ growls, his eyes flashing amber.

The student nods frantically and scurries away, leaving us standing in the middle of the library, breathing hard, covered in dust and blood, but alive. And more importantly, armed with knowledge.

“None of you will tell Isaac about this, okay?”

They nod, and I glare at CJ to reinforce my demand.

William materialises before us, his spectral form more solid than I’ve ever seen it. “That was exciting,” he says dryly. “The chamber reset itself after you left. Blackridge will know someone was there, but not necessarily who.”

“Pretty sure he will figure it out,” I comment, but head quickly towards the library doors.

As we slip out, for the first time since arriving at this academy of monsters, I feel something like hope. The Collectors want to transform me into a living grimoire, a fate worse than death. But now I have a way to fight back, to protect myself.

The hunt is still on, but at least now I’m not just prey. I’m becoming a predator.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
WILLIAM


I drift behind Isolde as she trudges back to her room, her shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The stolen knowledge weighs on her more heavily than any physical burden could.

CJ and Cassiel flank her protectively, neither willing to let her out of their sight after our narrow escape from Blackridge’s chamber.

The four of us pause at the foot of the grand staircase.

“You should get some rest,” CJ says to Isolde, his normally arrogant tone softened with what sounds suspiciously like genuine concern. “That Blood Magic took a toll.”

“I’m fine,” Isolde insists, though the slight tremor in her hands betrays her exhaustion.

“You’re not,” Cassiel counters gently. His silver eyes catch the moonlight streaming through a nearby window, giving him an otherworldly glow. “Blood rituals demand payment. Your body needs time to recover.”

CJ scowls at the angel, clearly irritated that he’d voiced the same concern. “For once, feathers is right,” he grudgingly admits. “Go to your room. Lock the door. Sleep.”

Isolde bristles at being commanded. “I don’t need handlers.”

“No,” I interject, drifting between them. “But you do need allies who won’t hesitate to tell you when you’re pushing too hard.”

She glances at me, then back at the others. The fight seems to drain from her as fatigue takes over. “Fine. I’ll sleep. What about you two?”

“We will leave you to it,” he says reluctantly.

Cassiel nods, just as begrudgingly.

“Keep her safe,” CJ tells me directly, shocking both Isolde and me with this unexpected acknowledgement of my presence. “Whatever happened in that chamber, it made you stronger. Make yourself useful.”

“How thoughtful of you to assign me guard duty,” I reply dryly, though I don’t disagree with the sentiment.

“I don’t need a guard,” Isolde protests weakly.

“Then consider me a concerned roommate,” I suggest.

Cassiel bows slightly to Isolde, a strangely formal gesture that reminds me of his celestial origins. “I’ll find you tomorrow with whatever I discover. Rest well, Isolde.”

“Thank you,” she murmurs, her usual defiance softened by exhaustion.

We watch them walk away.

“I’m surprised they let you stay,” she mutters.

“Me too. I guess they know I have nowhere else to go.”

She blinks. “Right. It’s your room too.”

I don’t particularly want to go back in there. The freedom to roam the academy after a century of confinement is exhilarating. But I hover protectively near her, watching for threats in every shadow we pass. CJ is correct in his assessment of me. I feel more solid, more present than I have since my death. The magic that permeated that place has somehow strengthened me.

Isolde opens the door and steps inside. I follow her, and she shuts it behind me.

She collapses onto her bed without removing her torn, dust-covered clothes or CJ’s jacket. She stares at the ceiling, eyes tracking patterns only she can see.

“You should sleep,” I say, repeating what the other two said.

“Why does it matter if they’re coming for me anyway? Might even be here already?”

“Everything matters, Isolde. Especially how you respond to threats.”

A bitter laugh escapes her. “Respond? How exactly am I supposed to respond to learning I’m being hunted by academic monsters and that they killed you for reasons that are still unknown?”

“By refusing to make it easy for them,” I reply.

This earns me a flicker of attention. She pushes herself up onto her elbows. “You recognised what I was, didn’t you?”

“I knew you were rare. Valuable. Like me, but not.”

She sits up and shrugs off CJ’s jacket. The coppery scent of dried blood on her arms and palms fills the room, tantalisingly reminding me of what I’ve lost. In life, that scent would have been intoxicating to my Sanguinarch senses, a symphony of possibilities.

“We know more than we did,” I say. “But not everything.”

“Like why they killed you?”

“Precisely.” I drift closer, studying her injuries. “But why?”

“Unless...” Isolde’s eyes widen with sudden realisation. “Unless your gateways would have allowed their victims to escape. Or allowed others to rescue them.”

The thought hits me with startling clarity. “A blood gateway could potentially transfer consciousness between vessels. If perfected, it might have allowed the consciousness trapped in those grimoires to escape.”

“They thought you were a threat to their cause.” Isolde stands abruptly, moving to her bathroom. I hear water running and drift over, hoping for another shower.

“It’s an explanation,” I concede, although I’m not entirely convinced. “But it raises other questions.”

“Like, who at SilverGate was working with them?”

“Exactly.” I watch from the doorway as she strips off her clothes and steps under the shower. “Someone inside these walls murdered me. Someone who knew about my research.”

“Do you think it’s Blackridge?”

I consider this. “Possible, but unlikely. He’s been collecting rare creatures for centuries, but his methods, while questionable, aren’t as monstrous as The Collectors’. He preserves, studies, sometimes exploits, but he doesn’t destroy.”

“Not to mention he’s giving me the tools to fight them,” she adds, peering at me through the torrent of water cascading around her exquisite curves. “Why do that if he’s working with them?”

“So the question remains: who at SilverGate serves The Collectors?”

Isolde’s face darkens. “And are they still here? Watching me? Reporting back?”

“Almost certainly.” I see no point in softening this truth. “The Crimson Moon has revealed your presence. They know you exist, and they will track you down, if they haven’t already.”

“Fuck.” She buries her face in her hands.

“What CJ said about your magic,” I say. “About your defensive abilities are evolving. The book confirmed that the twin connection can be weaponised. You need to understand your power, master it.”

“How?”

“Blood meditation,” I suggest. “A technique I once used in my research. It allows you to explore the magical properties of your own blood, to connect with its inherent memories and possibilities. It’s like connecting to your ancestors and whatever traces you have of them in your blood.”

“Ancestral Magic? That is wild.”

“And needed.”

“Would that work for vampires, though?” she asks sceptically. “Our blood is different.”

“All the more powerful for it,” I assure her. “Vampire blood retains memories more vividly than any other blood. It’s who you are. The sympathetic resonance with twin vampire bloods would be extraordinary.”

She considers this before returning to her shower. “Could you teach me?”

“I could guide you through the process,” I confirm, feeling an unfamiliar warmth at her trust.

“Like CJ called you Butcher,” she says carefully, watching my reaction.

I don’t flinch from the name and float closer. “He did. Does that scare you?”

To my surprise, she doesn’t recoil. Instead, she studies me with those beautiful blue eyes, assessing rather than judging. “You killed for blood.”

“Yes. For knowledge. I never claimed to be a saint, Isolde. I was a scientist pursuing knowledge. The methods were sometimes unsavoury, but the goal was advancement.”

“And what was the ultimate goal of your research? These blood gateways?”

I pause, considering how much to reveal. “I believed blood could create pathways between realms. Not just physical doorways, but passages for consciousness itself. A way to transcend the limitations of physical form.”

“Sounds dangerously close to what The Collectors do,” she points out. “Separating consciousness from body.”

“Perhaps we are not so different. Perhaps that is why they killed me. I was getting too close to what they were doing, and I wasn’t invited to join their club.”

She gulps.

“Does that horrify you?”

She falls silent as she studies me, her wet hair dripping around her, the water falling over her breasts enticingly. I want to take one of those ripe nipples in my mouth and bite her until she bleeds, screaming my name as I ravage her.

“It should,” she says eventually.

“So why doesn’t it?”

“I don’t know.” She holds her hand out to me, and I go to her instantly, floating into the shower with her and feeling the water dampen my skin. “This place is special.”

“The shower?” I ask with a smile.

She nods and reaches for my hand. She grasps it, and I grunt in surprise. She moves it to cup her breast, and I pinch her nipple with a low groan.

“How? Why here?”

“Water magic,” she says quietly. “It dampens everything, lowers the wards, allowing us to access certain gateways.”

“And you know this how?”

“You aren’t the only one with academic expertise.”

“Enough talk,” I mutter and move in closer, pressing my lips to hers and feeling her respond.

Her mouth is gentle against mine, hot, wet and real. I press closer, my spectral form tingling with sensations I haven’t felt in a century. The water sluices over us, a curtain isolating us in this impossible moment. Her hand tightens on mine, guiding it over her slick skin, down her belly, to between her legs.

“Touch me, William,” she whispers against my lips, her voice thick with desire.

I don’t hesitate, sinking into her virginal warmth, carefully not to break her. She gasps, her body arching against mine. Her heat, her wetness, is a miracle, a madness, a violation of every law of life and death.

Her hips move, a slow, sinuous rhythm that makes my heart pound in a way I haven’t felt over a hundred years. She moans my name, a sound that reverberates through my very essence. I kiss her harder, deeper, trying to absorb every sensation, every flicker of pleasure that dances across her face in case this never happens again.

This is more than just physical. It’s a communion of souls, a blending of life and death in a way that shouldn’t be possible. The water magic she spoke of amplifies something between us, tearing down the veil that separates our realities.

“You feel so good,” she pants, her fingers tangling in my hair, tugging, making me feel the pull of pain.

I push my fingers deeper, feeling her clench around me. The pleasure is overwhelming, a tidal wave that threatens to shatter my fragile hold on this inconceivable corporeality. I’m alive again, if only for this fleeting moment, lost in her heat and wetness.

The shower, the water, is a conduit, a temporary bridge between my world and hers, and in this moment, I don’t care about the how or the why. I only care about the feel of her, the taste of her, the way she cries out my name as her climax washes over her.

“William,” she purrs, making my cock hard.

“Fuck, Isolde,” I groan when her hand presses against me, and then it’s gone.

In an instant, my world crashes down around me as she stumbles forward, a stricken look on her face. “No!”

The connection shatters. I’m insubstantial again, the feel of her skin, the heat of her body, ripped away. The water, which moments ago felt like a warm embrace, is now nothing against my ghostly form.

“What happened?” I demand angrily, my voice ragged with loss and confusion.

Isolde shakes her head, her eyes wide with terror and dawning comprehension. “The water, it’s a trap…”

“Trap? For what?”

“Me,” she whispers, her hand going to her chest, where a faint, almost invisible sigil is glowing beneath her skin. “You. Get out. It’s taking your life force, amplifying our connection at your expense.”

I stare at the sigil, horrified. It’s a complex, interwoven pattern of lines and curves that I don’t recognise, but its malevolent intent is unmistakable. “Has that ever appeared before?”

She shakes her head, stumbling back against the shower wall. “Get out, William, before it takes you.”

I shoot out of the shower, and she slumps. I feel drained as well. Whoever set the trap knew I’d become more corporeal under the torrent, and they used it to drain my life force. But who and why?

“William,” she says, her voice barely a whisper. “What does this mean?”

“It means,” I grit out, fury burning through my ghost veins, “that someone is playing a very dangerous game with both of us, and they are going to regret it.”

“Your murderer?” she whispers.

I don’t answer her. I can’t. I’m trying to hang on to the wicked magic that used to run through my veins. I’ve scared her once when I lost control, I don’t want to do it again.

But it’s too late.

The water turns to rivers of blood, and she screams, leaping out as it sears her skin, leaving blisters as the malevolent clashes with her innocence.

Turning from her, I rush through the air, through the door of the bedroom that once confined me and out into the night, causing a path of destruction behind me that scatters students and staff alike as I hear Isolde call for me.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
CJ


My reflection fragments and multiplies in the full-length mirror as my control slips. Shadows lengthen around me, responding to the turmoil churning around my guts like a wildfire. The dragon part of me is restless, scales rippling beneath my skin in waves I can barely suppress.

The events in Blackridge’s secret room have unsettled me more than I care to admit. The Collectors. Living grimoires. Isolde’s terror when she realised what they wanted to do to her. Being hunted. I get that part more than most.

My gaze drifts to the mirror again. With minimal effort, I could shift its focus and bend it to show me Isolde’s room. I could check that she’s safe and make sure that the ghost bastard isn’t taking advantage of her vulnerability.

My fingers trace the ornate silver frame, power humming through the contact. Just a whisper of will, and I could see her. Watch over her. Protect her.

But I can’t. She has let it slide for now, but it will be a conversation to be had when she is ready to confront my invasion of her privacy.

I collapse onto my bed, staring at the ceiling. The dragon is so close to the surface now, wanting to emerge, to stretch its wings in this realm where dragons are myth rather than reality. The pressure builds behind my sternum, an ache that never quite subsides.

What the fuck am I even doing here?

Not here at SilverGate, specifically. I know why I’m at this bizarre academy of monsters. My parents made that abundantly clear when they shoved me through the dimensional portal with barely enough time to pack a bag.

The fucking Hunters. I loathe them with every fibre of my being. They captured and tortured my mother a while ago, before I was born. Killed her charge in front of her, made her suffer in ways that sicken me, all while they laughed and joked.

Sometimes I hate my sister for making me read about our mother’s life. In over a thousand years, there is too much pain, too much torment. Too much everything. It is my parents’ worst fear come to life, that they resurfaced. Half vampire, half dragon. Not the first of my kind back in my own realm, my mother is one, after all, but they clearly didn’t learn their lesson never to touch an Aquila again. My dad ripped them apart limb from limb, sent them underground for decades.

And yet.

There they are, and my parents weren’t taking any chances. So here I am. In a realm that never sees the sun, is cold, dank, less luxurious than I’m used to and filled with creatures who just want to fight the entire time.

I sit up, rolling my shoulders to ease the tension of trying not to shift and give myself away. It would be the first time, and I hear it’s not pleasant until you get used to it. Bones shatter, skin rips, muscles split and reform.

Fun.

Or the opposite of, anyway.

But I’m showing my hand to Isolde. She probably doesn’t suspect what I am. She would have no basis to think ‘dragon’ when, to her, that is a creature from a book.

But she’s too perceptive not to notice the inconsistencies. The teleportation. The mirror manipulation. The moments when my eyes shift to amber as the dragon surfaces. She’s cataloguing these anomalies, building a picture that doesn’t quite fit the vampire mould.

And what happens when she puts it all together? When she realises that I’m not just another arrogant vampire, but something from beyond this dimension entirely?

Somewhere along the way, Isolde Morvoren became important to me, and that complicates everything. I will be forced to tell her, and then what?

The Hunters who drove me from my home would find her fascinating, too. A female twin vampire with unique defensive magic. They’d dissect her to understand her powers, just as eagerly as The Collectors would flay her for their grimoires.

I’m surrounded by collectors of rare creatures.

My reflection in the mirror ripples, responding to my agitation. I need to get a grip before I shatter every reflective surface in the room.

Sleep. I need sleep. Tomorrow, I can figure out what to do about Isolde, about The Collectors, and about my own increasingly precarious position at SilverGate.

I strip off my shirt, revealing the intricate tattoos that map across my torso, chest, arms and neck. To most observers, they appear decorative, but they’re actually royal dragon markings. I wasn’t born with them, but they appeared when I grew older, showing my dragon nature.

The marks move slightly, responding to my unease.

I close my eyes and force my breathing to slow as I move my body in the art of Tai Chi. My mother taught it to me years ago, and I find it helpful at times like this.

Just as the tension begins to ease from my body, a sharp spike of fear lances through me. Something external, foreign, yet intimately familiar.

Isolde.

My eyes snap open, every sense suddenly hyperalert. The fear intensifies, a beacon calling to me across the academy. Without conscious thought, I lock onto the sensation and teleport, the world blurring and reforming around me.

I materialise in Isolde’s bathroom, immediately assaulted by the overwhelming scent of blood. Not hers, but something tainted, corrupted. The metallic tang carries notes of unfamiliar magic and malice.

Isolde stands naked in the bathroom as blood streams out of the showerhead. The crimson liquid seems alive, hissing and steaming where it coats her skin, leaving angry welts in its wake. Her eyes are wide with terror, her mouth open in a silent scream.

I move without thinking, reaching for her. She falls against me, her skin slick and burning hot. The blood that transfers to my arms sizzles like acid, but I ignore the pain, focusing only on her as I turn her in my arms and cradle the back of her head. She presses her cheek to my bare chest and the dragon markings jump to life at her touch.

“William,” she gasps, her voice raw.

“Where is he?” I demand, scanning the room for the ghost.

“Gone,” she chokes out. “He lost control when he realised what happened. The sigil…”

She gestures weakly to her chest. Below her collarbone, a complex sigil glows.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know.” She shakes her head. “William and I were in the shower, and suddenly, he could touch me again. The water was infused with water magic, dampening the barriers between life and death. But it was a trap. It was draining him, using our connection somehow.”

I study the sigil more closely. The pattern is intricate, definitely not something that appeared naturally. Someone placed this on her, and recently. “This isn’t random,” I murmur, tracing the air above the glowing mark without touching it. “Someone marked you.”

“When?” she whispers, her body trembling against mine.

“Could have been any time since you arrived. A touch, a brush against your skin, even contact with an enchanted object.” My jaw clenches as I consider the possibilities. “The question is who had access to you.”

The blood continues to pour from the showerhead, pooling on the floor around us. The scent is making my vampire side restless.

“We need to get you away from this,” I say, lifting her easily. Her wet skin slides against my chest, and I feel my tattoos respond to her proximity, warming beneath her touch.

I carry her into the bedroom, grabbing a towel to wrap around her. The moment we’re away from the bathroom, the blood stops flowing. The sudden silence is almost worse than the sound of the torrent.

“It was meant to trigger when William became corporeal,” she says, her voice steadier now. “Someone wanted to drain him through me.”

“Or drain you through him,” I counter grimly. “The sigil could work both ways.”

She looks down at the mark on her chest, which has faded to a dull grey. “I didn’t think of that.” Her gaze meets mine. “Shit.”

“Yeah. Where is he now?”

“He was fuming. He left.”

“I should find him.”

“No, stay with me,” she murmurs, pulling me down to the bed. “Stay with me, please.”

There isn’t a single event or creature that could stop me from crawling onto the bed with her and gathering her in my arms.

She curls against me, her head on my chest. The dragon markings respond to her presence in ways I’ve never experienced before, almost like they’re recognising something in her.

“Your tattoos are moving,” she whispers, her fingertip tracing one of the intricate patterns across my ribs.

I tense. “Isolde⁠—”

“They’re not just tattoos, are they?” Her voice is soft, curious rather than accusatory. “They’re alive somehow. Connected to whatever side of you that you are keeping a secret.”

I stare down into her eyes. “It’s not important, right now.”

The marking under her finger flares with golden light, and she gasps, pulling her hand back. But instead of fear, I see wonder in her eyes. Her lips part and she trails her hand down my chest, over the ridged muscles of my abs, and quickly undoes the button on my pants.

“Isolde.”

“Now, CJ. I want this now.”

“Why?”

She blinks. “Why?”

“Why now? Why with me?” I need to know, even if the answers kill me.

“I want you. This is inevitable. We are inextricably linked by fate somehow. I wish I had all the answers you want, but that will have to do for now.”

“Once I take your virginity, Isolde, I can’t give it back. Are you sure you want it to be me and not one of them?” I gesture vaguely to the window.

Her hand stills on my chest, and she looks up at me with those piercing blue eyes. “I want it to be you because when I’m with you, I feel alive in a way I never have before. Because you make me feel powerful and protected at the same time. Because even when you’re being an arrogant arse, you see me as more than just a rare creature to be collected.”

Her words hit me hard. The dragon markings pulse beneath her touch, responding to the raw honesty in her voice.

“And because,” she continues, her voice dropping to a whisper, “when I thought about dying today, about becoming one of those living grimoires, the thing that terrified me most wasn’t the pain, or the consciousness trapped forever. It was the thought that I’d never get to experience this. Never get to choose who I give myself to. Never getting to experience you.”

I cup her face in my hands, my thumbs brushing over her cheekbones. “Isolde⁠—”

“Don’t you dare try to talk me out of this,” she interrupts. “I’ve had enough people making choices for me. This is mine to make.”

The fierce determination in her voice brings something primal to life inside me, something deep, something that recognises her as mine on every level that matters.

I don’t wait for her to give me her consent again. With a low growl, I cover her body with mine and rip the towel from her. She is still covered in blood, but that just makes this even sweeter.

“Mine,” I say before I kiss her with a savage intensity that she returns, running her hands over my back.

She digs her nails into my skin, drawing a growl from deep within my chest. Her legs wrap around my waist, pulling me closer. With a single thought, I’m naked. More of my mother’s magic passed down to me.

She gasps, and I trail kisses down her neck, tasting the lingering blood on her skin. My fangs ache to sink into her, to claim her in the most primal way, but I hold back. This moment is about her, about giving her what she’s chosen. The markings on my body flare with golden light, casting flickering shadows across the room as I move lower, tracing the curve of her breast with my tongue.

Isolde bucks against me, a guttural groan tearing from her lips as I claim one nipple, savaging it with my teeth. Her hands yank at my hair, demanding more as I ravage her. The scent of her arousal fills the air, and the coppery tang of blood that sends my head reeling.

Descending, I carve a path down her stomach with my mouth and tongue until I reach her pussy. I spread her wide, needing to see that innocent cunt that will soon be torn and mine. I pause, taking in the raw, primal sight before diving in to devour her.

A scream tears from her throat as my tongue flicks her clit, circling brutally before grinding down hard. Her hips buck against my face, but I pin her down, feasting on her like a starving man. Her taste is intoxicating, driving me wild. I could devour her forever, listening to her screams and feeling her body convulse as her climax hits her hard.

“CJ,” she whispers. “Please...”

“Before I do this, before I take your virginity, know this, Isolde. This is forever. I come from a very short line of possessive and obsessive men who will burn the world down for their woman and any other world that threatens her. I will protect you with my last breath if it comes to it. You don’t ever have to worry about how I feel, because I am an open book for you. If you want to know anything, just ask. I will make you mine, make you my wife when you are ready to say yes. I will give you my last name, knowing you will scream my first for eternity when I pleasure you, love you, fuck you and claim you in every way that matters. You will be mine, body and soul, for as long as we both exist.” Her eyes widen at the intensity of my words, the raw honesty that I’ve never shared with another soul. But I’m not done yet. “I will stand by your side against The Collectors, against anyone who threatens you. I will allow you to have your relationship with the angel, but once I do this, there’s no going back. You’re mine, and I’m yours. Forever. Do you understand what you’re agreeing to?”

“Yes,” she breathes, her voice steady despite the magnitude of what I’ve just laid bare. “I understand. And I want it. I want you, CJ. All of you, whatever you are.”

The last thread of my restraint snaps.

I guide my cock to her pussy, sliding the head over her slippery clit, feeling her heat against me. “Look at me, Isolde. I want to see your eyes when I make you mine.”

She meets my gaze, trust and desire warring in those brilliant blue depths. I push forward into her slowly, feeling her body resist, then yield. She gasps, her claws digging into my back as I breach her, and her vampire comes out to play.

“Breathe,” I murmur against her ear, holding perfectly still as her body adjusts. “Just breathe, my sweet.”

When she nods, I move, edging deeper inside her as she whimpers from the invasion.

I thrust gently, and she cries out, her body tensing as pain mingles with pleasure. I hold myself completely still, letting her adjust to the invasion, fighting every primal urge to claim her roughly.

“You’re perfect,” I whisper against her neck, scraping my fangs over her heated skin. “So fucking perfect, Isolde.”

Her breathing gradually slows, and she shifts beneath me experimentally. The small movement sends shockwaves through my control. “More,” she breathes, her voice rough with need.

I withdraw slightly, then push back in, deeper this time. She moans and arches her back.

“Mine,” I growl against her throat. “Say it, Isolde. Tell me you’re mine.”

“Yours,” she gasps as I establish a rhythm, slow and deep. “I’m yours, CJ.”

The words shatter the last of my restraint. I thrust deeper, faster, claiming her with each thrust as she meets me stroke for stroke. Her claws rake down my back, deliciously painful. I bite down on her, sinking my fangs into her flesh with a low groan of sheer ecstasy.

Her blood floods my mouth, rich and intoxicating, carrying flavours I’ve never tasted before.

Isolde screams, her body convulsing around me as another climax tears through her, this one feral from the feeling of being fucked and fed from at the same time. The sensation of her tightening around my cock as her blood flows down my throat pushes me to the very edge of madness.

“Fuck, Isolde,” I snarl against her throat, my hips driving into her with increasing desperation. The bed frame groans beneath us, the ancient wood protesting our savage joining.

Her hands fist in my hair, pulling my head back so she can look into my eyes. “I want to taste you too,” she pants, her fangs fully extended.

Without hesitation, I offer her my throat. The moment her fangs pierce my skin, the world explodes around us. The dragon markings on my body ignite like fire, and I feel something fundamental shift between us. This isn’t just sex, it isn’t just feeding. This is a blood bond forming, ancient magic recognising its match.

My climax hits like a lightning strike, tearing through every nerve as I stiffen and unload inside her with a rabid snarl. Isolde cries out against my throat, her body milking every drop from me as another orgasm crashes over her.

I’ve had some epic nights in my short life, nights I will never forget, but this… this right here will be the memory I cherish for eternity with her by my side.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
ISOLDE


He is still inside me. My first experience with sex, with my brother’s hot best friend, is still ongoing as CJ groans while I drink from him. The tattoos on his skin are fever hot and when he rolls us over so I’m straddling him, my pussy aches a bit, but I don’t care. I want more. I release him from the bite and stare down at him, his blood dripping from my lips.

“Move your hips, my sweet,” he murmurs. “Ride me.”

He is rock hard inside me, and I tentatively rock against him, gasping at the new sensations this position brings. His hands grip my hips, guiding my movements as I find a rhythm that makes us both groan.

“That’s it, Issy,” he encourages, his amber eyes locked on mine.

I trace the markings on his chest and neck with my fingertips, fascinated by their warmth. Each touch seems to intensify his reaction, his grip tightening on my hips.

“What are you?” I whisper, even as my body moves against his with increasing confidence.

“Yours,” he growls, thrusting up to meet my movements. “That’s all that matters right now.”

The intensity builds between us, a coiling pressure that will shatter me again. I lean forward, bracing my hands on his chest, and the change in angle makes me cry out.

“CJ,” I cry out, feeling myself approaching another peak.

“That’s it, my sweet. Scream my name.”

His deep voice sends a thrill through me and my pussy clamps down on him. I’m aching, but the pleasure washes it all away.

He grasps my hands and links our fingers as I ride him through my orgasm.

Then he flips us over, so he is pounding into me again. He thrusts deep, making a delicious noise, and he grunts, unloading into me again. I wrap my legs around him to hold him close.

“Isolde,” he murmurs and then lets out a feral groan. “Fuck, I’m coming again,” he rasps. “Fuck. That’s never happened before… fuck, Issy. Fuck.”

Eyes wide, I watch his expression turn to one of unadulterated bliss.

“Issy,” he groans, his cock jerking wildly inside me as he has a multiple orgasm. “Gods, you feel so fucking good. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

His words empower me. I know he’s not innocent. He’s probably fucked more women than I’ve changed my underwear, but I know he isn’t lying. I know because I’ve given him something he’s never had before.

He goes still, buried inside me, but then swiftly removes his cock, leaving me desperate for him. He scoots down and parts my legs. He swipes his finger over my pussy with a wicked smile. “Ripped and ruined. All fucking mine.” His mouth crashes against me and I gasp as he uses his tongue to scoop out the mix of cum that is gushing out of me.

He removes his mouth and crawls up over me, pressing his lips to mine as his hand goes around my throat. I open up and he pushes our cum into my mouth with this tongue.

“Taste us, my sweet,” he murmurs against my lips. “Swallow like a good fucking girl.”

I obey. There is nothing left to do but give him what he wants. I swallow our cum and his eyes darken. “So fucking filthy, Issy.”

I cup his face, and he loosens his hold on my neck. “Only for you.”

His mouth quirks into a half smile, and then he climbs off the bed.

“Where are you going?” I ask in disappointment.

“We need to get you cleaned up, and then we need to figure out who branded you.”

I look down at the sigil, having forgotten all about it.

He crosses over to the bathroom, and I hear the shower turn on. I wince, hoping it’s just water this time. I don’t hear him cursing or turning it off, so I assume it’s okay. I climb off the bed and hobble over to him, enjoying the pleasant ache, and extend my claw. His back is facing me as he tests the water, and I scrape it down his back, pressing my mouth to lick the blood off him before it closes.

“Did you mean what you said?” I murmur.

He turns his head to the side. “All of it.”

I wrap my arms around him, and he places his hand on my wrist. “I will accept your name as my own when the time is right, and I will be proud to have it as mine.”

He turns in my arms and stares down at me, his hand closing around my throat again. “You honour me with those words,” he says, his voice thick with emotion I’ve rarely heard from him. “The Aquila name carries weight where I come from.”

“Where do you come from?” I ask, searching his amber-flecked eyes.

His jaw tightens slightly. “That’s a conversation for another time. Right now, we need to focus on this.” His thumb traces over the faded sigil on my chest. “Someone marked you deliberately. Someone who knew about William’s ability to become corporeal under specific conditions.”

He guides me into the shower, the warm water a blessed relief after the blood torrent from earlier. I lean against him as he gently washes away the remnants of our passion, his touch reverent despite the darkness lurking beneath his skin.

“The list of suspects is short,” I murmur, closing my eyes as his hands move through my hair. “It would have to be someone with access to both ancient magic and knowledge of William’s nature and the fact that I can see him.”

“And someone who’s been close enough to touch you since you arrived,” CJ adds grimly. “That narrows it down considerably.”

A thought strikes me with sickening clarity. “Benz, Rayne, that other creep.”

CJ’s hands massage my scalp, and I groan with pleasure. “I’ll rip every one of them to shreds.”

I smile, my eyes closing. When he stops doing what he’s doing, I frown, opening my eyes again. His expression has turned dark, almost fearful. “It’s not a threat, Isolde. I’ve been holding back because I didn’t want you to see the monster that lurks under the surface. I didn’t want you to turn from me. But when Cassiel killed Benz, you didn’t run. You didn’t turn from him. That changes everything, Isolde.”

I lean into his touch, studying the conflict warring across his features. “What monster, CJ? You think I don’t already know you’re dangerous?”

His laugh is amused. “You have no idea what dangerous means when it comes to me, my sweet.”

“Maybe not because you are still keeping secrets from me. But that’s okay. I know it’s for a good reason. I understand the need for secrets, believe me. I have faith that you will tell me when you’re ready.”

“It’s not because I don’t want to… I just can’t. Not yet.”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to explain it.”

His eyes search mine. “You are perfect, Isolde Morvoren.”

“You expected less?” I smirk.

“I expected pressure,” he says honestly.

“Not from me. Not from the woman who knows she wants to be with you despite not knowing the whole truth.”

“You’re taking a big risk,” he says.

“It’s worth it.”

He crushes me to him, his lips savaging mine as he kisses me in a world-ending kiss. The sigil warms up again, and I moan into his mouth as he lifts me up and presses me against the cold tiles. He impales me on his cock, the dull ache between my thighs flares up but I take it. I take it all and demand more.

He hisses in pleasure, “Issy,” he rasps. “Gods, you feel so fucking good.”

I cling to him, my legs wrapped around him as he thrusts into me. His possession of me feels primal and unfettered, and my pussy floods with arousal. Every time he drives himself into me, my power grows, and I know only one thing now, and that’s him.

He holds me there against the tiles, raw emotions pouring from him as he makes me come again. “Fucking mine. You're mine forever,” he pants as I bounce on his cock. My pussy convulses as another orgasm hits me hard and I scream his name.

CJ goes still for a moment, then drops his head onto my shoulder, letting out an almost inhuman roar. The sensation of his hot cum filling me, pushes me over the edge again, and I cry out, my nails raking down his back.

The water swirls between us, washing away the remnants of our passion again. He pulls back slightly, letting go of one hand to trace the fading sigil on my chest. The mark reacts slightly to his touch but doesn’t change much from its dull state; it just seems to sharpen with awareness again. His eyes close when he presses his forehead against mine. “I love you, Isolde. I know it’s fast, I know it’s crazy. I know you think this is possession and another form of control, and you can think all those things. But I needed to tell you. I’m drawn to you in ways that go past the physical. Your blood calls to me. It’s an obsession.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” I ask cautiously.

“It’s both,” he says and then drops me gently, cleaning me up again wordlessly.

I don’t speak either. I’m too exhausted.

When we’re both clean, he turns the shower off and wraps me in a towel first before slinging one low around his hips. He carries me to the bed and lays me down before crawling on next to me. I collapse back against my pillows, exhaustion weighing down every part of my body. The towel slips, revealing the curve of my breast, but CJ ignores it and pulls the covers over us.

“What now?” I ask.

“Now you rest. Your body needs to recover from everything.” He trails his fingers over my healed arms, but I shiver, remembering the burn from the blood.

“I can’t rest,” I argue, though I can feel my eyes growing heavier by the second. “They found me. They’re inside SilverGate. And William…”

“Harrington can take care of himself,” CJ interrupts, an edge to his voice that catches my attention even through my fog of exhaustion. “He’s survived a century as a ghost; he’ll survive whatever this is.”

“Something used our connection against both of us.”

CJ sighs. “I’ll find him,” he promises, his voice softening. “After you’ve gone to sleep, I’ll get Cassiel to watch you and track Harrington down.” He pulls me into his arms, and I melt against him, my face pressed against his chest. His skin is warm, almost hot, and I can hear the steady rhythm of his heart beneath my ear.

“I’m so tired,” I whisper, the words muffled against his skin. “Tired of running, of hiding, of not knowing who to trust. I’ve spent my whole life locked away, and the second I taste freedom, this happens. It’s like I’m cursed.”

“You’re not cursed,” he says fiercely, his arms tightening around me in a protective embrace. “And you’re not alone, Isolde. Not anymore.”

I look up at him, feeling tears streaming down my face and unable to stop them. “Aren’t I? I don’t even know what I’m doing. Everyone at SilverGate either wants to use me or is afraid of me, and I’m hurting people. I’ve never felt more alone, even though I’m surrounded by creatures.”

“You have me,” he says softly.

“You? The vampire who spies on me, threatened to claim me, whether I consented or not? Who fights anyone who comes near me? Who has secrets so deep I can barely see the surface of them?”

He winces slightly at my assessment, and I feel a twinge of guilt for throwing his behaviour back in his face.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that. I’m tired and not thinking.”

“It’s fair,” he acknowledges, loosening his hold, as if expecting me to pull away. I don’t. I cling tighter to him. Despite everything, there’s something comforting about his presence, his solid strength when I feel so fragile. “I’ve been difficult.”

“That’s one word for it,” I mutter with a giggle.

“I’m not good at this,” he admits, looking uncharacteristically uncertain. “I’ve never had a relationship before where I cared about the other person, where I couldn’t think about anything except them. You are new to me, this whole situation is new, and I’m not sure I’m capable of being any other way. I want something, I take it. If I can’t have it, I become obsessed with having it.”

“But you have me now.”

“Doesn’t make the obsession go away, Issy. It simply changes course. Now, I’ve got you, I will never let you go. Never. You will be mine forever.”

“That’s fine by me.”

“Is it? Truly? You have been isolated your whole life. You have never had a boyfriend or a relationship. Now you’ve got me making demands of you that aren’t fair, but I can’t help it. If I don’t have you, I will rip this entire realm apart.”

I stare into his amber eyes, seeing the raw vulnerability beneath his fierce words. “CJ,” I say softly, my fingers tracing one of the shifting patterns on his skin. “I’m not going anywhere. You don’t have to threaten to destroy realms to keep me.”

His jaw clenches. “You say that now, but you don’t understand what you’re dealing with. What I am. The things I’m capable of.” The pain in his voice makes my chest ache.

I press my lips to his throat, smelling his blood in his veins. “I’m not afraid of you, CJ. I’m afraid of losing you before I’ve even had the chance to know all of you.”

His arms tighten around me convulsively. “You won’t lose me. Death itself couldn’t keep me from you.”

“This place is changing me,” I murmur as I settle down again. “It’s making me darker, less concerned about everyone else, and more focused on me.”

“You deserve to be selfish after being locked away for so long.”

“It’s not that,” I say, scaring myself. “It’s not being selfish. It’s simply not caring.”

“I doubt it. You are the most caring creature I’ve come across.”

“You don’t know me that well, then.”

“I know enough. And if you are changing, becoming darker, more monstrous, then you’ll fit right in.”

“At SilverGate?”

“With me.”

With him. With Cassiel, the fallen angel who has already taken a life for me. With William, the Butcher. Maybe it is better this way. Maybe changing isn’t the worst thing that can happen. Maybe it will even save my life.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
WILLIAM


My spectral form leaves frost in my wake as I flee through the stone corridors of SilverGate. Students shiver and glance around in confusion as I pass, sensing my presence without seeing me. My rage is a force, manifesting in the physical world as I go. Mirrors crack, light fixtures flicker, temperatures plummet, and stone cracks.

I need distance. Space to think. To understand what happened in that shower with Isolde. Someone used me, and no one uses me without suffering dire consequences.

For a brief, glorious moment, I’d been corporeal again. I’d felt Isolde’s warmth, her skin against mine, sensations I’d thought lost forever when I plummeted from the Bell Tower a century ago. But then that sigil appeared on her chest, burning beneath her skin, and she’d looked at me with terror.

The memory of her fear cuts through me like a knife. Whatever happened in that shower wasn’t just about us. Someone had weaponised our connection and used it against both of us. Someone branded her against her will, and I will make sure they suffer beyond anything they have ever felt before.

I arrive at the Bell Tower without consciously choosing the destination. The place of my death calls to me. I drift upward, bypassing the spiral staircase, emerging at the top where the great bell hangs silent in the dark.

Standing at the eastern window, the exact spot where I was pushed to my death, I look out over the academy grounds.

How much of my afterlife has been spent staring out at a world I can no longer touch? How many times have I relived that final moment, the whispered words in an ancient language, the sudden push, the terrible knowledge of what waited below?

Now, for the first time in a century, I have freedom. The ability to roam beyond my prison. And what have I done with it? Put Isolde in danger. The one person who could see me, speak to me, touch me.

“Thought I’d find you here.”

I don’t turn at the voice, though every part of my spectral form tenses. “Aquila.”

CJ steps into the bell chamber, his footsteps silent on the ancient stone. “Didn’t take me long to follow the trail of destruction. You’ve got the professors in a flurry wondering what the fuck entity has crossed over SilverGate’s wards.”

“They never think to look within. Go away.”

He ignores me, moving to stand a few feet away, looking out at the same view. “She’s worried about you.”

The simple statement catches me off guard. “She should be worried about herself. That sigil⁠—”

“Is dormant for now,” he interrupts. “She’s resting.”

I turn to face him fully, surprised by the lack of hostility in his tone. “Dormant? How?”

“Probably because you left her standing alone in a shower of blood, terrified and feeling enough guilt to weigh down an entire kingdom.”

That stings. It burns through my ghostly veins like wildfire. “I didn’t want to leave her. Things would’ve escalated if I hadn’t.”

“You’ve got anger issues.”

“Says the vampire who rips things apart for fun.”

He smirks but doesn’t look at me. “That’s not anger, that’s a thirst for violence. It’s in my blood.”

“Oh?”

“My father was a Roman Warrior. You heard of Ancient Rome, Harrington?”

“No,” I say curiously. “What is it?”

“A place where I come from. Nearly three thousand years ago, my father fought for the empire, before he was chosen and turned into a vampire.”

“Your father is three thousand years old?” I’m impressed, despite myself.

“Nearly,” he corrects with a smile.

“Why are you telling me this? It’s information that is… secret, no?”

“Very,” he says, “but who are you going to tell?”

“Fair point,” I mutter. “Does Isolde know?”

“No. And I won’t tell her yet. She has enough to deal with without learning her soon-to-be-husband is from a different realm entirely, with blood that runs through his veins that doesn’t exist in this dimension.”

“You tease,” I mutter. “What are you?”

“Later.”

“More secrets.”

“We all have our secrets, Harrington. Right now, hers are more pressing than mine.”

“Did she tell you what happened?”

“Yes.” His jaw tightens, and I brace for the explosion of jealousy, the threats. Instead, he says, “You were in the shower. Something made you corporeal, water magic, Isolde thinks. Then it turned into a trap. Used your connection to drain her.”

“Drain her?” I mutter. “That makes more sense.”

“Hmm. She thought it was draining you, but that makes no sense. This is about her, right now.”

“You’re right. That was your assessment?”

“Yes.”

I drift closer, studying him. “And you’re not trying to banish me to the netherworld for touching her? This is uncharacteristically restrained of you, Aquila.”

“Believe me, I’d like nothing better,” he admits with a tight smile. “But right now, you’re more useful alive. Or whatever you are.”

“Pragmatic of you.”

“I’m full of surprises.” He leans his hands on the windowsill, his posture deceptively casual, though I can sense the tension in his eyes. “So. The Butcher of SilverGate. That’s quite the nickname.”

I feel a ripple of unease. “You’ve been doing your research.”

“When someone gets close to what’s mine, I make it my business to know everything about them.”

“She’s not yours,” I say automatically, though without my usual venom.

CJ’s smile is cold. “Oh, but she is. I’ve taken what belonged to me, her virginity, and promised her the world. She accepted it all. She is mine. We can debate your… relationship with her later. Right now, I want to know about you, Harrington. About the Sanguinarch who slaughtered his way through SilverGate’s student body a hundred years ago.”

“Is that what the records say?” I ask with a wicked smile as fond memories warm my icy form.

“The records say very little. You’ve been largely scrubbed from SilverGate’s official history. Makes me curious. But there are snippets if you know where to look.”

“And where did you look?”

“Under SilverGate’s most dangerous students. Imagine my surprise when I saw your name at the top of a very short list.”

“Let me guess, yours is underneath.”

“Maybe,” he says with a sinister smile.

I drift to the opposite side of the bell chamber, putting space between us. “And what do these stories say?”

“That you were brilliant. Ruthless. That you used blood in ways no one had seen before or since. That students disappeared, only for their bodies to be found dismembered and savaged.”

“Oh, the good old days.” I sigh.

“You expect to get back to that?”

“I’m hardly in a position to do anything, much less chop someone to pieces.”

“And yet you touched my girl.”

“This concern coming from you is rather odd,” I laugh. “How many have you threatened since arriving at SilverGate? How many would you kill to get what you want?”

CJ doesn’t rise to the bait. “Whoever I have to. But we’re not talking about me. We’re talking about what you’re doing with Isolde.”

“I didn’t plan what happened in the shower,” I say. “I didn’t know it could happen at all. Water magic, allowing the dead to become temporarily corporeal, is not something I have ever encountered.”

“But you took advantage of it,” he says.

“Of course. I kissed her, and she kissed me back. She took my hand and placed it on her sweet cunt, and I buried my fingers deep inside her, feeling her climax all over my hand. It was an epiphany moment.”

“I’m sure it was. Isolde has a way of making a man forget his own name. What I want to know is what happens next. You’ve been given a taste of something you thought was lost forever. Are you going to pursue it?”

The question cuts to the heart of something I’ve been avoiding. What do I want from Isolde? From this strange afterlife I’m trapped in?

“For a century, I existed in a kind of stasis. Not living but not moving on. Then Isolde arrived, and suddenly I had a connection to the outside world again. I want it back. I want my life back, and I want to make those who took it away pay in ways their sick, demented minds cannot even fathom.”

“You care about her,” CJ observes, not a question.

“Yes,” I admit. “More than I should. More than makes sense, given what I am.”

CJ studies me, his expression unreadable. “And if you had to choose between your wants and her safety? What then?”

“Her safety,” I say without hesitation. “She has touched a part of me that I didn’t even know was there. I didn’t know I could care about someone enough to want what was best for them. Her blood sings to me. It calls to me. She occupies my thoughts more than I can explain. I can’t seem to focus on anything else except her. She needs me as I need her.”

He nods slowly, as if confirming something to himself. “Good. Because she’s in danger, and I think you know more about it than you’re saying.”

I drift back to the window. “The sigil that appeared on her chest... I’ve seen something similar before. In my research into Blood Magic and dimensional boundaries.”

“What is it?”

“A collector’s mark,” I say grimly. “A magical tag, meant to track valuable specimens across realms. In the occult black markets of my time, such marks were used to claim rare creatures before they could be captured by rivals.”

CJ’s expression darkens. “The Collectors.”

“Yes. They must have set the trap, knowing about my connection to Isolde. Used it to mark her.”

“How would they know about you? About your connection to her?”

I shake my head. “Someone inside SilverGate must be working with them. Someone who knew I was trapped in that room, who knew Isolde could see me, who knew about our growing bond.”

“And who knows enough about ancient Blood Magic to set such a specific trap,” CJ adds, his mind clearly working through the possibilities. “The list of suspects is short.”

“Blackridge,” I suggest, though without conviction.

CJ shakes his head. “Unlikely. He collects rare creatures, yes, but he keeps them alive, intact. The Collectors’ methods are too extreme even for him.”

We fall silent, both contemplating the implications. The bell chamber feels suddenly colder, as if the very stones remember my death and echo its chill.

“There’s something else you should know,” I say finally. “About me. About why I was killed.”

CJ raises an eyebrow, waiting.

“My research wasn’t just about Blood Magic in general. I was specifically studying ways to create gateways between dimensions using blood as a medium. Pathways that could transfer consciousness between vessels.”

“You were developing a way to move consciousness from one container to another. Like them. Isolde won’t⁠—”

“She already knows. I told her.”

He contemplates that for a moment. “So they killed you to stop you learning their methods.”

“Could be.”

He nods.

“Are we actually having a civil conversation?”

He laughs. “Don’t misunderstand, Harrington. I still don’t like you. But Isolde’s safety comes first. If working with you increases her chances of surviving what’s coming, then that’s what I’ll do.”

“A temporary truce, then? For her sake?”

He nods, extending his hand in a surprisingly civilised gesture. “For her sake.”

I reach out, expecting my spectral hand to pass through his as it would with any living being. Instead, our hands connect, a cold shock passing between us.

CJ’s smile turns roguish again. “Don’t forget I’m not from this world, Harrington. Your laws don’t apply to me.”

“Noted,” I murmur. I drift back toward the window, looking out at SilverGate spread below us. “You should know that what happened between Isolde and me wasn’t just physical. There’s a connection there, one I don’t fully understand yet.”

“I know. I’ve seen how she looks at you. How she talks about you. Whatever is happening between you two, it’s more than just curiosity or convenience.”

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

“I’m not blind. Isolde is drawn to you for reasons neither of us fully comprehends. Fighting it would only push her away.”

I study him with new appreciation. “You’re more strategic than I gave you credit for.”

“I’m whatever I need to be to protect what’s mine,” he replies simply. “I’m not oblivious to polyamorous relationships. I have several dads.”

“Oh?” I raise my eyebrow.

“My mother has three husbands. My biological dad and two others.”

“Interesting. So you are open to Isolde being with more than just one.”

“If that’s what she chooses.”

In a swift motion, he leaps out of the Bell Tower, and I watch as he falls gracefully to the ground. He looks up at me with a smile, and in a flash of speed, he is gone.

This conversation has been enlightening. The Collectors took my life a century ago to protect their precious collection. Now, through Isolde, I have a chance to become whole again, and not much will stop me from getting back what I lost.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
CASSIEL


Watching Isolde sleep is a peaceful way to spend my time. I was surprised CJ came to me to ask me to watch over her while he went to find the ghost.

I move closer to the bed, studying the faint mark on her chest where the sigil appeared, which CJ told me briefly about, knowing I would see it. It’s barely visible now, a shadow beneath her skin, but I can sense its malevolent purpose. Someone marked her, branded her like livestock for slaughter. I pull the covers back, unhook the towel from her body and stare at her naked form. She is exquisite. I run a finger over the brand, and it flares up hot and heavy with magic. She hisses and shifts in her sleep, but she doesn’t wake. Her nipples peak in the cold, and I run my hand over one of them before dropping it lower. Moving it over her stomach, I pause and then trail a finger over her mound. She moans softly when I slide my finger over her clit. That special place that makes her wet and gives her enjoyment. I circle it, pressing down harder, giving her pleasure while she sleeps.

Isolde’s breath hitches, her hips shifting unconsciously toward my touch. The connection between us pulses with a strange energy, different from what I’ve observed between her and CJ or the ghost. This feels ordained somehow, as if the very act of my falling from heaven was meant to lead to this moment. Slipping my finger inside her, I feel the barrier that was there before is no longer. She has been claimed, but it doesn’t stop me from adding another finger and twisting them to watch her reaction while she slumbers. It’s hedonism at its finest and makes my cock ache. I pull it out of my pants with my free hand and tug on it with a soft groan.

Isolde dampens my hand as I pleasure her, and she gasps as her clit thuds gently. She turns over onto her side, towards me, pressing her thighs together, trapping my hand. I let go of my cock to push her legs apart, so I can keep thrusting. I add another finger and slide them all the way out over her clit and then back inside her.

She sighs and I tug on my cock again, masturbating over her.

“Isolde,” I murmur.

There is no reply. She is truly in a deep, exhausted sleep.

Removing my fingers, I crawl onto the bed, I roll her onto her back again, parting her legs. Experimentally, I take my cock and rub the head of it over her wetness. I stifle my groan. Adding more pressure from my stiff shaft, I rub it in a tight circle over her, and she trembles, her thighs tensing up as I heighten her arousal. I wonder if she is dreaming of me. Or does she think this is CJ?

“Isolde,” I murmur again, but she still doesn’t wake.

I want to slide my cock into her pussy. I want to sheath it in her desire and have her claim my purity, my virginity. I want her to corrupt me in the most sinful way.

“Isolde, wake up.”

Still nothing.

I wonder what it would feel like to take her while she sleeps. Would she mind? Would she wake up and be angry, or would she enjoy what I’m doing to her? My curiosity gets the better of me.

I slide the head of my cock down to her entrance, wetting it further with her arousal. I stop breathing for a moment, my heart pounding with anticipation and a twinge of something unfamiliar. But my need to connect with her, to understand this intense draw between us, overrides everything.

“Cass,” she mumbles, but doesn’t rouse.

Slowly, I push the head of my cock into her. She’s incredibly tight and warm, and I groan, louder this time. Her body tenses slightly, but she doesn’t wake. I pause, giving her a chance to rouse, to object, but she only murmurs softly and turns her head to the side, exposing the graceful line of her neck.

I take that as a sign and gently push deeper into her. The sensation is overwhelming, a heady mix of pleasure and an almost spiritual connection. Her essence mingles with mine, her life force pulsing around me. It’s not just physical; it’s metaphysical, something fundamental resonating between us.

Her hips move slightly, her body responding even in sleep. Encouraged, I thrust deeper, feeling every inch of her clench around me. It’s an ecstasy unlike anything I’ve ever experienced or imagined. Her breath quickens, small gasps escaping her lips as I thrust rhythmically inside her.

Again, she tenses and then relaxes around me. This time, she whispers my name on an exhale that makes me drive in deeper and groan softly from deep within my soul. I loom over her, bracing my hands on either side of her as she opens her eyes with a startled moan.

“Cass,” she gasps. “I thought it was a dream.”

“It’s real, Isolde. I needed to know what you felt like. I needed to know how much deeper our connection could go.”

“You violated me in my sleep.”

“I know. Are you angry?”

Her eyes widen in surprise at my question, but then she laughs. “I should be. I should be fucking kicking your arse from here to the middle of next week, but fuck…” She arches her back, pressing her breasts closer to my face. “… you feel too fucking good.”

“I have never done this before.”

“I gathered. Your way of seducing a girl is a little blunt, and that’s coming from someone who has been locked away her whole life.”

“I apologise for my bluntness, but this feels too good to stop.” I thrust deeper inside her, and she makes that noise of pleasure that I love to hear coming from her mouth.

Isolde arches her back again, pressing her breasts against my chest, and a primal growl builds in my chest. The sensation of her body moving under mine is overwhelming, sending waves of pleasure through me I never want to end. Her pussy clenches around my cock, gripping me tightly as I withdraw slightly before thrusting back in, deeper this time.

“Cassiel,” she gasps again, her fingers digging into the muscles of my back, pulling me closer to her. “This is incredible.”

Her words send a surge of desire through me, and I move with more urgency, each thrust eliciting a gasp or moan from her. The sound of our bodies coming together fills the room, a symphony of pleasure and need. I can feel her essence merging with mine, a connection that goes beyond the physical act. Our souls intertwine, binding us together in a way that defies comprehension.

Isolde wraps her legs around my waist, pulling me even deeper inside her. Her hips move in sync with mine, meeting each thrust with an intensity that matches mine. The sensation is overwhelming, consuming every part of my being. I can feel her pleasure as if it were mine, each wave crashing over us both simultaneously.

“Isolde,” I whisper against her ear, my voice hoarse with desire and emotion. “You are everything. You are the universe and the stars.”

“Cassiel,” she whispers back, her voice laced with a profound emotion. Her body bucks against me, her hips moving in rhythm with my thrusts. Her inner muscles clench around me as she nears her climax.

The sensation is indescribable. It’s a fusion of physical ecstasy and spiritual connection. Her energy flows around me, merging with my being, creating a bond that transcends the mere act of lovemaking. I can feel her, all of her. Her strength, her vulnerability, her fierce determination, and her tender heart. It’s overwhelming, a tidal wave of emotion and pleasure that consumes me in its wake.

Isolde’s breath hitches, and she lets out a soft cry as her orgasm rips through her. Her body convulses, the waves of her climax pulling me deeper into her. My release builds rapidly, a primal force that demands to be unleashed. With a final, deep thrust, I pour myself into her, our combined ecstasy shattering the boundaries between us.

We lie there, entwined and breathless, our bodies still pulsing with the aftershocks of our union. I rest my forehead against hers, our breaths mingling as we share this intimate moment. Her eyes meet mine, filled with wonder and a depth of emotion that makes my heart swell.

“You are such a fucker,” CJ’s voice rings out next to us.

I turn my head to see him crouched down with a look on his face that isn’t anger, as such, but he isn’t pleased either.

“This had better be consensual.”

“Not exactly,” I say, withdrawing reluctantly from Isolde’s warmth. “I was watching her and then desire overcame me. I wanted to know what my cock would feel like inside her.”

“While she was sleeping,” CJ says, his voice dripping with a threat that promises to rip my head clean off my shoulders.

Isolde intervenes quickly. “It’s okay, I’m not angry.”

CJ’s amber eyes flash dangerously. “Not angry doesn’t make it right.”

I sit up, pulling the covers over Isolde’s naked form, though I remain unapologetic. “I understand your concern, but what happened between us was transcendent.”

“It was what you wanted, not what she consented to,” CJ interrupts, rising as I climb off the bed and stash my cock, his voice deadly quiet. “There’s a difference.”

Isolde pushes herself up on her elbows, her blue eyes moving between us. “CJ, I said it’s fine. I’m not some helpless victim.”

“You were unconscious,” he points out, his jaw clenched tight. “That’s not consent, Isolde. That’s a violation.”

“Not if I wanted it to happen,” Isolde grits out.

“You were asleep!” CJ yells. “How could you know what you wanted?”

“I’ve wanted it since I first saw him,” she grits out. “You know that as well as I do, so quit your bitching and tell me if you found William.”

“This really doesn’t bother you?” he asks incredulously.

“No.”

He clenches his jaw and visibly calms himself. “You are fucking lucky she is as magnificent as she is, or else you would be accompanying Harrington in the ghost realm.”

“I agree, she is magnificent,” I murmur.

CJ inhales deeply. “I found Harrington. He’s at the Bell Tower, brooding like the dramatic ghost he is.”

“Is he okay?” Isolde asks.

“He’s fine. Angry, but fine. We had a conversation.” CJ’s expression shifts, becoming more serious. “About the sigil. About who might have placed it on you.”

I straighten, my wings manifesting slightly as the gravity of the situation returns. “What did you discover?”

“The mark is a collector’s brand. Used in occult black markets to claim rare specimens before rivals can capture them.”

Isolde’s hand goes to her chest, fingers tracing where the sigil had glowed. “So I’m already claimed? By The Collectors?”

“Not necessarily,” I say. “If that were the case, they would have come for you. It’s more like a homing beacon. When they come, they know who to take.”

“So who is working with them, and why haven’t they come for me yet?” Isolde asks, her eyes conveying her worry.

“Two questions we will find the answers to,” I say.

CJ moves to the window, his posture tense as he scans the academy grounds. “We need to assume they’re already here. The brand wouldn’t have been placed unless they were close enough to act on it.”

“Then why wait?” I ask, settling beside Isolde on the bed. “If they have a way to track her, why not simply take her?”

“Because SilverGate’s wards are still holding,” CJ replies grimly. “But they won’t hold forever. The Collectors are patient. They’ll wait for the right moment, when the defences are weakest. Whoever placed the brand is one creature acting on their own. With you, me, and Isaac already protecting Isolde, they aren’t strong enough to take her alone.”

Isolde pulls the covers tighter around herself. “That’s not great.”

“It’s not,” I agree. “It gives us perhaps days to prepare.”

“Or hours,” CJ adds darkly. “We don’t know their timeline.”

“Then we make our own timeline,” Isolde says, her voice hardening. She climbs out of bed, wrapping the sheet around herself like armour. “I’m tired of being hunted, tired of waiting for them to make the first move.”

CJ turns from the window, his amber eyes flashing with approval. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking we set a trap of our own,” she replies, moving to her wardrobe. “If they want me so badly, let’s give them what they think they want.”

I feel my wings twitch with unease. “Isolde, that’s incredibly dangerous. We don’t know how many of them there are, or what they’re truly capable of.”

“We know enough,” she counters, pulling out clothes with sharp, decisive movements. “They want to torture me and dismember me. They’ve branded me like cattle, and they murdered William a century ago because he got too close to uncovering their sick methods.”

Her magic sparks around her fingertips as her anger builds, that defensive power that’s been evolving since she arrived at SilverGate. The air in the room grows thick with energy.

“Let them come.”

“This is an epically bad idea,” I say.

“I have you two, don’t I? Haven’t you already proven you will do anything to protect me? And William isn’t exactly helpless. I bet he wants vengeance.”

“Oh, he does,” CJ says, “Badly enough that it might be an advantage they aren’t expecting.”

I stare at him and Isolde, feeling a coming war. “Then we fight.”

CJ gives me a rabid grin. “Now you’re talking, feathers.”

The bolt of anticipation that strikes me is hot and potent. The urge to protect Isolde by any means necessary, races through me. Whoever is coming for her won’t survive long enough to lay their hands on her.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
ISOLDE


“We need a plan,” I say, pulling on a pair of black jeans and a white shirt. “Something more specific than ‘let them come.’”

“We aren’t doing this,” Cassiel says suddenly.

“What? Why not?”

“It’s too dangerous.”

“We don’t really have much choice.”

I look at CJ, who is scrutinising Cassiel. “Actually, he’s right. This is too soon.”

“Too soon?” I croak. “They could come for me any second.”

“They could, but you aren’t ready and taking the fight to them is suicide.”

“What?” I’m confused by the one-eighty.

“You’ve been here for less than a week, Issy. You are nowhere near trained enough to fight, yet. It’s why Blackridge put you in the classes he did. To train you.”

“But you just said we should fight!”

“And now I’ve changed my mind.”

“So have I,” Cassiel states. “We need more time.”

“We don’t have time! Stop protecting me and start helping me!” I spin from them, fuming even though a small part of me knows they’re right.

“Issy!” Isaac’s voice calls through the door.

I yank it open and glare at him. “What?”

“Are you okay?” he asks earnestly.

“Pissed off but fine. You?”

He frowns and steps into the room where the tension is sky high.

“We are having a disagreement.”

“Do I want to know?” he asks darkly.

“No,” I say, but don’t get any further as the scrying mirror on my desk vibrates.

Isaac and I exchange a glance and then leap forward. “Mum! Dad!”

I peer in the mirror with Isaac right next to me. Our mother’s face swims into view, stricken. “Issy!” she cries. “I don’t have much time. Find your brother’s friend. He can protect you. He’s⁠—”

The connection cuts off.

“Mum?” I shout, tapping the mirror. “Mum!”

“She’s gone,” Isaac says grimly. “At least we know she’s alive.”

“For now,” I mutter. “And what about Dad?”

Isaac shrugs.

I shake my head. “Why did she want me to find you?” I ask, turning to CJ. “He’s…?”

“The most powerful vampire in the realm?” CJ finishes for me with that smile that makes me want to punch it off his face and my pussy goes damp.

“Pah, you wish,” I scoff.

His smile doesn’t falter. “They’re not wrong.”

“She didn’t say that!”

“No, but she meant it. I can protect you.”

“By not letting me set a trap for these fuckers.”

“That’s a start.”

“Grr,” I growl, and then a commotion outside makes me frown. I quickly cross over to the window and stare down at the courtyard. “What the hell?”

“What is it?” Cassiel asks, coming up behind me.

“Massive brawl,” CJ comments. “I wonder who started that.”

He is staring at Benz, shifted and tearing through every creature he can get his hands on.

“We should stop him,” Cassiel says.

“The bell will toll soon,” Isaac says, but it doesn’t.

We stand there staring out at the carnage, and no one does anything to stop it.

“I’m going down there,” CJ says and opens the window.

“No!” I shout, but it’s too late. He drops from the window with Cassiel right behind him, spreading his wings to break his fall.

Isaac follows, and something deep, dark and foreboding makes me follow them. I crouch on the windowsill and then drop to the ground gracefully, landing in a crouch and looking around. The guys have all been dragged into the fight, which is now roughly a hundred creatures strong. “What the fuck?”

I glance around as the ground rumbles under my feet. The savage brutality of the fight is escalating rapidly, and creatures are shifting into their more monstrous forms. Blood splatters across the ancient stones as claws rake and fangs tear. The air fills with inhuman snarls and the crack of broken bones.

Frantically, I try to find my brother and my guys.

CJ slashes his claws across the throat of a student who is trying to viciously gut him.

Cassiel’s wings manifest and retract as he moves through the chaos. Golden-black lightning sparks from his fingertips, sending attackers flying backwards into stone walls. But even his fallen angelic power seems strained against the sheer number of frenzied creatures.

Isaac is a blur of offensive magic, flames dancing from his hands as he carves a path through the melee. Death and destruction is everywhere.

And then I spot something that makes my blood run cold.

Standing at the edge of the courtyard, perfectly still amidst the chaos, not fighting, not moving, just watching. Observing. Taking notes in a leather-bound journal.

A professor.

Not one, two. Three. Four.

Based at strategic points, Blackridge is nowhere to be seen. The bell isn’t sounding.

This isn’t random violence, it’s orchestrated. Someone has deliberately triggered this massive brawl to create chaos.

But for some reason, it doesn’t seem to be affecting me.

I spin, looking around for someone else like me, someone who can help me stop this insanity, but I realise, I’m surrounded by the witches who tripped me up the other day.

Three of them, their eyes flashing black as they cackle.

“Lost little lamb,” the ringleader coos. “So alone, so afraid.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” I spit out and use my magic to create a shield.

She hisses, baring her teeth at me and slashes at the shield with a hex that rips it apart.

I stumble back as her friends throw magic at my feet that makes my skin crawl. They’re forcing me backwards, boxing me in. I coil every ounce of magic I can inside me and blast it outwards in a wave of power.

They stumble, but whatever is controlling them is stronger.

“Fuck,” I mutter. “Fuck.”

They advance on me, and the brand on my chest flares white-hot. I gasp as the pain races through my veins. The witches’ cackles turn to shrieks of triumph as the sigil burns brighter. I can feel it pulling at something deep inside me, draining my strength with each pulse of searing pain.

My knees buckle as the brand sends another wave of agony through my chest. My back hits the unforgiving cold stone of the academy building. I have nowhere to run as the witches close in. The leader uses her magic to spin me around, and my face smashes against the stone, making me grunt. She strips my shirt from me with a blast of magic powerful enough to sear my skin.

The other two witches restrain my arms with coils of snake-like black magic that seeps into my skin, trying to corrupt me. I close my eyes and scream as the first lash hits my back, splitting my skin and making me bleed.

“He isn’t yours!” the leader. “He is mine.”

“Who?” I cry out as the second lash hits me.

“CJ,” she hisses. “Who do you think, little slut?”

“What?” I cry out and then close my eyes against the third lash. My wounds are healing instantly, but it doesn’t stop the pain.

“Little slut thinks she can come here and take what’s mine?”

The fourth lash strikes me, and I scream again, the sound raw and desperate. The witches’ cackles echo in my ears, their malicious glee grating on my nerves. The brand on my chest glows with a sickening heat, drawing strength from me like a leech. It was never meant to drain William. It was draining me. That’s why my magic is so weak. These bitches branded me and waited for their moment.

“He will never be yours,” I grit out, panting heavily as the fifth lash strikes my back. The pain is excruciating, but I refuse to give them the satisfaction of seeing me crumble. “He doesn’t even know your name.”

The leader of the witches lets out a harsh laugh. “He moaned it loud enough when we were fucking the other night,” she hisses.

Another lash lands on my back, and I bite my lip to stifle a scream. Blood trickles down my skin, the wounds healing almost as quickly as they are inflicted, but the agony remains. “Liar,” I shout. “He wouldn’t touch you!”

Struggling against the bonds, I know I can’t get away. The brand is taking my magic and probably giving it to these witch-bitches. I clench my jaw and focus on the strange sensation vibrating beneath my skin. The brand is burning hotter, but it’s not just pain; it’s alive. It writhes like a serpent under my flesh, coiling around my essence, trying to constrict it. But I won’t let it. I won’t let them claim me or break me.

With each lash, the sensation grows stronger, a writhing darkness that absorbs the pain and transforms it into something else. Something powerful. My defensive magic has always been reactive, protective, but this... this is different. This is feral, primal, born of rage and agony.

And it is separate. It is new.

Or very, very old, lying dormant in my blood.

I take a deep breath, focusing on the dark energy coiling within me. The next strike lands, but this time, instead of screaming, I laugh. It’s a harsh, bitter sound that echoes through the courtyard, cutting through the chaos of the fight. The witches pause, taken aback by my reaction.

“You think you can break me?” I hiss, my voice laced with venom. “You’re going to have to try harder.”

“Issy!” CJ’s deep roar reaches my ears through the cacophony of the battle raging all around us.

The witch’s leader sneers, “He can’t save you now, little slut. You’re ours.”

She raises her hand again, black magic crackling at her fingertips.

I gasp as lightning shoots through my body, setting every nerve ending on fire.

“Issy!”

I turn my head to see that CJ is barrelling towards me, crashing through creature after creature, ripping them to shreds simply for getting in his way. I don’t know why he can’t teleport, but I’m guessing it has something to do with whatever magic is causing this rage that seems to have descended on everyone except me.

“No!” the lead witch shrieks, and with a blast of magic filled with enough magic to bring me to my knees, I suddenly find myself in silence, the noise of the battle has turned to silence, and the air around me has turned pitch black and filled with malevolence.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
CJ


The mindless violence that overtook me as soon as I landed in the courtyard is ripping at me. I want to kill, to feast on the blood of all these creatures, but the second I saw Isolde in trouble, I pushed it back. I can’t teleport. There is something dampening the magic all around us, but heightening the aggression of monsters of all kinds.

“Issy!”

I kick, punch, and tear my way across the courtyard, but by the time I reach her, she is gone.

Vanished.

Flayed and taken by the three witches, cackling and fizzing with black magic. One of them is familiar. She has been hitting on me since I arrived, but she has never interested me.

“Where is she?” I roar, trying to break through the black magic that surrounds me. My eyes are locked on the witches who have taken my girl.

The lead witch sneers at me, her eyes filled with a triumphant malice. She shrugs. “Who cares. As long as she is far away from here.”

A primal, feral growl escapes my throat as I lunge toward them, but an invisible barrier stops me cold. I slam against it, snarling and clawing at the air, but it’s impenetrable. The witches seem just as surprised as I am that something is protecting them.

“What have you done?” I snarl. The ground beneath us trembles with the force of my rage, stones cracking under the pressure of my unleashed power. Around us, the battle still rages, creatures tearing at each other with mindless fury, but all I can focus on is the empty space where Isolde stood moments ago.

“We didn’t do anything,” the lead witch protests, her confidence wavering as she looks around frantically. “We didn’t send her anywhere!”

Her nervousness and the fear in her eyes tell me she is telling the truth.

I need to think. I need to think and then act. Reacting isn’t going to get me anywhere. I close my eyes and inhale deeply, taking these few precious seconds to centre myself, to clear my brain from the remainder of the battle fog and to get myself into a position to help Isolde. When I open my eyes, I extend my claws and with a deliberate motion, rip through the barrier that is stopping me from getting to these bitches. They may not know anything about where Isolde went, but they cornered her and tortured her.

They will pay.

I slice through the first witch’s throat before she can even scream. Her blood sprays across the ancient stones as she collapses, eyes wide with shock. The other two stumble backwards, their earlier confidence evaporating. But they can’t get away from me or my wrath. With calm control, I reach for the second witch, snap her neck with a sharp twist, and let her body fall to the stones. The remaining witch crawls backwards across the blood-slicked stones, her eyes wide with terror as she stares up at me. “Please,” she whimpers, “I don’t know where she went. I swear on my coven’s blood, we didn’t send her anywhere!”

I crouch down beside her, my claws extending further, gleaming with the blood of her witch sisters. “But you branded her, didn’t you?” I say quietly, my voice deadly calm despite the rage burning through my veins. “You tortured her. You insulted her. You hurt her. Do you know what I do to creatures who hurt my girl?”

She glances at the two dead witches.

With a swift motion, I crush her windpipe and keep squeezing until her head pops off her neck. I drop it as her body falls beside her companions. Their blood pools together on the ancient stones, mixing with the carnage from the larger battle still raging around us.

But none of that matters. Isolde is gone, taken by forces I don’t understand, and every second I waste here is another second she’s in danger. Is this The Collectors or someone else? Every honed, trained instinct I have is telling me this is bigger than we thought.

“CJ!” Cassiel’s voice cuts through the chaos as he lands beside me.

“Finally,” I growl and then see William dart across the courtyard towards us. “They took her. Isolde’s gone.”

William’s spectral form flickers with rage, his red eyes blazing brighter than I’ve ever seen them. “Where?”

“I don’t know. The witches were torturing her, then she just vanished. Black magic.” I gesture to the three corpses at my feet. “They said they didn’t take her.”

“And you believed them?” William snarls.

“I killed them, so yeah, I believed them. They were shocked that she vanished.”

Cassiel’s wings manifest fully, silver eyes scanning the courtyard with supernatural intensity. “The battle is still raging, but it’s artificial. Someone orchestrated this chaos to mask Isolde’s abduction.”

Isaac appears through the melee, blood streaming from a gash across his forehead. “Where’s my sister?” he demands, his offensive magic crackling around his fists like a living flame.

“Gone,” I tell him grimly. “Taken during the fight.”

Isaac’s magic explodes outward in a wave of destructive force, sending nearby combatants flying. “No! I promised to protect her!”

“We all did,” Cassiel says, his voice tight with self-recrimination. “And we failed.”

“The Collectors,” William hisses, his form solidifying with fury. “They used the witches as a distraction while they took her.”

“I don’t think so,” I say slowly. “I think this is bigger than them.”

“Bigger how?” Cassiel asks, but in that clinical way that usually irritates me. Now I need it. I need him to remain calm and help me figure this out. William is seething and will be no help in his ghost form, and Issac has crumbled under the weight that his sister has been abducted.

I scan the courtyard, my mind cutting through the chaos. “Look around. The professors are standing at the corners, taking notes. The timing of this massive brawl. The way the aggression magic affected everyone except Isolde. This is theatrical, not a precise strike aimed solely at Isolde. It’s not them.”

“Someone inside the academy orchestrated this,” William says.

“But who?” Cassiel asks. “And why take her now?”

“Because she’s getting too powerful,” I say. “Her defensive magic has been evolving rapidly. Someone wanted her gone before she became too dangerous to contain.”

I nod grimly. “The question is whether they’re working with The Collectors or have their own agenda.”

“Does it matter?” William snarls. “We need to find her. Now.”

“It matters because it determines how we get her back,” I reply, forcing myself to think strategically despite every instinct screaming at me to tear apart everything in sight until I find her. “This isn’t The Collectors, I know it in my gut.”

“You’ll forgive me for not trusting your gut,” William growls.

“Trust whatever you want, but I’m right,” I snap back at William. “The Collectors would have taken her cleanly, surgically. This was messy, public, designed to send a message.”

“A message for us,” Cassiel says. “This was a separation technique.”

“Precisely,” I say. “They wanted her alone. The witch-bitches got to her first for a totally different reason. The timing was unfortunate, but also planned. They took Isolde at a specific moment.”

The battle around us winds down as whatever spell triggered the mass violence fades. Students and creatures stagger apart, looking dazed and confused, many sporting injuries they don’t remember receiving. Many dead. The professors are no longer anywhere to be seen.

“Blackridge,” William hisses, his spectral form flickering with renewed fury. “Where the fuck was Blackridge during all this?”

That’s the question that’s been nagging at me. The Headmaster is nowhere to be seen during the worst violence SilverGate has witnessed in decades. “Why?”

“Fucking why, indeed,” he replies, and we go silent, trying to figure this out before it’s too late.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
ISOLDE


Cold. Dark. Damp.

These sensations filter through my consciousness as I struggle to figure out where I am. My head pounds with each heartbeat, and my mouth tastes of copper and ash. The air is thick with the scent of ancient stone and something chemical and sharp that burns my nostrils.

I’m on my knees, and I try to stand up, but my limbs feel leaden and impossibly heavy.

The room around me gradually takes shape. Stone walls slick with moisture, vaulted ceilings lost in darkness, and peculiar symbols etched into the floor in what I can smell is dried blood. The space is vast, cavernous, with shadowy alcoves housing shapes I can’t quite make out.

“You’re awake. Excellent.”

The voice echoes from the shadows, familiar in its cultured tone, and makes me shudder. I strain to lift my head, searching for its source.

Blackridge steps forward.

“Where am I?” My voice comes out as a rasp, shifting my shoulders as I remember being flayed. If he is working for The Collector’s, I’ve got so much more to come, and I can’t move an inch.

“Somewhere safe,” he replies, approaching my stone slab with measured steps. “Or more accurately, somewhere others are safe from you.”

“What does that mean? I haven’t hurt anyone.”

“Not yet.” He circles me, studying me with clinical detachment. “But you would have. The violence spell affected everyone in that courtyard, except you. Fascinating, isn’t it?”

The brand on my chest flares. “The witches.”

“They were an unfortunate complication,” Blackridge interrupts. “Their petty jealousy nearly interfered with my experiment. I hadn’t accounted for their personal vendetta against you.”

The casual way he dismisses the torture I endured sends a chill through me. “Experiment?”

He stops in front of me, looking down at me with those unnervingly dark eyes. “Did you think that sudden outbreak of violence was random, Miss Morvoren? A spontaneous mass hysteria affecting dozens of powerful supernatural creatures simultaneously?”

“Well, no, but it was you? You caused it? You triggered the violence.”

“I merely created the conditions,” he corrects, as if the distinction matters. “The violence was already there, simmering beneath the surface in every creature present. I simply removed the inhibitions.”

“Why?”

“To see who would resist, of course.” His hand hovers over my head, not quite touching. “Violence magic is one of the most primal, most difficult to resist. It bypasses higher consciousness, targeting the primitive brain. It should have affected you like everyone else.”

I remember the strange clarity I felt in the courtyard, the way I remained untouched by the bloodlust consuming everyone around me. “But it didn’t.”

“No,” he says, hunger flashing in his eyes. “It didn’t. Even your brother succumbed, despite his considerable power. But you stood untouched, your mind clear, while chaos reigned around you. That shouldn’t be possible, Miss Morvoren.”

I try to push myself up further, but the invisible weight pressing me down intensifies. “What have you done to me? Why can’t I move?”

“A simple containment spell,” he says dismissively. “Nothing that will harm you, but necessary until I understand exactly what you are.”

“I’m a vampire,” I say, though the words sound hollow.

Blackridge laughs, the sound echoing ominously through the cavernous space. “If that were all you were, Miss Morvoren, the violence magic would have consumed you like the others. No, you are something far more interesting than a vampire, even the female twin aspect isn’t enough to make you stand out quite so starkly.”

He moves to a shadowy alcove and returns with an ancient tome. “The Collectors want you because you’re rare,” he continues, his voice taking on a lecturer’s cadence. “They believe a female twin vampire makes the perfect vessel for dangerous knowledge because of the sympathetic bond with your male counterpart. A reasonable assumption, but incomplete. They are butchers masquerading as scholars. They destroy what they claim to preserve, reducing living beings to mere vessels.”

“Then why am I here? Why did you take me?”

“To protect you, in part,” he admits, turning pages in the grimoire without touching them. “You being flayed by a bunch of petty students, wasn’t part of the plan.”

“Thanks, I guess?”

He smiles, but it is completely devoid of warmth. “You’re quite welcome.”

“Where are we? Is this still SilverGate?”

“We are beneath it,” he replies, gesturing vaguely at the stone ceiling. “Far beneath. These caverns predate the academy by centuries. They were the reason SilverGate was built here in the first place, to guard what lies below.”

“And what’s that?”

His smile grows colder. “Knowledge, Miss Morvoren. The kind of knowledge that should never be revealed. The kind that The Collectors would kill to possess, and have, many times over.”

“I still don’t understand why I’m here,” I say, fighting against the crushing weight holding me down. “If you wanted to protect me from The Collectors, you could have done that without abducting me.”

“I protect SilverGate and its secrets above all else,” Blackridge says sharply. “When a student displays unusual abilities, particularly resistance to ancient magic, I must understand the nature of that anomaly. Are you a threat or an asset? That is what I intend to determine.”

“I’m neither,” I protest. “I just want to be left alone.”

“No creature with your potential is ever left alone, Miss Morvoren. Surely your parents taught you that much when they locked you away for twenty-one years.”

The mention of my parents brings a surge of anger that momentarily burns through my fear. “You don’t know anything about my family.”

“I know far more than you might think,” he counters. “I know that your bloodline carries secrets even your parents don’t fully understand.”

“What are you talking about?”

Instead of answering, Blackridge turns back to the living grimoire. “Do you recognise these markings, Miss Morvoren?”

I squint at the writhing symbols, which seem vaguely familiar yet utterly foreign. “No.”

“Interesting. Your body responded to them, even if your conscious mind did not.” He taps the page, and the symbols glow faintly. “These are the sigils of binding used by the First Coven. Not witches, as we understand them today, but something far older. The ancestors of all modern magical bloodlines.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“Tell me, Miss Morvoren, have you ever wondered why your defensive magic is so uniquely powerful? It’s quite interesting, and far more dangerous.”

He moves to another shadowy alcove and returns with a silver basin filled with a liquid too dark and viscous to be water. Setting it beside me on the stone floor, he produces a small knife with an ivory handle.

“What are you doing?” I ask, alarm spiking through me.

“A simple test,” he replies. “Blood never lies, Miss Morvoren. Especially old blood.”

Before I can protest, he takes my hand and slices across my palm. The pain is sharp but brief as my vampire healing immediately begins to close the wound. He quickly catches the welling blood in the silver basin, where it hisses upon contact with the dark liquid.

“There,” he murmurs, watching intently as my blood spreads through the basin, creating patterns like a complex constellation. “The patterns never lie.”

I strain to see what has captured his attention so completely. The blood forms swirling symbols similar to those in the grimoire.

“Just as I suspected,” Blackridge breathes, his eyes reflecting the glow from the basin. “You carry their blood, their magic. After all this time...”

“Whose blood? What magic?” My voice rises with frustration and fear. “Stop speaking in riddles!”

“Something darker than you can imagine, something so monstrous, the likes of which this academy has never been subjected to. You are in quite the wrong place, Miss Morvoren.”

“Meaning,” I ask, licking my lips.

“SilverGate sits on a nexus point. The same nexus point that exists throughout realms. There are other versions of this academy, and you belong in one of them. Yet you are here.”

“What am I?” I ask, my voice cracking.

“Rise, Miss Morvoren.”

I try to stand up, but I can’t. I struggle, but the magic is holding me in place.

“Come on, Miss Morvoren, put your back into it.”

Glaring at him with a low growl, I use all of my innate strength to break free from his containment spell. The magic crashes through the chamber, but he remains standing as if nothing happened. It didn’t affect him.

The basin beside us suddenly erupts in silver flames, my blood burning with a bright light that burns my retinas. The symbols carved into the floor glow in response.

“You don’t belong here.”

“Then where do I belong?” I spit out.

“A place far darker than here.”

“This makes no sense.”

“No, it doesn’t, does it. And yet, blood doesn’t lie. Magic doesn’t lie.”

Blackridge circles the basin, watching the silver flames consume my blood with an unsettling fascination. “Tell me, Miss Morvoren, have you ever wondered why William Harrington’s ghost has been so drawn to you since your arrival?”

“Because I can see him,” I say uncertainly. “Because I’m in his room.”

“Many students have occupied that room over the decades. It’s true that none could see him, and none sparked his interest as you have.” Blackridge dips his finger into the silver flames, seemingly impervious to their heat. “What you’re witnessing is blood recognition. Your defensive magic isn’t defensive at all, it’s Sanguinarch blood.”

“Sanguinarch?” The same creature William is?

“Blood architects of extraordinary power and rarity. William Harrington was one, the reason for his rather macabre nickname, the Butcher. His experiments with Blood Magic were revolutionary and disturbing.” Blackridge withdraws his finger, now coated with my burning blood. “And you, Miss Morvoren, are like him.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I protest, though something deep within me resonates with his words. “I’m a vampire.”

“That is also a fact.” He traces a symbol on the floor with my blood, which sizzles where it touches the stone. “But you are so much more.”

The symbol he draws shimmers ominously.

“You’re saying I’m like William?” I ask carefully.

“Blood calls to blood, Miss Morvoren. It’s why he recognised something in you, even if he couldn’t identify what. It’s why your magic manifests as shields rather than offensive spells like your brother’s. You’re not creating barriers, you’re manipulating the blood in the air, in the stones around you that blood has soaked into, you get the drift.”

“Does William know about me?”

“Who knows? William Harrington was murdered by The Collectors.” Blackridge’s expression darkens. “They hunt Sanguinarchs relentlessly. They are highly prized to be placed on collectors’ shelves as living dolls.”

“Dolls?” I croak. Horror washes over me. “That’s why my parents kept me hidden. They knew what I was.”

“They suspected enough to be afraid, I’d imagine. Again, who knows,” Blackridge says. “But I suspect they didn’t fully understand the nature of your blood, or they would never have sent you here.” He moves to the wall, pressing his palm against a stone that looks no different from the others. It sinks inward, and suddenly, the entire ceiling becomes transparent, revealing not the academy above but a vast network of glowing lines, blood channels, spreading throughout SilverGate’s foundations.

“SilverGate Academy is a place where the veil between worlds is naturally thin, where Blood Magic can achieve its highest potential. The nexus.”

Through the transparent ceiling, I can see the intricate patterns extending throughout the entire academy, through walls, floors, even the courtyard where the violence spell erupted earlier. Every stone, every beam seems part of an elaborate design I never noticed before.

“This is why you allow fights to go ahead…”

“Blood freely spilt in combat is unique,” Blackridge acknowledges without a hint of remorse. “It activates dormant sigils that have waited centuries for the right catalyst.”

“And I’m the catalyst.” It’s not a question.

“You are a Sanguinarch standing at the centre of the most powerful Blood Magic construct ever created. What do you think happens when such power encounters its perfect vessel?”

As if in answer, the silver flames from the basin suddenly leap upward, spiralling around me in a whirlwind of light. I gasp as they touch my skin, sinking into my veins, filling me with a strange, ancient knowledge that makes me nauseous with this brutality.

“What’s happening to me?” I cry, watching in horror as glowing sigils appear on my arms, identical to the ones carved into the chamber floor.

“The nexus recognises you,” Blackridge says, backing away respectfully. “The blood knows its master.”

Through the haze of silver light engulfing me, I see the symbols on the floor shift, rearranging themselves into new patterns that glow menacingly.

“I don’t want this,” I gasp, fighting against the power flooding through me. “Make it stop!”

“I cannot stop what has already begun,” Blackridge replies, his voice almost gentle. “None of us can. The blood nexus has awakened, and with it, your true nature.”

A tremendous groaning sound reverberates through the chamber as the foundations of the academy shift. Dust and small stones rain down from above.

“What’s happening to SilverGate?” I demand, panic rising as the silver flames continue to pour into me.

“It’s transforming. Returning to its original purpose.” Blackridge gestures at the ceiling, where I can now see students and professors above us, unaware of the changes occurring beneath their feet. Some stagger, looking disoriented, as if something is draining their energy. “SilverGate was built as a conduit between worlds, Miss Morvoren. A bridge held stable by Blood Magic. Your Blood Magic.”

Horror dawns as I understand. “You’re using me to open a doorway to another dimension?”

“Not I,” Blackridge corrects. “The nexus itself. It has waited centuries for a Sanguinarch of sufficient power to activate it fully.”

The silver flames surrounding me suddenly contract, rocketing inward until they sink completely beneath my skin. I cry out as they burn brands into my flesh that fade almost immediately, leaving no mark but sending waves of knowledge through my entire being.

“Stop fighting it,” Blackridge murmurs. “Accept your blood. Accept your heritage.”

“I don’t want it!” I cry, tears streaming down my face.

“You were born for this moment. This convergence. The question you must ask yourself, Miss Morvoren, is whether you were sent here for protection or for sacrifice.” Blackridge steps closer, his eyes never leaving mine. “Did they hope SilverGate would help you control your abilities, or did they deliver you to the nexus knowing what it would do to you?”

The ground beneath us lurches violently, throwing Blackridge against the wall. I remain standing, somehow anchored by the silver energy coursing through me. The blood channels above grow brighter, pulling at something deep inside me.

“I can feel them,” I whisper, horrified. “Everyone who has bled on these stones.”

The silver energy suddenly inverts, imploding toward my core with crushing force. My back arches as I feel my very essence collapsing inward, compressing into a single point of unimaginable density.

Then, like a star going supernova, I explode.

The walls of SilverGate detonate outward with the force of my release, the centuries-old blood sigils activating all at once in a cascading failure that sends shockwaves through the entire academy. The screams of a thousand students echo in my consciousness as their life force, briefly connected to mine through the nexus, surges back into them with concussive force.

I hang suspended in a void of my own creation, lit from within like a candle about to explode, neither fully in this world nor the next.

And in that moment of perfect liminality, I finally understand the truth.

My parents didn’t send me to SilverGate for protection or for sacrifice.

They sent me here to become something else entirely.
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